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(RECOMMENDED CITATION)

INTRODUCTION

Communicating via computers has lately come to represent a routine,
ritual, and consequential activity on personal and professional levels alike.
Under the umbrella term computer-mediated communication, a plethora of
socio-cultural acts are performed that are agentive for identity construction.
From among them, linguistic scholars have been particularly interested in how
individual or group identities are negotiated through text across the fixed-fluid
continuum. The main vehicle for communication in a medium that is multimodal,
language is pervasively instrumental in negotiating identities in ways that are
subtle, finely calibrated, and often, liminal.

It could be said that focus on digital identity construction particularly
befits Internet Linguistics in its sociolinguistic approach as a recent and
generous discipline. The traditional sociolinguistic approach to how language
systematically correlates with social variations is now conflated with shifts in
social identity definition accommodating the increasingly seminal cultural
functions of language in both individual and collective identity construction.
Indeed, their own online engagement, coupled with the reach afforded by the
Internet of a superdiversified array of individuals in the globalized cyberspace,
has occasioned Netizens to communicate even with the most exotic of others, a
benefit as well as a challenge both for Netizens themselves and for analysts.
During the process of communication, the digital users, consumers and prosumers
doing the intuitive guess-work on the identities of their interlocutors may also
become members of communities of interests grounded in ideological affiliations
and reciprocity. What we witness in Web 2.0 is an intertwining of presentational
and participatory cultures, with individual and collective identities at once
displayed and played on. It must be noted, however, that self-presentations and
other-representations in discourse or through texts are not the exclusive object
of research of cultural sociolinguists, but are scrutinized by linguists in general,
all of whose results have informed the new theories and subsequent shifts in
methodology in this line of research.

Arguably, any study of identity construction through computer-mediated
communication should make recourse to a multidisciplinary type of approach
and include such aspects as pertaining to semantics, pragmatics, semiotics, and
social psychology, thus supplanting the grounding cultural sociolinguistic angle.
This issue of STUDIA UNIVERSITATIS PHILOLOGIA hosts 15 articles that have taken
that step either individually or collectively. Its thematic scope covers (re)emerging
identities in critical times, nebulous tribal reconfigurations, gendered-position-
triggering situations, ethnic-determined contexts, and teacher-learner settings,
respectively, as hosted by the cyber space. A complex tableau of crisscrossing
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identities is, thus, contributed to, and made analytical sense of, by authors from
the European and American academiascapes.

Empirical and theoretical studies are trying to keep pace with the radical
and accelerated developments triggered by the daily ritual of engagement in Social
Network Sites. The latter are seen as the generators of echo-chambers, which
afford the expression of such affiliations as are temporarily formed and
reinforced through particular patterns of discourse and underlying topics and
attitudes. Local or global issues that are particularly sensitive or incited by
crisis, are readily embraced, disseminated and debated online. In The Syntax of
Climate Change: Syntactic Means in the Construction of Greta Thunberg’s Community
Identity on Facebook, Oleksandr Kapranov surveys the construction of famed
Greta Thunberg’s community identity on Facebook through such syntactic
means as dependent clauses, while Roxana Nistor's Memefying Crises in
Romania and Japan: A Global Phenomenon Bearing Local Value argues that while
Internet memes can become viral in times of crisis and travel the global virtual
space, they will retain some local value and transmit ideas, feelings, beliefs
specific to a particular culture. Thematically underpinned by the same worldwide
crisis—the 2019 Covid health threat—The Digital Discourse of Romanian Social
Media Prosumers during the COVID-19 Pandemic by Alexandra Cotoc and
Anamaria Radu explores the powerfully trust-inducing and polarising impact
made by the online discourses of would-be celebrities, who should not be
credited with expertise in the matter. A locally processed conflict with
geopolitical reach is scrutinized in Diana Cotrau’s Ideologized Identities in the
Romanian e-News. A Cultural Sociolinguistic Query of Converged Media Texts on
the 2022 Russia-Ukraine Conflict. The focus, here, is on language as an important
piece in the semiotic puzzle of converged mediated texts, functioning as a tool
and a resource for allowing an antithetic categorization of the supporters of the
combat-parties in Ukraine on the basis of resurrected Cold War ideologies.

Gender-oriented identity construction is explored against the backdrop
of issues that are of consistent interest and under systematic debate in Social
Network Sites. In Narratives of a Struggle: The Experience of Assisted Reproductive
Medicine in Online Infertility Communities, Gabriela Glavan undertakes to explore
how online forums and social media provide patients with opportunities to
connect through particular jargons and textual strategies with regard to their
medical journey, even while creating a medium of emotional support. Next, in
#THISMAMA: Serena Williams Amplifying the Perils of Black Motherhood, Alison
Lukowski deconstructs the feminist overtones in Serena Williams' use of
maternal rhetoric on Twitter to build a community of women who resist dominant
discourses about medicine and motherhood. Last but not least, Alina Preda lays
emphasis on the negotiation of self- and group identity and on techniques of
self-definition and self-representation, by conducting an analysis of the
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INTRODUCTION

reactions to a Facebook post regarding abortion rights, in her Dynamics of
Identity Negotiation: A Case Study on a Facebook Post Pertaining to Abortion Rights.

The scientific interest scope could not elude an insight into how
subcultural group identities have become, of late, at once hybrid, nebulous,
fluid, tribal, under the impact of integrated digital actions. Thus, Oana Papuc, in
her Exploring Liminal Aesthetics: The “Glitchy and Decayed” Worlds of Vaporwave,
Semiotic Assemblages and Internet Linguistics adopts a postmodern perspective on
the matter and highlights the oximoronic imploded distinctiveness of online
subcultural expression.

Language contact and its effects on identity negotiation across the
Internet are also explored contextually by two contributors to this issue.
Daniela Haisan provides the link to the theme above by addressing how code-
switching functions to signal specific identities even while shaping the
representation of contemporary womanhood in a Romanian premium e-zine
(see The Catchiness of Code-Switching: Plurilingualism in Catchy (A Romanian
Women'’s E-Zine)). A conflated linguistic variety is analyzed in Alina Oltean-
Clmpean’s Attitudes towards Romglish in online discourse, with the intent of
identifying local glossia ideologies underpinning language-directed stances.

The final set of articles furnish informed and experience-based accounts
as well as recommendations for language-related education henceforth. The
suggestive titles of the contributions: Bianca Doris Bretan’s Is the Future
Hybrid? An Analysis of Opportunities for Digital Education; Anda-Elena Cretiu’s
The Artist's Website. Discourse Features of Online Identity and Brand; Ethna
Dempsey Lay’s Undergraduate Self-study: Discourse Analysis of Imagesets on
Student Blogs; loana Mudure-lacob’s Mapping Language Learning with Emojis:
From Phatic Communication to Idioms and Flash Fiction; and Cristina Varga’s
Talking about Exams. Discursive Identities of Romanian Youtubers are incursions
into online spaces where the needs and profiles of modern-day students and
teachers alike are reflected upon, with hybrid language education and creative
writing strategies in mind.

We want to express our utmost gratitude to the authors of the papers
included in this issue for their choice to share with our readers their valuable
contribution to knowledge on where language, communication, and technology
intersect. We extend our gratitude to our peer-reviewers, who have been so
generous in devoting their time and efforts to validating the scientific rationale
of the present compilation of articles.

Alexandra COTOC

email: alexandra.cotoc@ubbcluj.ro
Diana COTRAU

email: diana.cotrau@ubbcluj.ro
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ABSTRACT. The Syntax of Climate Change: Syntactic Means in the Construction
of Greta Thunberg’s Community Identity on Facebook. It is argued that the
identity of an online community (e.g., a Facebook community) is manifested by
linguistic devices, such as syntactic means (Androutsopoulos 2015; Blumenfeld-
Jones 2022; Kapranov 2019). This contention is explored in the study that is
further presented and discussed in the article. The study seeks to identify syntactic
means, in particular dependent clauses, which are involved in the construction of
Greta Thunberg’s community identity on Facebook. Greta Thunberg, a famous climate
change activist from Sweden, has a public account on Facebook that is followed
by a substantial number of Facebook users, who, presumably, share her views
on climate change, sustainability, and other environmental issues. It is assumed
in the study that Greta Thunberg’s status updates on her public Facebook account
could be characterised by syntactic means that facilitate the construction of the
climate activists’ community identity. In order to verify the assumption, a corpus
of Greta Thunberg’s status updates on Facebook was collected and analysed by the
software program L2 Syntactic Complexity Analyzer (Lu 2010). The computer-
assisted analysis was supplemented by a manual procedure of identifying the types
of dependent clauses in the corpus. The results of the corpus analysis revealed
that Greta Thunberg’s community construction on Facebook was facilitated by
such syntactic means as dependent clauses, in particular non-finite, adverbial,
and relative clauses. The findings were further discussed in the article through
the lens of the construction of community identity.

Keywords: climate change, dependent clauses, Facebook, Greta Thunberg, identity,
online community, syntactic means

1 Oleksandr KAPRANOV, PhD, is an associate professor at NLA University College in Oslo (Norway),
where he teaches English linguistics. Having graduated from The University of Western Australia in
Perth, Dr. Kapranov was a post-doctoral researcher at the University of Lund (Sweden) and at the
University of Bergen (Norway), respectively. Dr Kapranov has published on such topics as: academic
writing, speech fluency, and psycholinguistics. Email: oleksandr.kapranov@nla.no.
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OLEKSANDR KAPRANOV

REZUMAT. Sintaxa schimbadrilor climatice: mijloace sintactice in construirea
identitdtii comunitare a Gretei Thunberg pe Facebook. Se sustine ca identitatea
unei comunitati online, de exemplu, o comunitate Facebook, se manifesta prin
mecanisme lingvistice, cum ar fi unele mijloace sintactice (Androutsopoulos 2015;
Blumenfeld-Jones 2022; Kapranov 2019). Aceasta dezbatere este explorata in
studiul care este prezentat si discutat In continuare in articol. Studiul urmareste
sa identifice mijloacele sintactice, in special propozitii subordonate, care contribuie
la constructia identitara a comunitatii Gretei Thunberg pe Facebook. Greta
Thunberg, o celebra activista din Suedia in domeniul schimbarilor climatice,
are o pagina web publica pe Facebook, care este urmarita de peste trei milioane
de utilizatori Facebook, care au In comun cu aceasta activismul in domeniul
schimbarilor climatice, respectiv schimbarile climatice, durabilitate si alte
probleme de mediu. In studiu se presupune ci actualizirile de pe pagina
publica de Facebook a Gretei Thunberg, scrise de ea Insasi, ar putea avea drept
caracteristici unele mijloace sintactice care faciliteaza construirea identitatii
comunitatii interesate de domeniul schimbarilor climatice. Pentru a verifica
ipoteza, s-a realizat si analizat un corpus de actualizari de pe pagina de Facebook a
Gretei Thunberg prin intermediul programului software L2 Syntactic Complexity
Analyzer (Lu 2010). Analiza asistata de computer a fost completata de o procedura
manuala de identificare a tipurilor de subordonate din corpus. Rezultatele analizei
de corpus au aratat cd identitatea in cauza a fost construita prin mijloace
sintactice precum subordonatele, in special nepredicativele, adverbialele, relativele,
conditionalele si exclamativele. Constatarile sunt discutate 1n articol prin prisma
constructiei identitatii acestei comunitati online.

Cuvinte-cheie: schimbdri climatice, propozitii subordonate, Facebook, Greta
Thunberyg, identitate, comunitate online, mijloace sintactice

1. Introduction and specific research questions

Greta Thunberg is a symbol of youth engagement in the issue of climate
change (Bergmann and Ossewaarde 2020), who “catapulted to world fame after
mobilizing young people to urge the Swedish parliament to take action on
climate change” (Park, Liu, and Kaye 2021, 1). Owing to her climate change-
related activism, Greta Thunberg is typically referred to in the current literature
as “a highly influential activist” (Telford 2022), “a global icon”, “a hero” (Diaz-
Pérez, Soler-i-Marti, and Ferrer-Fons 2021), “an eco-celebrity” (Murphy 2021),
“a face of climate activism” (White 2021), and “one of the most prominent
leaders of climate activism” (Martinez Garcia 2020). It should be observed that
whilst Greta Thunberg’s rise from a lonely school striker to the global icon of
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climate change activism (Olesen 2022, 1325) is remarkable, her activities seem
to be described as a broad palette consisting of controversy, fame, paradox, and
popularity (Bergmann and Ossewaarde 2020; Diaz-Pérez, Soler-i-Marti, and
Ferrer-Fons 2021; Park, Liu, and Kaye 2021; Telford 2022).

As a popular climate change activist, Greta Thunberg is eagerly involved
in creating a strong presence on social networking sites (SNSs), in particular
Facebook (Sabherwal et al. 2021), where she currently (in October 2022) has
three and a half million followers. Greta Thunberg’s Facebook account is public.
In this regard, it should be noted that in case the Facebook account is “constructed
for the general public to look at, then the account will be made visible to
everyone” (Zhao, Grasmuck, and Martin 2008, 1823). The public status of Greta
Thunberg’s Facebook account allows Facebook users to visit her Facebook
page, familiarise themselves with its content, and, if desired, write their
comments under her status updates. In this way, it could be argued that Greta
Thunberg’s public Facebook account is interactive, given that her Facebook
followers are free to leave their written comments, as well as multimedia input,
such as YouTube videos, hyperlinks, and emojis, i.e. pictograms embedded in
the text message, or, alternatively, a stand-alone emoji.

In case we problematise Greta Thunberg's Facebook account as an
open and interactive online forum that is focused on the issues of climate
change and sustainability, it could be argued that it embodies not only her
Facebook account per se, but epitomises an online community that, arguably,
shares her climate change-related concerns. In particular, Greta Thunberg
positions herself on Facebook as a climate and environmental activist
(https://www.facebook.com/gretathunbergsweden). The aforementioned self-
description emblematises the ethos of her Facebook account and, consequently,
facilitates the construction of an online community of her followers, who are
free to interact with her and with each other on her Facebook page. In other
words, we may describe Thunberg’s Facebook page as a digital community, or
a digital culture (Androutsopoulous 2015) with the accompanying sense of
identity, which “bespeaks a need of belonging that is readily afforded and met
by the social platforms” (Cotrau, Cotoc, and Papuc 2021, 26). In unison with the
literature (Cotrau, Cotoc, and Papuc 2021), itis argued in the present study that
Greta Thunberg’s Facebook page could be regarded as a “locus where identities
are deliberately constructed and negotiated” (Garzone and Catenaccio 2009, 9).

Presumably, one of the aspects of Greta Thunberg’s online community
construction on Facebook could be manifested by syntactic means. Notably,
syntactic patterns are thought to be associated with the construction of identity
(Blommaert 2015; Kapranov 2014; Schiffrin 2009). For instance, Schiffrin
(2009, 421) has established that such syntactic means as dependent clauses,
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verb phrases, and existential there are employed in the construction of personal
identity. In the wake of Schiffrin (2009), micro-syntactic means have been
found to be involved in the construction of identity by early balanced bilinguals
(Kapranov 2019). Additionally, prior research demonstrates that dependent
clauses are reflective of the early balanced bilinguals’ identity maintenance
(Kapranov 2014). The nexus between syntactic means and identity construction
is reported in the literature on second language (L2) acquisition, where syntax
forms one of the facets of the learners’ “sense of self and their ways of
interacting with the world” (Belz 2002, 13). This observation is especially
relevant in the context of the present study, given that Greta Thunberg’s first
language (L1) is Swedish, and English is her L2. It also should be noted that
whilst Thunberg writes her Facebook status updates predominantly in English,
she does so in order to reach a virtually unlimited audience (Garzone and
Catenaccio 2009) of her global online community of followers, who, just like
Thunberg, may communicate in English as an L2. It is quite possible that
syntactic means that are used by Thunberg in her online communication with
the Facebook followers would be reflective of her English competencies as an
L2 speaker to address an online community of other English L2 speakers. It
could be assumed that Greta Thunberg’s use of English as an L2, taken in
conjunction with the substantial part of her Facebook followers, who are
English L2 speakers, is conducive to employing syntactic means in writing her
Facebook status updates that are frequent and, perhaps, characterised by
patterning. Presumably, the frequency of the occurrence of syntactic means
found in Greta Thunberg’s status updates on Facebook could be indicative of
the construction of her Facebook community identity.

Currently, however, little is known about how syntactic means are
employed in relation to the construction of an online community identity.
Whilst there is a cornucopia of fairly recent studies that analyse Greta Thunberg’s
discourse (Agius, Rosamond, and Kinnvall 2020; Bergmann and Ossewaarde
2020; Diaz-Pérez, Soler-i-Marti, and Ferrer-Fons 2021; Keller 2021; Martinez
Garcia 2020; Nissén and Rambaree 2021; Nordensvard and Ketola 2021;
Murphy 2021; Patka-Lasek 2020; Sabherwal et al. 2021; Sjogren 2020; Stoecklin
2021; Vowles and Hultman 2021; White 2021), there seems to be no published
research that specifically examines syntactic means in her Facebook status
updates. Furthermore, there are insufficient studies that focus on the frequency
and use of such syntactic means, as dependent clauses in the construction of an
online community identity. Guided by the prior literature that emphasises the
role of dependent clauses in textual identity construction (Belz 2002; Blommaert
2015; Kapranov 2014; Schiffrin 2009), the study further presented in the article
seeks to discover novel insights into the interaction of online community
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identity and syntactic means (specifically, dependent clauses), both of which
are aligned with the issue of climate change as one of the principal starting
points of community identity construction. The study aims to elucidate the
following research questions (RQs):

RQ1: What are the most frequent types of clauses that are used in Greta
Thunberg’s Facebook status updates?

RQ2: How are dependent clauses used in Greta Thunberg’s Facebook
status updates in relation to the construction of the identity of her online
community on Facebook?

In line with the RQs, the article proceeds as follows. First, the prior
literature on Greta Thunberg’s discourse is given in section 2. Then, theoretical
considerations associated with the discourse of identity on Facebook are
provided in section 3. Thereafter, in section 4, the present study is described in
conjunction with the corpus, procedure, methods, and results that are discussed
through the lens of community identity construction. Finally, in section 5, the
major findings are summarised from the vantage point of their relevance to the
field of discourse of identity studies.

2. The prior literature on Greta Thunberg’s discourse

As mentioned in the introductory part of the article, there is a wealth of
prior literature on Greta Thunberg’s discourse. The literature appears to
address the following research themes that are associated with Greta Thunberg’s
discourse: i) climate change activism (Bergmann and Ossewaarde 2020; Martinez
Garcia 2020; Nassén and Rambaree 2021; Patka-Lasek 2020; Sabherwal et al.
2021; Sjogren 2020; Stoecklin 2021), ii) fame (Diaz-Pérez, Soler-i-Marti, and
Ferrer-Fons 2021; Murphy 2021), iii) feminism and masculinity (Keller 2021;
Vowles and Hultman 2021; White 2021), iv) populism (Agius, Rosamond, and
Kinnvall 2020; Nordensvard and Ketola 2021), and v) trolling and bullying
(Park, Liu, and Kaye 2021; Telford 2022).

The research theme of climate change-related activism in Greta Thunberg'’s
discourse is explored in the recent publications by Martinez Garcia (2020), Ndssén
and Rambaree (2021), Patka-Lasek (2020), Sabherwal et al. (2021), Sjogren
(2020), and Stoecklin (2021). From the standpoint of climate change-related
activism, Greta Thunberg’s discourse is reflective of her individual “I” as her
personal self, testimonial “I” that stands for multiple individuals, and testimonial
“we” that demonstrates her collective identification (Martinez Garcia 2020, 356).
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Presumably, the multiple personas identified in Thunberg’s discourse, especially
the testimonial “we”, have positive rapport with the public at large (Sabherwal
et al. 2021; Sjogren 2020; Stoecklin 2021). In particular, Sjégren (2020, 615)
posits that Greta Thunberg’'s message “resonates with a worldview related
to the promises of modernity” due to its structure and simplicity, which involve
such narrative foci, as “science as the truth”, “for the human child’s sake”, and
“the apocalyptic future” (ibid.). The simplicity and accessibility of Thunberg’s
narratives render her the characteristics of leadership and moral authority in
the public eye (Ndssén and Rambaree 2021). Greta is argued to be depicted
positively by the mainstream media (Bergmann and Ossewaarde 2020; Patka-
Lasek 2020). In terms of the mass media, Sabherwal et al. (2021) indicate that
those individuals, who are familiar with Greta Thunberg’s speeches and activities
via mass media as well as personal and virtual contacts, exhibit a strong
association between collective efficacy beliefs and collective action intentions
that are facilitative of the individuals’ support for climate activism (Sabherwal
et al. 2021, 321). As far as climate activism is concerned, Greta’s capacity to
make a difference is thought to be based upon several discursive strategies that
sustain her speeches, namely objectification, personification, sanctification,
unification, and diversification (Stoecklin 2021, 1). The strategies, in turn, are
associated with such symbolic landscapes as activities, relations, values, images
of self, and motivations that are argued to streamline her social interactions
with the public in climate change-related activism (ibid.).

The research theme of fame in relation to Greta Thunberg’s discourse is
represented by the studies conducted by Diaz-Pérez, Soler-i-Marti, and Ferrer-
Fons (2021), and Murphy (2021). The studies demonstrate that Thunberg’s key
role as a famous climate change activist is “reinforced and legitimized with her
own personal story told through the hero’s journey” (Diaz-Pérez, Soler-i-Marti,
and Ferrer-Fons 2021, 36). According to Murphy (2021), Thunberg’s fame,
referred to as “eco-celebrity”, eventuates from her personal story, which is
anchored in her role as a well-known and well-recognised leader of the global
climate movement. Murphy (2021, 193) argues that “Thunberg’s rise to global
eco-celebrity has been media-centric”, with the media’s attention being focused
on her confrontational style of climate change activism that is aimed at teenage
and young adult audiences.

Thunberg’s discourse is examined through the prism of feminism and
masculinity by Keller (2021), Vowles and Hultman (2021), and White (2021).
Keller (2021) suggests that Greta Thunberg could be seen as a figure of the so-
called international girlhood whose climate change-related discourse provokes
a range of sexist, racist, and ageist responses on the part of the masculine
culture of the Canadian province of Alberta, which, coincidentally, is rich in oil.
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In accordance with Keller (2021), Thunberg represents a symbol of international
girlhood that is perceived as a challenge by the male representatives of the local
patriarchal culture that is centred on resource extraction. In the same vein,
Thunberg’s climate change-related discourse is analysed by Vowles and
Hultman (2021) via the lens of masculinity and the traditional male-dominated
culture. Vowles and Hultman (2021) have found that Thunberg’s speeches on
environmental privileges, carbon emissions, and resource use have been met
with hostility and mistrust on the part of the far-right Swedish media associated
with the traditional “breadwinner” masculinity. Similarly, White (2021, 396)
points out to the misrepresentations of Thunberg’s climate and feminist discourse
in online anti-feminist fora that express negativity towards “girls, women,
feminism, the environment, and people with disabilities”.

The research theme of populism in Greta Thunberg’s discourse is
discussed by Agius, Rosamond, and Kinnvall (2020), and Nordensvard and
Ketola (2021). In particular, Nordensvard and Ketola (2021) argue that Greta
Thunberg’s approach to climate change narratives involves the ‘truth-telling’
hero character, who delivers the narrative by means of foregrounding the
rhetorical strategies of emotions and conflicts as devices of populist discourse.

Interestingly, whereas Nordensvard and Ketola (2021) portray Thunberg
as a populist narrator, Agius, Rosamond, and Kinnvall (2020) suggest that
Thunberg is a victim of the populist far-right culture, which is characterised by the
discourse of climate change denial.

Trolling and bullying in relation to Thunberg’s discourse are scrutinised
by Park, Liu, and Kaye (2021), and Telford (2022). Specifically, having analysed
user comments from the most-viewed YouTube videos about Thunberg, Park,
Liu, and Kaye (2021) demonstrate that approximately half of the comments are
characterised by uncivil remarks that ignore her position on climate change,
and focus on her age, gender, and Asperger’s syndrome. In a similar fashion,
Telford (2022) indicates that the discourse of bullying associated with Thunberg’s
climate change activism is conceptualised as the construals “bully”, “the bullied”,
and “the anti-bully”.

It is evident from the review of the recent literature that Thunberg’s
discourse on climate change has inspired a plethora of research publications
that examine it from the vantage point of various foci. However, there seems to
be no state-of-the art research that focuses on syntactic means in her climate
change-related discourse. The study that is further presented in the article aims
to bridge the gap in the current knowledge. Prior to proceeding to the study,
however, it appears relevant to provide a brief overview of the discourse of
identity on Facebook, which is described in section 3 below.
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3. Discourse of identity on Facebook: Theoretical considerations

Generally, identity “deals with the question “Who am I?”, which usually
refers to further questions of belongings and locating oneself in social contexts”
(Zhang, Jiang, and Carroll 2012, 102). The discourse of identity has attracted
scholarly attention resulting in a wealth of research publications that analyse
the construal of identity in its relation to the bilingual population, ethnic groups,
the teaching and learning of foreign languages, professional identity, for
instance, teacher identity, personal online identity, group identity, gender and
sex, culture, to name just a few (Androutsopoulos 2015; Baym 2000; Bolander
and Locher 2010; Cotoc 2017; Cotrau 2013; Drotner 2007; Georgalou 2018;
Kapranov 2020; Mak and Chui 2013; Zhao, Grasmuck, and Martin 2008).

Concurring with Garzone and Catenaccio (2009), it seems feasible to
suggest that identity is quite often fluid, and subject to construction and, arguably,
de-construction (Kapranov 2018). As far as the construction of identity on SNSs
is concerned, it is posited in the literature that online identity involves one’s
selective self-presentation and the interplay between the individual’s online
and offline identities (Cotrau, Cotoc, and Papuc 2021, 26). With the advances in
online technology afforded by the Web 2.0 websites, the issue of online identity
(for instance, individual, group and social identity) has come to the fore in
discourse studies (Cotoc 2017; Georgalou 2018). In terms of online identity, or
cyber-identity, Cotoc (2017, 206-207) notes that in cyber-space

[...] the focus is more on how we wish others to perceive us and on the
process of setting forth an image we want others to perceive (online self-
presentation), but also on how we contribute to the perception of other
users and how other users contribute to our perception. Hence, online
identity is the social identity encountered in cyberspace, what users
display on SNSs, Websites, Weblogs, public chats, emails, etc.: “digital
forms of identity performance” (Drotner, 2007: 171). It is the content
posted by digi-participants in different Internet environments and one
cannot create a recognizable identity in any digital space or group
without posting (Baym, 2000: 144). Additionally, cyber-identity is the
social identity expressed as individual identity (what is unique to the
user) and group identity (what he shares with other users).

It is inferred from Cotoc (2017, 207) that an online identity is concomitant with a
form of discursive, or more generally, semiotic presence of an individual and/or
a group on the SNS. As far as the person’s online identity on Facebook is
concerned, Georgalou (2018, 12) argues that there is a mutual relationship
between one’s discursive practices and Facebook identity, since the identities
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Facebook users employ in interactions influence their online communication.
It is suggested that the users’ discursive practices on Facebook determine the
way they perceive themselves and others (Georgalou, 2018).

Whilst it is beyond the scope of the article to provide a comprehensive
outline of the multitude of studies on discourse of identity on Facebook, it seems
feasible to summarise the major theoretical postulates that are applicable to
the present investigation. In particular, it stands to reason to agree with the
following considerations that have been adapted from Georgalou (2018, 4).
They are summarised in Table 1 below.

Table 1. Theoretical Considerations of Discourse of Identity on Facebook
(based upon Georgalou 2018)

Theoretical Considerations

Explanation

Facebook discourse is inherently
constitutive of identity

Creating and updating a public profile on Facebook
requires the users to reflect upon how they wish to
represent themselves, enabling them to uniquely locate
and combine their self-descriptions in the context of
social connections.

Discourse of identity on Facebook
is a product of social interaction

Identity on Facebook is intrinsically interactive, which is
construed and maintained by means of exchanging
comments between the user and the audience

Orchestrating meaning through
multimodality is a critical element
in Facebook identity construction

Communication in social media is integrated into
visually anchored environments, with verbal/textual
exchanges being fragmented and reliant on multimodal
context.

Facebook users adopt certain
textual practices to present their

The users may adopt special textual practices for a variety
of purposes (for instance, to secure their accounts) that

identities online

affect the textually visible identity product.

Of particular relevance to the present study is the last consideration
formulated in Table 1 under number 4. It refers to the adoption of certain
textual practices by Facebook users. By means of expanding on this consideration,
it appears possible to hypothesise that Greta Thunberg’s Facebook discourse
would be characterised by certain textual practices that involve, for instance,
syntactic means. Further, the study is presented in section 4 of the article that
addresses the issue of syntactic means in construing Greta Thunberg’s
community identity on Facebook.

4. The present study

It is not a novel idea that syntax, in particular syntactic patterns, the
frequency of syntactic devices and their variation are associated with the
speaker’s/writer’s style (Serrano and Oliva 2011) and identity (Grabovac and
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Kapranov 2016; Kapranov 2019; Schiffrin 2009). However, as previously
mentioned, few studies focus explicitly on the aforementioned contention,
especially in the context of Greta Thunberg’s online community identity. Given
that there is no published research on how syntactic means are employed in
Thunberg’s Facebook discourse, the purpose of the present study is to identify
and quantify the use of such syntactic means, as dependent clauses, in the
construction of Thunberg’'s Facebook community identity. In conjunction with
the purpose of the study, two specific RQs have been formulated (see Introduction).
The study is based upon the theoretical and methodological premises
that have been expanded upon in the prior literature, which points to the crucial
role of dependent clauses in identity construction (Belz 2002; Blommaert 2015;
Kapranov 2014; Schiffrin 2009). Specifically, the study is informed by the
findings (Kapranov 2014; Schiffrin 2009) indicating that a written narrative can
evoke and shape nexuses of time, space, and identity by syntactic means,
inclusive of dependent clauses (Schiffrin 2009, 421). Given that Facebook status
updates could be regarded as written (mini)-narratives, it is assumed in the
study that Facebook status updates written by Greta Thunberg on her public
Facebook page would involve a number of dependent clauses that would be
reflective of textual practices and/or preferences that are used in order to
present her identity online (Georgalou 2018). Based upon the aforementioned
assumption, the following specific aims of the study have been explicated:

i) to collect a corpus of Greta Thunberg’s status updates on Facebook;
ii) to analyse the corpus by means of the software program L2 Syntactic
Complexity Analyzer (Lu 2010);

iii) to analyse the corpus manually in order to establish the types of
dependent clauses;

iv) to analyse the role of the most frequent dependent clauses in the
construction of Greta Thunberg’s online community identity on Facebook.

4.1. Procedure, methods, and corpus

In terms of the procedure, the following should be explained. In order
to ensure that ethical standards are observed, it was decided to collect the
corpus that consisted exclusively of textual material found on Thunberg’s
public Facebook profile, thus factoring out such multimodal elements as
pictures and videos. As far as the cut-off for the corpus was concerned, it was
established in accordance with the previous literature (Kapranov 2019), which
indicated that a period of time between six months and two years would be
sufficient for the corpus collection of status updates on Facebook. Hence, the
corpus was comprised of Greta Thunberg’s status updates on Facebook from
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1 July 2020 to 1 July 2022, i.e., two years. The corpus was collected in July 2022
by means of accessing and downloading Thunberg’s status updates available at
https://www.facebook.com/gretathunbergsweden.

Based upon the methodology described by Grabovac and Kapranov
(2016), Thunberg’s Facebook status updates were merged into one file and
processed in the software program L2 Syntactic Complexity Analyzer (Lu 2010)
in order to calculate the descriptive statistics, such as the total number of words,
sentences, and T-units. In concord with Hunt (1965), a T-unit, or a minimal
terminable unit of language, was defined as the smallest word group that could
be considered a grammatical sentence, regardless of punctuation. The descriptive
statistics of the corpus were summarised in Table 2 below.

Table 2. The Descriptive Statistics of the Corpus

N Descriptive Statistics Thunberg’s FB Status Updates
1 | Total number of FB status updates 191

2 Total number of words 11718

3 Total number of sentences 1013

4 Total number of T-Units 1184

The computer-assisted analysis of the corpus was followed by a manual
procedure of identifying the types of dependent clauses. The results of the
analysis were given in subsection 4.2 below.

4.2. Results and discussion

As mentioned in the introductory part of the article, there are two
specific RQs in the study. Let us discuss the results of the corpus analysis in
conjunction with the RQs.

4.2.1. RQ 1: The frequency of clauses in Thunberg’s Facebook status updates

The results of the quantitative investigation have revealed that there
are 39 coordinate and 408 dependent clauses in the corpus. It follows from
these findings that subordination is much more prominent in the corpus in
contrast to coordination. Unfortunately, there is no possibility to compare the
findings with the prior literature discussed in section 2 of the article, since the
previous studies (Agius, Rosamond, and Kinnvall 2020; Bergmann and Ossewaarde
2020; Diaz-Pérez, Soler-i-Marti, and Ferrer-Fons 2021; Keller 2021; Martinez
Garcia 2020; Nassén and Rambaree 2021; Nordensvard and Ketola 2021; Murphy
2021; Patka-Lasek 2020; Sabherwal et al. 2021; Sjogren 2020; Stoecklin 2021;
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Vowles and Hultman 2021; White 2021) do not focus on the syntactic means in
Thunberg’s discourse.

The coordinate clauses in the corpus can be exemplified by Excerpts (1)
and (2), which demonstrate that coordination is associated with the coordinating
conjunctions and and but that are used rather frequently in English (Kapranov
2019), e.g.

(1) Perhaps the most overlooked industry when it comes to the climate
and ecological crisis is forestry. In the coming decades we will undoubtedly
be needing every possible carbon sink to sequester and store CO2, and
yet a forest area the size of a football field is being cut down every
second, according to Global Forest Watch. (Thunberg, 18 October 2020)

(2) Today on #YouthDay social media is filled with people praising youth
for leading on climate action, along with countless of other issues. Youth
commitment is truly great, but make no mistake we have no desire to
“lead”. (Thunberg, 12 August 2020)

Given that coordinate clauses are indicative of syntactic complexity (Kapranov
2014), their less frequent occurrence in the corpus could be explained by
Thunberg’s communicative style that aims to be accessible and easy to follow
(Bergmann and Ossewaarde 2020; Patka-Lasek 2020). Conversely, dependent
clauses are used by Thunberg more frequently and consistently. The types of
dependent clauses are given in Table 3 below.

Table 3. The Types of Dependent Clauses in the Corpus

N Descriptive Statistics Total N in Thunberg'’s FB Status Updates
1 Adjective clauses 5
2 Adverbial clauses 56
3 Causative clauses 35
4 Comment clauses 18
5 Comparative clauses 5
6 Conditional clauses 37
7 Elliptical clauses 3
8 Exclamative clauses 30
9 Imperative clauses 16
10 Interrogative clauses 22
11 Nominal clauses 18
12 Non-finite “-ing” clauses 39
13 Non-finite “to” clauses 67
14 Non-finite past participle clauses 4
15 Relative clauses 49
16 Subjunctive clauses 4
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It is evident from Table 3 that the most frequent type of dependent
clauses in the corpus is represented by non-finite clauses, comprised of “-ing”,
“to” and past participle clauses. This finding is further emblematised by Figure
1, where the frequency of non-finite clauses is given in the form of percentage
to the total number (N) of dependent clauses (N = 408).

Frequent Dependent Clauses

30
25
20
15
10
AREERN
0

Non-finite Adverbial Relative Conditional Causative  Exclamative

Figure 1. Percentage of the Most Frequently Used Dependent Clauses
Non-finite “-ing” clause

It is seen in Figure 1 that the non-finite clauses in the corpus are
substantially more frequent compared to the rest of the clause types. This
observation begs a logical question concerning the role of the frequent clauses
in the construction of Thunberg’s community identity. In other words, to what
objectives are non-finite clauses used more frequently than the other types,
what is the pragma-communicative purpose of employing them in the status
updates, do they serve a certain purpose in the construction of Thunberg’s
community identity? We will address these questions in the following
subsection of the article.

4.2.2. RQ 2: The use of the most frequent types of clauses in the construction
of Greta Thunberg’s community identity on Facebook

We have previously established that non-finite clauses are the most
frequent clause type in Thunberg’'s status updates on Facebook. Could the
frequency be explained from the vantage point of the construction of Thunberg’s
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community identity on Facebook? Alternatively, could we assume that the
frequency of these clauses is fortuitous and devoid of any rhetorical or pragma-
communicative purpose? Let us try to examine the pragma-communicative role
of the non-finite clauses in constructing Thunberg’s community identity by
analysing Excerpt (3) that exemplifies the non-finite “-ing” clause and Excerpt (4)
which illustrates the use of the non-finite “to” clause:

(3) Interview in Vogue Scandinavia. The fashion industry is a huge
contributor to the climate-and ecological emergency, not to mention its
impact on the countless workers and communities who are being
exploited around the world in order for some to enjoy fast fashion that
many treat as disposables. Many are making it look as if the fashion
industry are starting to take responsibility, by spending fantasy amounts
on campaigns where they portray themselves as” sustainable”, “ethical”,
“green”, “climate neutral” and “fair”. But let’s be clear: This is almost never
anything but pure green washing. You cannot mass produce fashion or
consume “sustainably” as the world is shaped today. That is one of the
many reasons why we will need a system change. Photo by Alexandrov
Klum (Thunberg, 8 August 2021)

(4) We can’t call for climate justice while advocating for policies and
phase-out-dates based on targets that exclude aspect of equity and
historic emissions. The first step towards climate justice must be to include
ALL (especially) high income nations emissions in the targets (like
consumption, burning of biomass and waste, land use, international
aviation and shipping etc). To surrender the aspect of equity based on
historic emissions and climate justice for low- and middle- income
countries in order to create goals and targets that high income nations
consider to be “politically possible” is not just immoral - it violates the
heart of the Paris agreement. (Thunberg, 5 May 2021)

Let us assume that the use of non-finite clauses in (3) and (4) is a conscious
strategy that is employed by Thunberg in order to a) deliver an important
message to her online community and, possibly, b) mobilise her community for
action. Arguably, the non-finite “-ing” clause in (3) could be consciously used to
convey a continuous, recurrent situation, which is “timeless” in the sense that it
happened before, is happening now and is likely to happen again in the future.
Such an interpretation of timelessness in (3) is suggestive of the construal of
“chronotope” developed by Bakhtin (1981), who argues that there can be a
textual blending of space and time in any event in the real world (Blommaert
2015, 106). Presumably, Thunberg employs the non-finite clause in (3) in order
to emphasise that the fashion industry has been causing harm to the
environment irrespective of where and when its production capacities are
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located in the coordinates of the Bakhtinian chronotope (1981). By means of
the frequently used non-finite clauses, Thunberg, perhaps, seeks to foreground
a perennial nature of the problem that, arguably, is boundless in time and space,
and, as such, should be tackled by the climate change activists.

The non-finite “to” clauses in (4) seem to impart an idea that certain
actions expressed by the to-infinitive verbs must be taken in order to ameliorate
the deplorable situation associated with the issue of climate change. Whilst it
might be an impressionistic reading of (4), such textual fragments as “the first
step towards...”, “must be”, etc., facilitate an impression that (4) reads more like
a manifesto and a call for action rather than a plain Facebook status update.
Seemingly, the non-finite “to” clauses reinforce this impression. Furthermore, in
(4) we observe several non-finite “to” clauses that form a chain, or, rather, a pattern
that is suggestive of the step-by-step instruction of what needs to be done to tackle
the long-standing issue of climate change. It could be the case that by using the
concatenation of “to” clauses Thunberg seeks to mobilise her online community
and provide the activists with a concrete and feasible plan of action.

5. Conclusions

The article has introduced and discussed the computer-assisted study
on how syntactic means, to be more precise, dependent clauses are used in the
construction of Greta Thunberg’s community identity on Facebook. It has been
established that non-finite clauses are the most frequent type of dependent
clauses in the corpus of Thunberg’'s Facebook status updates in the period of
time 1 July 2020 - 1 July 2022. The corpus analysis has revealed that non-finite
clauses are frequent and recurrent, which might be suggestive of the conscious
use of these syntactic means in order to create an effect of timelessness in case
of the “-ing” clauses and a call for action, or, metaphorically speaking, a “laundry
list” of actions to be taken in order to ameliorate the current situation associated
with climate change in case of the non-finite “to” clauses. A possible interpretation
of the frequent non-finite clauses has been provided in subsection 4.2.2 of
the article. The interpretation is based upon Thunberg’s conscious use of the
non-finite clauses.

However, there seems to be more than one interpretation of the present
findings. First of all, let us take into consideration that English is not Greta
Thunberg’s L1. Hence, we may argue that her preference for non-finite clauses
stems from her English proficiency. This interpretation appears possible,
especially in light of the prior research that indicates that syntax is a facet of an
L2 speaker’s way of interacting with the world (Belz 2002, 13). If this interpretation
of the findings is correct, we may speak of the frequent non-finite clauses in the
corpus as an indicator of Thunberg’s mastery of the English language.
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Another interpretation of the findings could involve a contention that,
perhaps, there are neither conscious nor L2 proficiency-related reasons for
Thunberg’s frequent use of non-finite clauses. In other words, Thunberg is,
supposedly, not aware of her frequent use of non-finite clauses and such use
constitutes her personal style of writing, when she communicates with her
community on Facebook.

Whilst there are multiple avenues for the interpretation of the findings,
the study has revealed that there is a tendency on the part of Thunberg to prefer
certain types of syntactic means, specifically non-finite clauses. It would be
desirable for future studies to organise an interview with Thunberg to solicit
answers to the questions why and how she writes her Facebook status updates,
whether or not she considers the choice of syntactic means, for instance,
dependent clauses.

Presumably, the relevance of the present findings to the research field
of discourse studies, especially to the discourse of identity, may rest with the
following considerations. First, it could be concluded that the findings provide
indirect support to Kapranov (2014) and Schiffrin (2009), who suggest that
dependent clauses are reflective of one’s identity maintenance and construction.
Second, the findings might be indicative of dependent clauses as a pragma-
communicative means that facilitates the construction of a community identity.
Third, it could be inferred from the findings that the research focus on syntactic
devices, particularly, dependent clauses, might offer novel ways to approach the
issue of community identity construction that is centred on discourse/discourses
by the community’s charismatic leader, such as Greta Thunberg.
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ABSTRACT. Memefying Crises in Romania and Japan: A Global Phenomenon
Bearing Local Value. When faced with unexpected, traumatic events, such as
crises, which can trigger fear and anxiety, people react differently. Depending
on the type of crisis and on how affected they are by it, people can run in fear
(flight), become numb, irresponsive (freeze), please other people (fawn), or
stay put and deal with it one way or another (fight). In such cases, humour,
irony and sarcasm appear to be a good strategy. As such, Internet memes are
an example of a fight reaction that people have to crises, in which they resort to
humorous, ironic, sarcastic texts / videos to deal with such unpredictable events
that affect the world that they are familiar with, which become highly contagious
(transmissible) on the Internet. By carrying out a qualitative analysis of a
corpus of Internet memes from Japan and Romania retrieved from Twitter,
Instagram, and Facebook, which appeared in the first year of the COVID-19
pandemic, and by looking at Geert Hofstede’s and Edward T. Hall’s cultural
dimensions, the purpose of this article is to prove that Internet memes—though
they are seen as a global phenomenon—bear some local value and transmit
ideas, feelings, and beliefs specific to a culture.

Keywords: Internet memes, crisis communication, high context, low context,
cultural dimensions

1 Roxana-Maria NISTOR is a Senior Lecturer in Communication Sciences at the Faculty of European
Studies within Babes-Bolyai University (BBU) of Cluj-Napoca (Romania). Having obtained a bachelor’s
degree in translation and interpreting from the Faculty of Letters within the above-mentioned
university, she went on to obtain a master’s degree in advertising and communication from the
Faculty of Political, Administrative, and Communication Sciences within BBU Cluj, as well as her
doctoral title from the Faculty of European Studies (BBU Cluj) with a thesis on multilingualism
and language policies following research done on Romanian and Italian universities. With such
an interdisciplinary educational background and professional experience covering collaborations
with various foreign universities, her interests revolve around aspects related to cross-cultural and
intercultural communication, communication ethics, business communication, multilingualism
and language policies, as well as discourse analysis. E-mail: roxana.nistor@ubbcluj.ro.


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

ROXANA-MARIA NISTOR

REZUMAT. Memetizarea crizelor: un fenomen global ce poarta amprenta
unor valori locale. Atunci cand se afla in fata unor evenimente neasteptate,
traumatizante, asa cum sunt crizele, care pot declansa frica si anxietate, indivizii
reactioneaza diferit. In functie de tipul crizei si de cat de afectati sunt de aceasta,
oamenii pot fie sa fuga de acest tip de evenimente (fight), fie sa se blocheze si
sd nu stie cum sa raspunda sau sa reactioneze (freeze), fie sa gaseasca solutii
prin care sa ii multumeasca pe ceilalti (fawn), fie sa ramana fermi pe pozitii si
sa gestioneze situatia intr-un fel sau altul (fight). In astfel de situatii, umorul,
ironia si sarcasmul par sa fie si ele strategii salvatoare. Astfel, Internet memes
sunt un exemplu de reactie prin care indivizii gestioneaza situatii tensionate,
stresante (tip de raspuns fight); prin aceste memes, oamenii recurg la texte si
videoclipuri amuzante, ironice si/sau sarcastice pentru a gestiona astfel de
evenimente neprevazute care le afecteaza lumea in care traiesc. Aceste imagini /
videoclipuri devin extrem de ‘contagioase’ (transmisibile) pe Internet. Astfel, prin
realizarea unei analize calitative a unui corpus de Internet memes din Japonia si
Romania, preluate de pe platforme precum Twitter, Instagram si Facebook si care
au fost create si au devenit virale in primul an al pandemiei de COVID-19, precum
si prin utilizarea dimensiunilor culturale introduse de Geert Hofstede si Edward T.
Hall, scopul acestui articol este de a demonstra faptul ca Internet memes - desi
sunt vazute ca fiind un fenomen raspandit la nivel global - prezinta caracteristici
si valori locale si transmit idei, sentimente, credinte specifice unei culturi.

Cuvinte-cheie: Internet memes, comunicare de crizd, context puternic, context
slab, dimensiuni culturale

Introduction

First and foremost, it is important to understand that, when faced with
crises—which are unexpected, traumatic events, times of “great danger,
difficulty or doubt when problems must be solved, or important decisions must
be made”2—people react differently, as they are triggered by fear and anxiety
(Gray & McNaughton 2003, 94). From a psychological point of view, this
depends on the effects of childhood trauma (LePera 2021, 12) or on the sum of
experiences lived by an individual. As such, there can be four different
responses to crises: fight, flight, freeze, and fawn. Walter B. Cannon—a prominent
researcher and professor of Psychology at Harvard Medical School—coined the
first two responses (fight and flight) (Cannon 1927), Pete Walker coined the
fawn response, while the freeze response was introduced by William James and
Carl Lange (Cannon 1927).

2 Oxford Learners’ Dictionary, definition available at
[https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english/crisis_1], accessed on 01.04.2022.
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Second, since crises can be extremely traumatic events for the people
affected by them, they can trigger fear and anxiety (Gray & McNaughton 2003,
94), and so, these feelings, exacerbated by worry, become natural responses to
unexpected, dangerous events (Szab6 2022). As previously mentioned, how
people deal with fear and anxiety depends on their childhood trauma (LePera
2021, 12) and other past experiences. Some people fight (that is they react
immediately to the trigger, sometimes aggressively), others respond through
flight (meaning they want to run in the opposite direction, to run away from what
they consider to be dangerous), others freeze (i.e. they become numb, irresponsive
in the face of crises), while others fawn (that is they try to please others “when
confronted by possible assault, terror, or atrocity”) (Malchiodi 2021).

Third, in dealing with the fear, the anxiety, the worry, and the stress
produced by crisis situations, humour appears to be a good strategy as “it is an
excellent coping mechanism. (...) It helps people face difficult situations, pain,
and adversities”, is “a way of taking the reins in a context full of uncertainty”
(Svet 2020), as well as “a frequent and highly valued element of online
communication” (Laineste & Voolaid 2016, 27). Humour is “a powerful antidote
to negative emotions” (Samson & Gross 2012, 375), an extrinsic regulator
whose role is to reduce negative feelings and stress (Harm et al. 2014, 1896).

Fourth, another important aspect to consider here, in connection with
our hypothesis, is that humour is localised. Studies quoted in Samson & Gross
(2012, 376) underline the fact that humour is heterogenous. Distinctions arise
from whether humour is positive or negative (Samson & Gross 2012, 376), as
well as from the humour style of the sender and of the receiver, and from the
humour types (Taecharungroj & Nueangjamnong 2015, 290-91). We would also
add that humour differs from one culture to another (Cruthirds et al. 2012) and
is, therefore, highly localised.

Last but not least, given the advancement of the technological age, when
people use computers and smartphones for everyday communication, Internet
memes have become such an example of reactions to crisis situations and amusing
coping strategies, as they support “a humorous take on a negative experience and
situation; the perception of peer-support through affiliation with others” (Akram,
etal. 2020). Therefore, we want to show that Internet memes—as a research topic
in various fields, ranging from cultural anthropology to social psychology—
represent humorous reactions to crises and they transmit cultural realities.

Internet Memes. Origin and Evolution

Before discussing Internet memes, it is important to clarify the origin of
the word meme. The term was coined by Richard Dawkins—an evolutionary
biologist and an “enthusiast Darwinist” (Dawkins 2016, 229) as he describes
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himself—in his 1976 book called “The Selfish Gene”, where he introduced this
term to refer to a “replicator”, “a unit of cultural transmission” (Dawkins 2016,
230). He opted for this term because the meme that he described in his book

was “a unit of imitation”:

Just as genes propagate themselves in the gene pool by leaping from
body to body via sperms or eggs, so memes propagate themselves in the
meme pool by leaping from brain to brain via a process which, in the
broad sense, can be called imitation. (Dawkins 2016, 230)

Consequently, he needed an appropriate term to convey this idea and to make
it sound like the word gene. Starting from the Greek word Mimeme (i.e., something
imitated), he shortened it to meme to mimic the word gene and to refer to “tunes,
ideas, catch-phrases, clothes fashions, ways of making pots or of building arches”
(Dawkins 2016, 230), therefore something that is popular and that is transmitted
culturally.

However, in today’s digital culture, where participation and transmission
are key elements, another type of meme has become popular: the Internet meme.
Although there is no universally accepted definition, in Internet parlance, the term
Internet meme(s) is used to refer to “the propagation of items such as jokes,
rumors, videos, and websites from person to person via the Internet” (Shifman
2014, 2). These memes are most often seen as jokes that go viral (Marwick 2013,
12), parodies, remixes, or mashups (Shifman 2014, 2). They can be very diverse:
from combinations of images to text combined with one image, a gif, or a video.
However, simply using a picture and adding a caption to it does not turn that
picture into an Internet meme. It is its contagiousness, its fast transmission, and
its potential to amplify that make it a meme (Iloh 2021, 3; Gleick 2011). As such,
the text used must be smart, funny, even disputed for people to want to share and
re-share that picture which, in the end, becomes an Internet meme. However, the
most comprehensive definition is that given by Limor Shifman who, in her 2014
book, draws our attention to the important connection between Internet memes
and digital culture and to the fact that they actually represent different voices
and points of view. As such, she defines Internet memes as:

(a) a group of digital items sharing common characteristics of content,
form, and/or stance; (b) that were created with awareness of each other;
and (c) were circulated, imitated, and/or transformed via the Internet by
many users. (Shifman 2014, 7-8)

On the other hand, in a speech delivered at the Saatchi & Saatchi’s New Directors’
Showcase at the Cannes Advertising Festival, Richard Dawkins, the creator of the
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term meme, referred to Internet memes as a “hijacked” form of the meme that he
coined, the difference being that

instead of mutating by random change and spreading by a form of
Darwinian selection” (like genes do3), “they are altered deliberately by
human creativity. Unlike with genes (...), there is no attempt at accuracy
of copying; Internet memes are deliberately altered. (Solon, 2013)

Therefore, being “deliberately altered”, Internet memes—a Netlore genre, i.e., a
sort of humorous folklore that is used on the Internet to spread certain ideas or
values—are bearers of meaning and of ideas that are culturally reproduced
(Shifman 2014, 4). In her 2014 book, Shifman argues that, “like many Web 2.0
applications, memes diffuse from person to person, but shape and reflect
general social mindsets” (Shifman 2014, 5). Internet memes are also a form of
entertainment but also an identity building device (DeCook 2018).

Though some might see Internet memes as something ludicrous,
something that has to do with informality rather than formality, with triviality
rather than significance, many researchers in the fields of anthropology, linguistics,
communication, journalism, cultural studies, education, and business (de Saint
Laurent et al. 2021; Iloh 2021; Dynel 2020; Mihailidis 2020; Nissenbaum &
Shifman 2018; Katz & Shifman 2017; Boxman-Shabtai & Shifman 2016; Williams
2000, to mention just a few) have started to understand the power of Internet
memes and to use them to explain different phenomena in today’s world and
(digital) culture.

It is important, therefore, to retain the idea that Internet memes fulfil
three main functions: social functions, political functions, as well as charitable
functions (Shifman 2019, 43). Moreover, there are three main types of Internet
memes: “memes as forms of persuasion or political advocacy”, “memes as
grassroots action”, and “memes as modes of expression and public discussion”
(Shifman 2014, 122-23).

Internet memes are widely used online, in the everyday online
communication, mostly by the young generation, as a form of political
communication or as a form of political protest. They are produced and
transmitted horizontally (Kertcher & Turin 2020, 582). Furthermore, since they
are meant to transmit a humorous, ironic, or even sarcastic message related to
a political problem or crisis, their content is also adapted to the culture in which
they are created since “meanings are produced not in the minds of individuals
so much as through a process of negotiation among practices within a particular
culture” (Sturken & Cartwright 2018, 7).

3 Author’s note.
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Cultural Dimensions and Internet Memes

Since, as previously mentioned, Internet memes are bearers of meaning
and ideas that are culturally reproduced (Shifman 2014, 4), it is important to
bring here into discussion the cultural dimensions that will be used in order to
try and prove that, although they are a globally spread phenomenon, Internet
memes also bear certain specificities that can help one understand cultural
differences better. More specifically, our attempt to prove this will be based on
the works of Geert Hofstede and Edward T. Hall, who have introduced the
concepts of “dimensions of national cultures”, and “high vs low context cultures”
respectively. We will use these concepts in order to prove that Internet memes can
help one delve into the cultural specificities of a country, and we will use
examples of Internet memes from Romania and Japan in order to emphasize
these aspects.

The work of Geert Hofstede is particularly important. Initially developed
for the business world, the “dimensions of national cultures” that he introduced
were a pioneering discovery and are widely used today to explain cultural
differences in various domains. Through the latest edition of his book, Cultures
& Organizations. Software of the Mind (2010), Hofstede introduced six models
of national culture, namely Power Distance, Individualism vs Collectivism,
Masculinity vs Femininity, Uncertainty Avoidance, Long-Term vs Short-Term
Orientation, and Indulgence vs Restraint.

Since Hofstede’s studies were carried out on companies around the
world, his first dimension (Power Distance) refers to how people see and deal
with authority. Individuals from large-power-distance countries see authority
and power as something natural and they obey the rules and regulations set for
them. Japan is such an example, as its citizens “accept and appreciate inequality”,
however, Hofstede emphasizes that there is also a sense of obligation that
influences the use of power (Hofstede et al. 2010, 80). On the other hand, people
from small-power-distance countries tend to challenge authority and the status
quo (for instance, the citizens of the United States of America).

The second dimension introduced by Hofstede (Individualism vs
Collectivism) focuses on relationships and differentiates between collectivist and
individualist societies. Collectivist societies emphasize the power of the group,
and they value relationships; that is why, for example, people in such societies
keep in touch with their extended family (Colombia, Venezuela, Panama are
perfect examples in this case), whereas people from individualist societies
focus on their nuclear family and “think of themselves as I” (for example, the
U.S.A, the U.K,, Australia, Canada, etc.) (Hofstede et al. 2010, 89-97).
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Masculinity vs Femininity is the third dimension that Hofstede introduced,
which does not refer to the number of men and women in society, but to the
values that society appreciates in people. As such, masculine societies value—
among other things—"challenges, earnings, recognition, and advancement”, as
well as assertiveness, ambition, toughness, wealth, decisiveness. Japan, Slovakia,
Austria, and Hungary are examples of countries that Hofstede describes as being
masculine, whereas Costa Rica, Chile, Slovenia appear to be feminine. Feminine
societies value relationships and the quality of life, modesty, tenderness,
responsibility, gentility, friendliness, etc. (Hofstede et al. 2010, 155-65).

The fourth dimension (Uncertainty Avoidance) measures how people
from different cultures deal with uncertainty. As Hofstede et al. point out in their
book, “extreme ambiguity creates intolerable anxiety”; however, “every human
society has developed ways to alleviate this anxiety”, ways which “belong to the
domains of technology, law, and religion” (Hofstede et al. 2010, 189). As such,
countries that have identified state-of-the art technological or legal solutions or
whose religious system has succeeded in keeping up with the development of
the society (for instance, Sweden, Denmark, Singapore) can manage uncertainty
better than other societies which have not managed to do the same thing and,
therefore, “feel threatened by ambiguous or uncertain situations”, for example
Greece, Portugal, Guatemala (Hofstede et al. 2010, 191-93).

The fifth dimension introduced by Hofstede (Long-Term vs Short-Term
Orientation) differentiates between cultures that work and plan everything for
the long term by “fostering values oriented toward future rewards” and cultures
that focus on the past and the present moment by “fostering virtues (...) such as
respect for tradition, preservation of ‘face’, and fulfilling social obligations”
(Hofstede et al. 2010, 239). Some of the countries that score high on this Long-
Term Orientation Index are South Korea, Taiwan, Japan, whereas at the opposite
end there are countries, such as Puerto Rico, Egypt, Ghana, that prefer to think
about things and do them for the short term (Hofstede et al. 2010, 255-58).

Finally, Indulgence vs Restraint (or Light vs Dark) is the sixth societal
dimension which distinguishes between cultures that tend to “allow relatively
free gratification of basic and natural human desires related to enjoying life and
having fun” and cultures that believe that “such gratification needs to be curbed
and regulated by strict societal norms” (Hofstede et al. 2010, 281). On the
Indulgence Versus Restraint (IVR) Index, among the countries that seem to score
high and, therefore, to be more indulgent are Venezuela, Nigeria, and Sweden,
whereas countries such as Ukraine, Egypt, Pakistan are at the opposite pole and
exhibit the characteristics of more restrictive societies (Hofstede et al. 2010,
282-85).
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Although, as previously mentioned, the initial study carried out by Geert
Hofstede was done on companies, today his cultural dimensions are widely
used to analyse not only different corporate cultures, but also societies as a whole,
education systems, family specificities, and behaviours. To these dimensions, and
in order to further analyse cultural specificities in Internet memes, it is important
to refer also to Edward T. Hall’s contribution. Through his 1976 book, called
Beyond Culture, Hall left his mark on the field of intercultural communication
by introducing the concepts of high context and low context cultures.

Building on the idea that “what gives man his identity no matter where
he is born is his culture” (Hall 1976, 42) and that language is “too linear, too
constrained, too unnatural, (...) and too artificial” to describe culture (Hall 1976,
57), Hall introduced other dimensions that can be used to decipher new cultures,
a silent language*, which include elements of time, space, and context. Though
time is a valuable dimension that can be used to analyse other situations, we shall
not refer to it here, as in Internet memes it is difficult to see elements related to
monochronic or polychronic time. We shall, however, use Hall’s elements of
space and context.

Space (proxemics) is seen by Hall as “a physical boundary that separates
[a living thing] from its external environment” (Hall 1959, 187). He differentiated
between territoriality (one’s marked space that communicates power), personal
space (the area around an individual that can increase or decrease according to
their relationship with the people that surround them or depending on the
activity they are carrying out), as well as multisensory spatial experience (as Hall
believes that space is felt by all the senses) (Hall 1987, 12-14).

Context is probably even more important in the process of communication
generally, and in intercultural communication more specifically, because “cultures
are extraordinarily complex” (Hall 1976, 106). The messages uttered by a sender
are highly dependent on the context, or, as Hall put it,

it is important for conversationalists in any situation—regardless of the
area of discourse (love, business, science)—to get to know each other
well enough so that they realize what each person is and is not taking
into account. This is crucial. (Hall 1976, 90)

Hall differentiated between high- and low-context cultures. Messages sent in
high-context (HC) cultures do not contain explicit details, the information must
be deduced from the context or from the behaviour of the individual, whereas

4 This is a reference to Edward T. Hall’s book, called The Silent Language, published in 1959, in
which he tackled for the first time some new methods of understanding cultures, especially
those dimensions that are hidden to the eyes of tourists (e.g.: attitudes towards time, space,
which are not part of what he refers to as the overt culture, but part of the covert culture).
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messages sent in low-context (LC) cultures are clear, explicit, contain all the
necessary details (Hall 1976, 91). When individuals from high- and low-context
cultures interact, communication problems may appear because:

HC people can be creative within their own system but have to move to
the bottom of the context scale when dealing with anything new,
whereas LC people can be quite creative and innovative when dealing
with the new but have trouble being anything but pedestrian when
working within the bounds of old systems. (Hall 1976, 127)

This means that, when communicating interculturally, in order to avoid
misunderstandings or disputes that might arise from cultural differences,
people from low-context cultures have to remember that, when dealing with
peers from high-context cultures, they have to pay attention not only to the
language they use, but also to elements of proximity, time, and context, which
all contribute to the message sent and how it is received by their interlocutors.

All these elements are highly important and can be successfully used in
analysing Internet memes, as Internet memes are a form of (intercultural)
communication in today’s new digital culture and a form of expressive repertoire
(Nissenbaum & Shifman 2018, 3). However, when analysing Internet memes,
both time and space are overcome, because “computers connect to one another
through far-reaching networks”, and “the digitally represented information is
available as long as the server hosting it remains online” (Davison 2012, 123).

Internet memes exist in a variety of forms—sometimes referred to as
genres (Shifman 2014, 99) or submemes (Davison 2012, 127)—, the most common
ones being Image Macros. These images are pictures that contain a text, usually
written in white, which are often used instead of emoticons (Denisova 2019, 47).
There are also Photoshopped Image memes (or Reaction Photoshops), which, as
the name indicates, are pictures modified using an app (e.g., Photoshop), which
are meant to “provoke extensive creative reactions” (Shifman 2014, 102). For
the endeavour we have undertaken, we will analyse a set of image macros and
reaction Photoshops that were created and published online in Romania and
Japan during the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Global Crises, Crisis Communication, and Cultural Specificities in
Internet Memes

Most crises—whether they are financial, economic, or sanitary—tend to
be unpredictable and traumatic to a certain extent. They are also becoming
quite common, since we have seen many such crises in the past twenty years
(financial crisis, refugee crisis, medical crisis). In this complex context, Internet
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memes—as a research topic—can be placed at the intersection of cultural
anthropology, social psychology, and intercultural and crisis communication.

The COVID-19 pandemic is one of the most recent crises that humanity
has been faced with, a crisis that has profoundly changed the world as we know
it. From social (sanitary) distancing to wearing masks, it has affected the way in
which we communicate, but have also strengthened the power of technology and
digital communication all over the world. Internet memes have gained momentum,
have been transmitted on social networks “as virally as the coronavirus itself’ and
have become the forefront of a “siege mentality” (Denisova 2019, 581).

In order to analyse whether Internet memes bear any local cultural
specificities, we have selected a corpus of nine memes from Romania and Japan
(n=9), created and shared on Twitter, Instagram, and Facebook during the first
year of the COVID-19 pandemic. We have chosen these two cultures because
they are different from each other, but similar at the same time, and we shall
explain in the following paragraphs why we describe them this way.

We have carried out a visual qualitative analysis and have used photo
elicitation to select image macros and reaction Photoshops to create and analyse
date. The three social medial platforms we have accessed to look for Internet
memes abound in such images in Romania, but not so much in Japan, a situation
which drew our attention to a first difference between the two cultures: contrasting
cultural reactions to crisis situations (in this case, the COVID-19 pandemic).

The first element we had a look at when selecting the Internet memes
for this study was the language used. Much of the content shared via social
networks nowadays is in English (which has become “an obvious anchor for
content consumption” (Nissenbaum & Shifman 2018, 5)), and this contributes
to the expansion of the “global digital culture”. We looked for image macros and
reaction Photoshops with captions in Romanian for those selected from the
Romanian social media platforms, and with captions in Japan for those from the
Japanese social media platforms. We set this first rule, as we strongly believe
that language is the most important medium of transmission of a culture’s
traditions, beliefs, as well as a powerful tool used by its speakers to interpret
and share the reality around them. This endeavour, however, proved to be a
difficult one, as we discovered that many Romanian social media users prefer
to use English instead of their mother tongue and led to a reduced number of
Internet memes used in our corpus. The case of Japan was different, Japan being
seen as a “linguistically homogenous and therefore monolingual society” (Turnbull
2020, 634)5 since “very few Japanese people consider themselves to be bi- or
multilingual despite undergoing years of compulsory English education” (Turnbull

5 In this article, we use terms such as ‘monolingual’, ‘bilingual’, and ‘plurilingual’ to refer to
individuals or societies that have the ability of using an international language of communication.
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2020, 635). We managed to find image macros and reaction Photoshops with
captions in Japanese; however, since Internet memes are not as popular in Japan
as in the rest of the world, this too has reduced the number of image macros and
reaction Photoshops that we were able to use in this analysis.

The second rule we set was to focus on social realities, realms of a
culture’s attitudes and beliefs. As such, the Internet memes that we selected all
depicted social situations or realities related to the wearing of masks during the
first year of the COVID-19 pandemic in Romania and Japan.

As previously mentioned, Romania and Japan exhibit both similarities
and differences. They are similar in that they tend to share the same cultural
dimensions according to Hofstede’s classification (e.g, attitude towards hierarchy,
individualism vs collectivism, how they deal with uncertain situations, etc.), as
well as the same type of context according to Hall’s (both cultures are examples
of high-context ones). At the same time, they are different because, for instance,
they have different orientations, they put emphasis on different individual or
group traits, they value personal space differently and they also share emotions
differently.

90 95 92 90 gg
54 52
46 42 42
30
I 20
Power Individualism Masculinity Uncertainty Long Term Indulgence
Distance Avoidance Orientation

Figure 1. Country Comparison (Japan-Romania)
(Source: Hofstede Insights)

As such, they both score high on the Power Distance Index (PDI)—
Romania scored 90 and Japan 54 according to Hofstede Insights¢; however, we
believe that the score is no longer representative for Romania as the results are

6 https://www.hofstede-insights.com/country-comparison/japan,romania/, accessed on 28/07/2022.
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based on a study carried out in the 1990s and updated only from time to time;
while Japan still remains a quite closed society where status and power are still
very important, Romania is eager to emulate the American model, which scores
low on the PDI, meaning that Romanians would at least like to have fewer
status-related differences and everyone should have a say irrespective of their
educational background or financial power.

Yet, during the COVID-19 crisis, both countries contested the authority
of politicians and reacted to the measures adopted by their governments and to
the instructions given by the national/local authorities in a humorous way (an
example of fight reaction to the unforeseen and unpleasant situation created by
the pandemic). Let us look at the following two Internet memes (both of them
image macros) published online in 2020 as a response to the measures imposed
by the Romanian and the Japanese authorities.

Romania Japan

~
il
U
~
7

Figure 2. Reactions to the Romanian and the Japanese authorities’ decision to impose
masks at the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic (Source: Twitter)

The Internet meme on the left, which appeared online in Romania,
contains the image of the Romanian traditional bacon (sldnind) and a caption
that is written in vernacular Romanian specific to the Transylvanian area
(“Right!... Now I also have onel... Transylvanian Mask”7). This meme appeared
in 2020 when the authorities decided that masks had to be worn in all areas
(outdoors and indoors); however, at that time, masks were both scarce and
expensive. As such, Romanians—who see themselves as very innovative—
quickly found this solution of using the traditional bacon to craft a mask since
it is customary for most of them to have such food at home.

7 Author’s translation.
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In the case of the second meme, which appeared in Japan in 2020, the
context is again important: it was the beginning of the pandemic in Japan (April
1st) when, the then-prime minister, Shinzo Abe, presented his plan to fight the
coronavirus in his country by introducing new measures among which to give
two masks to each household to help the members of each family protect
themselves from this novel virus. Although the Japanese are traditionally very
respectful towards authorities, even they reacted to this measure, which was
obviously a bit absurd since many households had more than just two members.
The caption of the meme reads “I made this because my friend wanted two
10,000-yen banknotes rather than two masks.”8 In Japan, this absurd measure

also led to the creation of a crisis hashtag, #¥ A7 —# (#twomasks), which was

included in many other memes in Japan, since crisis hashtags “allow citizens to
share vital information and make sense of acute crisis events” (Reilly & Vicari
2021, 1).

One can, therefore, see that it would not be easy for a foreigner to really
understand the two Internet memes above unless they were aware of the
cultures in Romania and Japan. That is why, both of them are examples of high-
context memes, since it would not be easy for someone who is not familiar with
the at-that-time context to actually grasp the meaning conveyed by them.

Figure 3 below allows us to see better the local specificities of the
Japanese culture.

An interesting cultural aspect is that Internet memes are not as popular
in Japan as emojis and kaomoji (Japanese emoticons). That is why, if one looks
at the memes above, one can see that Japanese memes are like no other. Unlike
many of the memes circulating over the Internet in the rest of the world, the
Japanese ones are sweeter and warmer. By using manga/anime characters—
the first meme in the top left corner from the well-known “Spirited Away”, the
second one in the bottom left corner from “Whisper of the Heart”, the third
in the right half of the figure from “The Wonderful World of Sazae-San”—the
creators of these image macros and reaction Photoshops use local realities
to respond to the political plan of distributing two masks per household. The

at-that-time popular crisis hashtag (#VYAJZ# / #twomasks) can also be
identified in memes 1 and 3.

8 Author’s translation.
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Figure 3. Japanese memes in reaction to the two-mask policy
(Source: Twitter)

Furthermore, by looking at these memes, one can identify elements of
Hofstede’s cultural dimensions. All three memes depict families, and since
Japan is a large power distance culture, “less powerful people” (in this case, the
children) “should be dependent” and obedient (Hofstede et al. 2010, p. 72). It is
visible that parents and/or grandparents exert their authority over the children,
they are the only ones using the two masks given by the Japanese authorities
(except for meme no. 3), and children have to accept the reality. The expressions
we see on the children’s faces show that they are sad but resigned.

This also shows how important family is in the Japanese society, where
“the maintenance of harmony with one’s social environment becomes a key
virtue” (Hofstede et al. 2010, 106). Since Japan is a collectivist society, children
in the three memes above are resigned because they know that family
relationships are highly important, that their opinions are set by the group they
are part of (in this case, by their parents) and that it is their obligation to play
their part in maintaining that harmony.
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Furthermore, when discussing masculinity vs femininity in the family,
the relationships between parents and children, as well as husbands and wives,
are taken into account. The moment children are born and taken home to their
families, they become “culture-bound listeners”?, i.e. they are accustomed to the
culture they will be raised in. Even though Hofstede’s website portrays Japan as
a highly masculine society, we believe (and the Internet memes above partially
confirm) that Japan is somewhere in-between. We argue this because in feminine
cultures “relationships and quality of life are important; both men and women
should be modest” (Hofstede etal. 2010, 155), which are ideas that can be extracted
from the memes in Figure 3.

In what regards uncertainty avoidance, we believe it is a bit difficult to
draw any conclusions from the memes presented, as none of the explanations
provided by Hofstede for this dimension can be safely extracted from the
memes above. However, we can understand that in Japanese families there is
“willingness to subordinate for a purpose” (the children in the memes presented
seem resigned, they accept their parents’ decision because they understand it
is a sustained effort) (Hofstede etal. 2010, 243), and all these are characteristics
of cultures that have long-term orientation.

Furthermore, the Japanese humour also bears a local value because it is
different from the humour we are, perhaps, used to. Newspapers in Japan, for
instance, do not use humour as they are “trapped in the idea that they should
be serious and tense, and that laughter is taboo”. If we have another look at the
memes in Figure 3, we can see that they are slightly ironic, however, sweet and
warm, and definitely not offensive or too humorous.

In what regards Romanian culture, it has been difficult to extract clear
ideas for each of Hofstede’s or Hall’s dimensions. What has stood out, however,
has been the highly sarcastic captions for the memes analysed, which show that
Romanians like to have fun and make fun even of strenuous or stressful events.
It seems that it is easier for them to overcome crisis situations if they use
humour. Romanian humour, compared to the Japanese one, is more sarcastic
and sometimes even hurtful.

In Romanian, there is an old saying which literally translates to “Let the
neighbour’s goat die, too” (“Sa moara si capra vecinului”), which expresses a
sense of envy and selfishness. These two characteristics are depicted in meme
no. 3 in Figure 4 above, whose caption reads “When you are COVID-19 positive
and you hate your neighbours”, and these characteristics are specific to masculine
countries. Even though, Figure 1 above presents Romania as a rather feminine
culture (it only scores 42 on this index), as we have already mentioned, we

9 See Patricia Kuhl, The linguistic genius of babies,
https://www.ted.com/talks/patricia_kuhl_the_linguistic_genius_of babies?language=en, accessed
on 28/07/2022.
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believe that things are changing as Romanians want to emulate the Western/
American cultures, which are more masculine than feminine.

Masca perfecta pentru #coronavirus m' Es-" nm enmn 19
3

Am gasit masca perfecta

Respect nationala Romaniei,
baietii stau acasa din 1996.
Preventie, frate.

Figure 4. Romanian memes in reaction to the COVID-19 crisis
(Source: Instagram & Facebook)

Furthermore, in countries that score high on the Uncertainty Avoidance
Index (UAI), the rules existing in those cultures “are often implicit and rooted
in tradition (high-context communication)” (Hofstede et al. 2010, 219), and
Romania scores very high on this index (90) just like Japan. If we have another
look at the memes included in Figure 4, we have again messages that are quite
difficult for foreigners to understand because the specificities depicted in those
memes are included in the aspects of a culture that are less visible!0. For

10 The image of the iceberg is famous in explaining the cultural aspects that are easy to spot and
those that are not, which are deeply embedded in the mentality and attitudes of the members
of a culture. In this case, we refer to what comes below the surface of the water, i.e. those
elements that are not easily noticed and usually require an in-depth understanding of the
attitudes, beliefs, and traditions of a culture.
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instance, meme no. 2 shows a general disappointment in the results obtained
by the national football team since 1996 (the year when they last qualified for
the European or the World Football Championship). The caption (“I respect
Romania’s national football team; the chaps have been staying home since 1996.
Prevention, what else? ... the European or the World Football Championship - we
are staying home!”) expresses both cynicism and pessimism, and these are two
traits of restrained societies. Our interpretation of meme no. 2 is also supported
by the very low score (20) obtained by Romania on the indulgence vs restraint
index (IVR), which can be seen in Figure 1 above. The same cynicism and
pessimism can also be drawn from meme no. 4, which compares the mandate
of a former Romanian politician to the novel coronavirus.

In the Internet memes showing families together (in the case of Japanese
memes) or in the one showing the Romanian national football team, we can also
see elements of space (according to Hall). We can see that the personal space
depicted in these Internet memes is reduced, showing that the relationship
existing between the individuals is a close one. In addition, Figure 1 above also
shows that both cultures are collectivistic ones because they only obtained 46
points on the Individualism index (Japan) and 30 respectively (Romania).
Collectivistic societies value relationships and the group more than the
individual and their personal achievements. The Japanese Internet memes used
in our corpus focus on the extended family, which is an important aspect of the
Japanese society, whereas the Romanian Internet meme puts emphasis on the
closeness of people in a group.

In addition, there is also a glimpse of indulgence coming out of meme no.
1, which shows us the “perfect mask” that “also comes in white”: the wine. Wine,
just like Transylvanian bacon, is part of the Romanian tradition of growing and
harvesting grapes and then turning them into unfermented wine and then in wine.

Conclusions

This article has undertaken the (sometimes difficult) task of carrying out a
qualitative descriptive analysis of a corpus of Internet memes from Romania and
Japan in an attempt to prove that, in the face of crises, memes are a way of fighting
the anxiety associated with such stressful events and that, even though they are
agents of digital globalization, memes still bear some local value and local humour.

First, we have come to the conclusion that using Internet memes and
humour is a helpful coping strategy, which can also help one see how different
cultures react to crises in various ways. Second, by using Hofstede’s and Hall’s
cultural dimensions, we have seen that there are cultural specificities that can
be extracted from the Internet memes posted and (re)shared online by different
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users. We have, therefore, seen that cultural particularities related to attitudes
towards hierarchy and power, relationships, values, long-term or short-term
orientation, elements of indulgence or restraint, as well as elements of space
and context can be extracted from the image macros and reaction Photoshops
shared over the Internet in an attempt to counteract the anxiety produced by
crisis situations.

There are also limitations to our analysis. The number of Internet memes
in our corpus was drastically reduced by the rules we set at the beginning of
their selection (for example, related to the language used in the captions).

We have seen cultural similarities and differences between Romania
and Japan. However, it has been easier to pinpoint cultural elements in the case
of Japanese memes, and we assume it is because Japan is still making efforts
to protect its cultural identity, whereas Romania is trying to emulate the
American/Western model.
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ABSTRACT. The Digital Discourse of Romanian Social Media Prosumers during
the COVID-19 Pandemic. Social media platforms provide the digital playground
for users to manifest a strong form of clicktivism and, at the same time, a deep
sense of belonging. In this digital space, users produce discourses with in-built
ideologies which have a strong impact on society. Through digitized practices
(following, sharing, commenting, posting), users become social actors who design
and redesign their behaviour and life choices in relation to the individuals and
groups which they follow online on a regular basis. In the context of the Covid-19
pandemic, through the use of social media, various users have become movers
and shakers in Romania. This study aims to analyse the new media discourse
showing the Romanian people’s attitude towards the Covid-19 pandemic in the
time span of September-October 2021. As such, the linguistic manifestation of
users (including micro-celebrities and public figures) was reflected in the
polarization of Romanian society, resulting in people mistrusting authorities,
and medical experts and giving voice to users who would not normally have a
voice in the matter of a global pandemic.
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REZUMAT. Discursul digital al prosumatorilor romdni de retele de socializare
in timpul pandemiei COVID-19. Platformele de socializare ofera utilizatorilor
terenul de joaca digital pentru a manifesta o forma puternica de clicktivism si,
in acelasi timp, un sentiment profund de apartenenti. In acest spatiu digital,
utilizatorii produc discursuri cu ideologii incorporate care au un impact
puternic asupra societatii. Prin intermediul practicilor digitalizate (urmarire,
partajare, comentarii, postari), utilizatorii devin actanti sociali care isi proiecteaza
si Isi reproiecteaza comportamentul si optiunile de viata in raport cu persoanele
si grupurile pe care le urmiresc online in mod regulat. in contextul pandemiei
Covid-19, prin utilizarea retelelor sociale, diversi utilizatori au devenit promotori
si actanti In Romania. Acest studiu 1si propune sa analizeze discursul noilor
media care aratd atitudinea romanilor fata de pandemia Covid-19 in intervalul
de timp septembrie-octombrie 2021. Ca atare, manifestarea lingvistica a
utilizatorilor (incluzand micro-celebritatile si figurile publice) s-a reflectat in
polarizarea societatii romanesti, ceea ce a dus la neincrederea oamenilor in
autoritati, precum si in expertii medicali si a dat glas unor utilizatori care, In
mod normal, nu ar fi avut o voce in contextul unei pandemii globale.

Cuvinte-cheie: clicktivism, discurs multimodal, practici digitale, prosumator,
demascare

Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic in Romania reached its fourth wave in
September-October 2021 and was marked by the first reopening of schools,
local elections, a surge of cases, and a low vaccination rate. In this context,
Romanian Facebook users, in their quality of prosumers (producers and
consumers of social media) were very active online as news about the pandemic
was regularly posted and discussed. There was also an abundance of
misinformation posted and circulated in the filter bubbles created by Facebook
algorithms. This gave way to the phenomenon of polarization within Romanian
society, both online and offline: people who were pro-vaccine and people who
were anti-vaccine. Thus, an ‘us’ versus ‘them’ tendency became prevalent on
Facebook as well, simultaneously showing cognitive, emotional, and behavioral
polarization regarding medical and scientific subject matters (see Bargdaoanu
2021)3. As a consequence, there were users who tried debunking the
misinformation using various strategies (sarcasm, humour, irony, etc.).

3 For further information on the matter see the article Tendinta anului 2021: ,,NOI” impotriva
,LOR” - indiferent care ar fi subiectele aflate In discutie (https://www.qmagazine.ro/tendinta-
anului-2021-noi-impotriva-lor-indiferent-care-ar-fi-subiectele-aflate-in-
discutie/?fbclid=IwAR3shtXeBhB1nXbgID8NuKMOwzvktpJwZSizQHwAi5-nllkYrY22fscOJPI)
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The digital discourse produced during the specified time period reflects
the local manifestation of the pandemic and the complexity of the situation by
documenting how authorities and ordinary citizens dealt with the sanitary
crisis. There were discourses of panic and fear with a strong echo at the societal
level; however, there were also discourses that balanced the first category by
promoting science over pseudo-science, and rationality over emotional havoc.
All these discourses were constructed in a snowball-like fashion, growing
rapidly, but then dissipating like a soap bubble.

This paper explores aspects pertaining to the digital discourse of the
COVID-19 pandemic produced by Romanian Facebook users in the time span of
September-October 2021. To this, we add a post from December 2020 and a
post from January 2021 with the purpose of highlighting the online productions
by which some Facebook users showed anticipation of a situation that would
eventually escalate.

This study begins by providing a context for the analysis of the analytical
material selected. We present relevant theoretical concepts; we engage in
qualitative analysis and discuss a few selected examples. The examples are in
Romanian, and, for authenticity reasons, we provide screenshots from Facebook,
accompanying the screenshots with the translation of keywords or relevant
excerpts. In the Annex, we provide the translation for the text that appears in
the screenshots, but which is not translated in the body of the article.

Digital Discourse and Prosumers in the Post-factual Era

Social media platforms enable a profound sense of belonging and they
play “a crucial role in spreading information and mobilising society for common
action” (Sutkuté 2016, 427). Users generate discourses that are embedded in
ideologies (beliefs, points of view and ideas that they share within particular
groups) and become social actors who sometimes design and redesign their
behaviour and life decisions in relation to the individuals and groups they
interact with online. Moreover, as we live in a post-factual era “marked by fake
news and uncritical consumption of the media” (Lackovi¢, 2020, 442) and in
which there is an “increasing influence of public figures with a flexible code of
ethics” (Modreanu 2017, 8), users appeal to their emotions and convictions rather
than to facts when assimilating and accepting arguments. Users are also prone
to embrace the values of diversity and democracy, make decisions, and express
themselves through a vast array of distinct forms and digitised practices - like
button, follow, share, comment, and post (see Jenkins 2016).

In order to be informed and keep up to date with the latest memes and
trends, fast-breaking news, entertainment options, and various events, users
crowdsource “their friends’ sharable databases” (see Alvermann 2017, 335).
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They also interact with the content, gaining the quality of prosumer, a term
introduced by Alvin Toffler (1980) and first used in the field of economics and
marketing to denote the proactive consumer and describe the fact that “people
consumed what they themselves produced. They were neither producers nor
consumers in the usual sense. They were instead what might be called
‘prosumers’” (283). In the new reality of social media, the user represents the
social consumer, embodying the prosumer#* and using “social networking sites
as vital information resources for the sharing and consumption of product and
brand information” (Silver 2009, apud. Buzzetto 2013, 68).

Prosumers are engaged in the digital discourses (see Thurlow and Mroczek
2011) of social media platforms whose power resides in the use of images and text.
These images and texts keep the prosumers in the same discourse space and shape
their understanding of the world, having a snowball effect as posts trigger reactions
and counter-reactions. Especially in times of crisis or crucial events like the
pandemic, oftentimes, the prosumers’ engagement with these discourses manifests
in the form of clicktivism, understood as “liking’, upvoting, or ‘following’ an activist
social media post or blog. Clicktivism signals endorsement of an existing post”
(George etal. 2019, 10) and creates communities of like-minded users, where they
supportand validate each other in their ideologies and beliefs. This explains Makos’
five types of cognitive distortions mentioned by Kvetanova et al. (2020, 6) and
which we also identified on social media platforms: 1) anchoring: the recipient,
in our case the user, considers the first information he sees to be the relevant
one, even though it may be false; 2) peak-end bias: the perception of the veracity
of past events depends on the most recent or most significant positive or
negative experience; 3) survivorship bias: individuals’ tendency to trust the
version of successful, well-known people; 4) confirmation bias: recipients
subconsciously seek confirmation of their opinions (often false); 5) contrast bias:
people often compare and use contrast in perceiving and evaluating events,
seeking reassurance for their opinion.

Users’ continuous engagement with social media platforms is framed by
the post-factual era in which we live. The ceaseless prosumption and clicktivism
enhance the tendency of individuals to believe false information, this tendency
being “also related to the historical and political significance of a country”
(Kvetanova et al. 2020, 7). Regarding the degree of belief in disinformation and
conspiracy theories in a survey conducted by GLOBSEC, Romania ranked
among the top three EU countries who believe published lies, occupying the
third position with a percentage of 39% (see Figure 1 below).

4 For further insight on the concept of prosumer in time of crisis, see Lang et al. 2020.
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Figure 1. Degree of belief in conspiracy theories and misinformation narratives
(Source at the end of the article)

In the digital space, the increased degree of belief in conspiracy theories
and misinformation narratives is fuelled by rhetorical strategies and, even more
so, by a multimodal discourse in which the image and text are intertwined, with
the image having a high impact, functioning like a trigger to one’s attention and
having “emotional consequences” (Powell, Boomgaarden, De Swert, De Vreese
2015, 997). The online images authenticate the reality users wish to portray in
an immediate and fast-changing manner, being better at accessing a reality than
words. Users anchor themselves into the reality created by the content creators,
who reenact Roland Barthes” belief that photography “does not invent; it is
authentication itself; the (rare) artifices it permits are not probative; they are,
on the contrary, trick pictures: the photograph is laborious only when it fakes”
(1981, 87). This is valid for the digital discourse as most of the time users play
with reality, embellishing it and altering it in order to convey the intended
message. Hence, “photography never lies: or rather, it can lie as to the meaning
of the thing, being by nature tendentious, never as to its existence. Impotent
with regard to general ideas (to fiction), its force is nonetheless superior to
everything the human mind can or can have conceived to assure us of reality -
but also this reality is never anything but a contingency ("so much, no more").
Every photograph is a certificate of presence” (ibidem).
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Facebook as a Site of Engagement

We collected several examples of Facebook discourses in the time span
of September-October 2021. We chose Facebook and not other social media
platforms due to its popularity in Romanian society and its affordances which
distinguish it from other platforms, Facebook having “the largest array of
functions, including text-based posts, photo sharing, and sophisticated privacy
settings” (Shane-Simpson, Manago, Gaggi, and Gillespie-Lynch 2018, 277). Thus,
according to a study performed by the Romanian National Press Agencys,
Facebook is the most popular social media platform because it is used by all age
groups. Especially in the pandemic, compared to the previous years, Romanians
have used platforms to a greater extent. Among the online activities performed,
the authors of the above-mentioned study state that users prefer Facebook as a
platform for leisure activity and as a source of information. To this, we add that
almost everyone in Romania has a Facebook account (see Marica 2021), adults
aged over 30 have a Facebook account and check it several times a day, while
younger users prefer Instagram or TikTok.

When comparing Facebook affordances with the affordances of other
platforms, there are significant differences that determined us to analyze
profiles on this platform and not on others. Hence, we consider that the
Facebook affordances make this platform more appealing to adults rather than
to the younger generation as it blends a classical source of information (e.g.
magazine, newspaper, TV) with the user-generated/created content. Whereas
Instagram and TikTok “emphasize visual image sharing” and videos (Shane-
Simpson, Manago, Gaggi, and Gillespie-Lynch 2018, 277), which offer fluid and
rapid stories and representations, Facebook focuses on multimodal content,
offering more space for text. On Facebook, users are encouraged to use their
real names, and interact with people by sharing their opinions, which creates a
higher impression of familiarity among users, engagement and “higher levels of
bonding social capital” (ibidem). On Instagram and TikTok, more users have
nicknames and their online activity is focused more on self-promoting images
with narcissistic overtones (ibidem).

For our study, we select posts and comments produced by Romanian
users on Facebook, providing an overview of the digital pandemic discourse.
We focus on the discourses produced by a variety of users in terms of age,
education, and approach to the pandemic, offering a vast amount of content. We
analyze a selection of the most representative examples of this content, performing
qualitative analysis.

5 https://www.agerpres.ro/economic-intern/2021/10/19/platforma-de-socializare-
facebook-ramane-in-preferintele-utilizatorilor-romani-de-internet-televiziunea-principala-
sursa-de-informare-studiu--799136
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There are three aspects that we take into consideration and that we
consider particularly relevant in our analysis of Facebook discourse: 1. the
combination of images, videos, and text (the digital discourse); 2. the polarization
(US versus THEM) and 3. the snowball effect (a post and a reaction that triggered
counter-reactions).

Online Pro-vaccine Discourses versus Anti-vaccine Discourses

The beginning of the vaccination campaign triggered polarization, making
evident the existence of two groups of users: a group of users who were against
COVID-19 vaccination and a group of users who encouraged vaccination. This
polarization was amplified by fake news and misinformation.

Starting from the basic idea that in the post-factual society emotions and
beliefs undermine credible facts, it is our view that in Romania the emphasis
falls on content that relies on imaginable situations and experiences. Moreover,
as “technology has enabled every person to craft their own narrative, while
seeking and engaging with personalized and relevant information”, this content
is delivered in a digital loop created by the algorithms “or ‘filter bubbles’ where
users are not exposed to opposing viewpoints” (Altieri 2021, viii). Hence, prosumers
find themselves in this loop of content that is being delivered to them, with
which they interact, and which sometimes encompasses “fake news”, “hoaxes
and conspiracy theories, hyper-partisan content, and state-sponsored disinformation,
all of which are circulated or amplified by networked individuals that may be
spreading false information both intentionally and unintentionally” (Caplan et al.
2018, 9). This would explain the success of fake news in Romanian society: it
belongs to the field of contexts and experiences that the human mind can
comprize and envisage. In this respect, the Facebook corpus in this paperis divided
into two sections: the anti-vaccination discourse and the discourse of pro-
vaccination. We made a selection of representative figures for each type of discourse.

The anti-vaccination discourse was represented by the right-wing political
party, specialists against the vaccine and the anti-vaccine group identities, while
the discourse pro-vaccination was produced by public figures from various fields.

The Anti-vaccine Discourse

The Romanian right-wing political party (AUR - Alliance for the Union
of Romanians) is the first representative figure for our study. Their posts
generally illustrate panic, fear, and critical situations, and instigate hatred. They
claim that the president is at war with the Romanians and that the green
certificate restricts the citizens’ freedom and rights. They also urge the citizens
to fight a tyrannical state. We can often see examples of keywords like medical
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dictatorship, conspiracy, government psychopaths, and war. Images very often
complement the text. For example, figure 2 below contains a sample of posts
produced by AUR. Example 1 shows people protesting and the text: [The Johannis
regime is not at war with the virus, but with its own people. The green certificate
does not stop the virus, but it will limit the right to work and to move freely.
Moreover, it will create two classes of citizens, with different rights. When the
state becomes tyrannical, the resistance of the people is a civic duty.]

Example 2 is an image depicting the Romanian president holding the
citizens captive. The image is also accompanied by the text: [The medical
dictatorship is no longer just a conspiracy. The interim minister of labor, Raluca
Turcan, wants the green certificate to be a passport to work in public institutions.
We have to stop them!].

We also noticed high-impact messages written in a very simple and
clear language: [The Government psychopaths want only vaccinated people to
be granted access to shops. [we demand] Early elections!] (see Example 3).

There were also posts with text [Who are the extremists? We, who support
civil rights and freedom, or they, who have started a war against their own people?]
and high-impact messages written in special fonts and colours in order to draw
users’ attention: Stop extremism (see Example 4 below).

Allanta pentry Unirea Romanilor - AUR &

Example 1. AUR Post: people protesting image
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@' Alianta pentru Unirea Romdndlor - AUR &
Y 20, Oktobet um 10:31 - @

Dictatura medicald nu mai este doar o conspiratie

Ministrul interimar a1 Muncii, Raluca Turcan, vrea ca, in institugiile publice, centificatul
verde s3 fie pagaport de acces 1a muncd.

Trebule s3-¢ oprim!

Example 2. AUR post: president holding citizens captive image

a s Allania pentna Uninea Bomdeslor - AUR &
g il Clemadees n 10000 -0

O 21 ro Komementare 2E2 hal getedt

Example 3. AUR post: Government psychopaths
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o
—

Alunta pentru Unirea Romanilor - AUR ©
. W

Cine sunt extremistii? Nol care sustinem dreptutile si Sbhertanle cetatenest, sau &

care 3 pornit un 1azbol Impotnva propruius popor?

Example 4. AUR post: stop extremism

Figure 2. AUR Posts - Samples 1
(Source at the end of the article)

Other AUR posts contain images and texts that encourage citizens to act
and refuse the vaccine (see Figure 3 below). The texts accompanying the images
are very relevant and we provide the translation: Example 5 [Romania needs trust
and hope, not the terror promoted by the current regime. Citu and Johannis must
go]; Example 6 [Now, in Victoriei square]; Example 7 [We will not allow them to
turn us into obedient citizens! We will not allow them to shut down our schools,
to force us to get the vaccine, to infringe our rights and our freedom guaranteed
by the constitution! On Saturday we will go out on the streets to stop the
dictatorship!]; Example 8 [Outrageous! Vaccination with the third dose of covid
vaccine begins in Romania today, regardless of the fact that the European Medicines
Agency (EMA) has not issued a positive assessment. This factis unprecedented and
implicitly of great magnitude. We know that the government wants to get rid as
soon as possible of the tens of millions of vaccines it bought with the Romanians'
money, but we are people, not laboratory mice!].

Overall, their discourse is paradoxical: they encourage citizens not to
panic, but their discourse contains exactly the words and the images that are
connected to crisis and critical situations. This blend of simple images and
words with which Romanians instantly resonate (for e.g. the Romanian flag,
people on the street, syringes, the Romanian president) constitutes their most
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used rhetorical strategy to appeal to users’ feelings and beliefs. These keywords
and images refer to the Romanians’ negative experience with the communist
era and dictatorship and they activate one of Makos$’s five types of cognitive
distortions: the peak-end bias which could trigger past traumas in the Romanian
collective imaginary.

o

—

Alanta pentru Unirea Romdndor - AUR ©
& Ottt “w.Q

ROMENA 816 Nevoie 0 Increcdens 5 de speranta, ou de Wroares propagita de actushs regim, Cltu

3! lohanms trebule 33 plece!

© 1524 108 . stal as0edt
Example 5. Romania needs trust and hope

- Allarta pentry Unitea Romdniion - AUR ©
e -

Ay, i Pl Victote

%

-

1. & .
el RN et NG
4“ ps ;;’A)g:‘.u—l
4 U s FORTATE

Cotva B e pasd |
Lusy extrrobufomins | ©

Ol Actmorten

Example 6. Now, in Victoriei square
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= Allanta pentry Usires Romindior - AUR ©
— K

N b vom permite 33 =w amfonme $n cetdlens in sopu!

N be vom permite S3 ne Inchedd scolife, s ne waCconene CDRQAON, 3 Nt inCaice dreptunie #
Shertatie garantate de Constitutie!
Shmhdtd e In stradd o 8 Corim iCatucs Care 58 natareardy

Example 7. We will not allow them to turn us into obedient citizens!

(é; Alianta pentru Unirea Romandcr - AUR @
S 2E Septerte Q)

Rovoltator! Vaconania 0u GOZa a treia o9 vacdin antl covid Incepe In Roendnia de &5t3n, in
condRile in care NU #0588 un aviz pazitiv din paned AQentel Europene a Medicamentulul [EMA).

Acest fapt este tivd procedent § mgiicit de o gravitate extrema

Stim ¢ guvernul vrea 4 scape cit mal repede de recle de miloane de vaconurn pe cace le-a
untem camers. rw soared de laborator!

oumplrat dn bare romdnioe, dar

Example 8. Outrageous!

Figure 3. AUR Posts - Samples 2
(Source at the end of the article)
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Some doctors who are not virologists outspeak a highly vocal critic
against the vaccine on TV and insistently express their reluctance regarding the
vaccine. These doctors posted a lot of content on their FB profiles in order to
gain more popularity and reach a larger and more diverse audience. Doctor
Razvan Constantinescu, whose posts consist of self-contradictory and injudicious
statements, provides a good example. We observe that his discourse might be
perceived as persuasive by some users, but the paradox is that most of his posts
are full of trivial and vulgar words. Wanting to gain popularity, he is
condescending and sarcastic, without bringing any scientific arguments, as can
be seen in the two posts below.

In example 9 “I TRUST SCIENCE”, even though the title he gives to his
own post announces a relevant, scientific topic, he uses offensive language,
insulting, and mocking American immunologist Anthony Fauci, who serves as
director of the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases. In the post,
Constantinescu accuses Fauci of promoting fake science.

In example 10 “THIS GUY MUST BE HOSPITALISED”, he tags and directly
addresses Raed Arafat, one of the doctors who played a key role during the
Pandemics. He uses labels such as dropout, power-sick psychopath, and demented
man to describe Arafat. (see Figure 4 and see ANNEX for a full translation of
these posts).

His posts are then shared by other users in the Facebook community as
they take them for granted and they consider the first information they see to
be the relevant one, showing an uncritical consumption of the media and
constituting a clear case of anchoring.

@ Razvan Constantinescu ﬁ

AM INCREDERE 1M STINTA

Faucl, cu fake-ztlinta ta. cu tol! Daca moare

ietii peniru gasirea pangolinulul Sluia ca 83 (il
bag in T, the sau alluia ca tingl lar, de ypesiesy 50 ypeslaasy pe mums-ta
dupa ce-l pul douU3a sau Trel mast, &3 53 nu vada .2 a zamishit, savaniule de

NSRS ETRCH R N

Example 9.1 TRUST SCIENCE
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Razvan Constantinescy
' 1S}
£ INTERNAT DE URGENTA
4 t ¢ 1

Example 10. THIS GUY MUST BE HOSPITALISED

Figure 4. Specialists’ posts against the Vaccine
(Source at the end of the article)

These stances above produced by this doctor are illustrative for other
anti-vaccine stances of specialists who are not virologists, their anti-vaccine
discourse predominantly appealing to emotion, using simple and sometimes
aggressive language. These stances shown by specialists fuelled strong
positionings towards vaccine rejection. Hence, the us versus them dynamics
enabled pro-vaccine groups (labelled by the people in derogative terms like
laboratory mice or government slaves) and anti-vaccine group identities (labelled
by the people as anti-vaxxers).

Regular users against the vaccine often promoted and shared the posts
of the doctors like the one mentioned above, acting as prosumers, endorsing
these posts, and creating communities of like-minded users, thus performing
clear cases of clicktivism and deepening the anchoring cognitive distortion, but
at the same time subconsciously seeking confirmation of their opinions, thus
manifesting the confirmation bias. Their discourse contains the same keywords:
dictatorship, communism, freedom of choice, and rights gained with the price of
our blood.

Most of these types of posts have sarcastic, belittling, and attacking
overtones: the flu of the hysterical stupid; imbeciles wearing their underpants on
their noses; the stupidity of the world we live in do not understand anything and
they follow the herd, that's why it is easy to manipulate them; “i-phone”
generation; how naive should you be to believe that someone wants to do you good
by forcing you, for your own sake taking away your air, freedom of movement,
your job and the right to buy food. (See Figure 5, Example 11 “The flu”).

Oftentimes, these posts are accompanied by quotations from Romanian
classical authors in order to make their discourse more credible. For example,
one of the posts below contains the quote “Man has only one duty: not to be
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stupid”, which belongs to an iconic figure of the Romanian literature and
journalism of the late XIXth century and beginning of the XXth century. This
quote reveals an attempt to legitimize their discourse, by enforcing the message
they want to convey and appealing to an authoritative figure. However,
including it in the discourse of the pandemic leads to the juxtaposition of two
different narratives. It presents readers with a collage of unrelated, incoherent,
and incohesive information as these quotes are not taken from the specialised
literature and they do not present case studies about the topic under focus (see
Figure 5, Example 12 “Quoting the classics”).

GRIPA PENTRU PROSTH ISTERIZATI

Ca sb-i limuresc pe imbecilli care umbls cu chiloteil pe nas
prin aeroporturi, ma ofer voluntar s& ma infectez cu virusul
vietii. S3 vada i el un medic nevaccinat “antigripal” (o
thmpenie, avind in vedere polimorfismul virusurilor gripale)
care nu moare, frate. degl “a sustinut cluma rosie” (1)
Prostovanimea lumii in care trdim nu pricepe nimic. se
cOmporta ca o turmd, de aceea este usor de manipulat. Ea nu
poate intelege cb astfel de virusuri nu prezintd pericol vital
decht pentru categoriile cu risc maxim: ciroticl, neoplazicl,
virste extreme, pacienti cu insuficienta cardiach severd, BPOC,
Imunodeprimati (a5 adbuga ey, 3l cel care s-au vaccinat alurea
pentru orice prostie). Generatia “i-phone” poarts barbé s
glezne goale, masch de pinza pe facies, urli cd vrea nu stiu ce
tard ca afard, lese la proteste in mod ovin, se vaccineazi in
draci ca si-5l fack rost de vreo leucemie 5 apol se plinge cA
statul nu face nimic pentru ed, nu il pune biberonul.
Mortalitatea gripel "Covid 19" este de 2.4%, comparativ cu
2.1% ciit a fost cea a epidemiel de gripa din 2018. Si atunci de
ce v isterizatl, glezno-barbiscanelor?

Example 11. The flu
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’———
Cit de natv 58 15 ca SA CREZ) cd
Oreva vros 34 I facd BINE cu forla
Lnadu-b “pentry birele t3U" aonul
Whortmes G macare, shaba, et

0 3 Cumpia Mmancae?

“O sidgurd datorie
are onulk 38 nu fie prost. In curand .0 sa iesim din casa doar pe
baza de certificat.Se instaureaza

.- on dictatura.Baimireni haideti in strada,ca
ne iau astia drepturile castigate cu sange!

Example 12. Quoting the classics

Figure 5. The Anti-Vaccine discourse
(Source at the end of the article)

The Pro-vaccine Discourse

Many opinion-makers, micro-celebrities, and celebrities from various
fields (the medical field, academic communities, literature, etc.) posted
examples of good practice and shared a lot of content on their Facebook pages
in order to raise awareness and convince people to get vaccinated and accept
the rules (lockdowns, wearing masks, etc.) implemented by the government
and the World Health Organization. As such, social media platforms provided
the digital playground on which regular users, in their capacity of prosumers,
had access to the voice of public figures.

One of the rhetorical strategies in the discourse of opinion-makers,
micro-celebrities, and celebrities reflects the so-called phenomenon of debunking,
“the intention of which is to clarify the primarily false information presented
and thus force the recipient to think more deeply about the published facts”
(Kvetanova 2020, 2). For instance, Romanian writer Mircea Cartarescu (novelist,
poet, short-story writer, literary critic, and essayist) wrote a post after getting
vaccinated, simply stating what he did and motivating his choice: I got vaccinated
against Covid and I advise everyone to do so. It is a great chance to be among the
first ones in the world who get vaccines from the most trustworthy companies and
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for free. It seems absurd to me to refuse, while in peril at seq, this lifebuoy. The post
also contains a picture of Mircea Cartarescu wearing a mask and holding the
COVID-19 vaccination certificate (see Example 13 “Mircea Cartarescu”, Figure
6 below). In a related move, the Romanian philosopher and writer Mihai Sora
speaks back to and thus challenges the anti-vaxer discourse by drawing on it
and reframing it. Thus, he posts on his Facebook wall the following text: “The
vaccine rewrites human DNA. Wonderful! I have wanted to be a giraffe all my
life”. To this, he adds the picture of DNA sequencing that transforms into a
giraffe (see Example 14 “Mihai Sora”, Figure 6 below). It is important to note
that Mihai Sora uses the giraffe as a symbol of strength; in one of his previous
posts, he explains that giraffes are the only terrestrial mammals that do not
yawn and stay awake and lucid almost the entire time (they never sleep more
than 2 hours out of 24).

0'. Mircea Carntarescu

Example 13. Mircea Cartarescu
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Figure 6. Contemporary Romanian Writers
(Source at the end of the article)

Example 14. Mihai Sora

In some cases, users, including micro-celebrities and public figures,
chose to express their opinions in a solemn and grave manner. In example 15
“Banner”, in figure 7 below, the user writes a post in which he urges the Romanian
people to get vaccinated (Get the vaccine) and shares a picture of a banner on the
streets of Bucharest in which the dire consequences of not getting vaccinated are
depicted: “They suffocate. They beg us. They regret it.” - Banner on Magheru street.
In example 16 “Death certificate”, Figure 7, the user highlights the role played
by the political parties in deciding people’s faith. When the political parties had
to give their votes pro or against the Green Certificate, two of the Romanian
parties (AUR and PSD) voted against it. The user expresses irony and despondency,
implying that voting against the Green Certificate will cause the death of the
Romanians: AUR and PSD have voted yesterday for replacing the Green Certificate
with the Death Certificate.
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Mebs amachen

AUR si PSD au votat ieri pentru inlocuirea
certificatului verde cu certificate de
deces.

Example 16. Death Certificate

Figure 7. Posts expressing discouragement
(Source at the end of the article)
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Other users manifest irony or sarcasm towards the national situation,
but also try to deconstruct and debunk certain anti-vaccine beliefs. We selected
Romanian users who produced public posts (jokes, profile pictures with the
vaccine logo, etc.) and who had more visibility, a high degree of engagement
with other discourses, and frequent interaction with other users.

One user makes fun of the lack of reasonable thinking in the messages
shown on the banners of people protesting against the vaccine in Bucharest. As
such, the user writes the Latin acronym ged and reposts the banner’s content,
specifying: It is worse than during the communist regime. It is true, the grocery shops
were empty, but you were allowed to enter them. - person protesting - Universitatii
Square (see Example 17 “Banner text”, Figure 8). Another user announces in a post
a record of vaccination, expressing his bewilderment towards the fact that
Romanians can take action as well. He then uses a litotes in order to highlight
the gravity of the situation: There was a record of vaccinations today. Well, blow
me down, man! It only had to happen: hundreds of deaths on a daily basis, people
had to wait one year and a half, the government had to fall and there was a need
for a state of general chaos during which no one understood anything. Get it?
General...Mkey (see Example 18 “Litotes”, Figure 8).

————
o—-

€ M3 13y €2 In COMUMISM., € 3devarat, magazingle erau goale, dar puteal intra in ele

Example 18. Litotes

Figure 8. Posts expressing sarcasm
(Source at the end of the article)
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Other users reacted against the Church and its teachings, as evidenced
by their posts: [What The Romanian Orthodox Church is doing is to make as
many bodies as possible available for chapels] - in this post, the user hints at the
fact that the church earns a lot of money from burial ceremonies (see Figure 9,
Example 19 “Money for the chapels”); [Churches are exempted from any
restrictions, my body is a temple] (see Figure 9, Example 20 “My body is a temple”).

Eu, pneteni, interpretez invers stirea
Ceea ce a facut (5i mai face) BOR. in pandemie, e s& puna la dispozitie morti pentru capele

(e

Morgile spitalelor din Bucuresti sunt pline

Arhiepiscopia Bucurestilor vine in ajutor §i pune la dispozitie capelele de extenor din cadrul
spitalelor, capelele mortuare de la parohiile din imediata apropiere §i capelele cimitirelor
parohiale din imediata proximitate

Tot este ceva, nu 7

o= 1 Komment:

o Gefallt mir () Kommentieren & Tellen

e —————
Prin urmare, o afacere BOR ! ©

Example 19. Money for the chapels

| Ermr
. o
Bisericile sunt scutite de orice restrictii. Corpul meu e un
templu. Boom!

B e —

- ‘ Koententer &%

N am problema cu eie. Si 0r ales exact momentud potrvit. Parce mi of auait

rogacunde
I p— wDr

Example 20. My body is a temple

Figure 9. Reactions to the Orthodox Church
(Source at the end of the article)
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When the fourth largest wave of the pandemic occurred in Romania, and
at the same time the Church organised a massive pilgrimage to the tomb of the
saint Paraschieva, this ceremony constituted the source of the greatest controversy
because thousands of Romanians were present at the event and kissed the
saint’s coffin. This exception to pandemic rules was perceived by some as a
dismissive and even contemptuous gesture on the part of the Church that
allowed and encouraged this behaviour. Therefore, users who promoted the
use of vaccines and following protocols posted numerous jokes on the matter:
[The coffin is disinfected every 10 minutes, but it is in vain, the woman is still
dead] (see Figure 10, Example 21 “The coffin”). Another user calls the saint
Super Spreaderscheva (see Figure 10, Example 22 “St. Spreaderscheva: The relics
of Saint Super Spreaderscheva”), making a mockery of the circumstance
through this play of words.

. Moastele Sfintei Super Spreaderscheva
Racla Sfintei Parascheva e

dezinfectatd la fiecare
10 minute. Dar degeabaq,
cd femeia tot moarta e.

Example 21. The coffin Example 22. St. Spreadersheva

Figure 10. St. Paraschieva
(Source at the end of the article)

When it comes to the voice of public figures, micro-celebrities, opinion-
makers, we consider that prosumers tend to trust the version of successful,
well-known people and people that they admire. In the multimodal discourse
of these prosumers, we were able to identify the survivorship bias. Moreover,
the form of clicktivism manifested in this case is represented by the further
distribution of content which consolidates communities of users who support
and validate each other in their ideologies and beliefs.

Conclusions

During the Covid-19 pandemic there was content such as videos, spots,
posts, comments, images, pictures, text, and memes that circulated on social
network sites like Facebook, reaching large audiences. In this climate, pro-
vaccine groups and anti-vaccine groups attempted to convince the population
to adopt their particular ideology (pro-vaccine or against vaccine). In Romania,
the ever-increasing polarisation of the population was a main effect of these
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arguments. New media allowed for an unprecedented reach as users were
quickly updated about the particular stance of the people they admire, including
relatives, professors, scientists, etc. The popular new technologies facilitated a
faster sharing and distribution of content, engaging users in continuous
interaction, triggering the creation of discussion groups and instigating users to
action, organizing people in the digital space and outside the digital space as
well in a quick and efficient manner. Through social media platforms, users
discovered each other's opinions, clusters of ideas were created, and consequently,
people joined one side or the other.

Without the new technologies, it would have been more difficult to
comprehend the reality and complexity of the crisis. At the same time, the new
technologies revealed a tendency to trust the version of successful, well-known
people, leading to the cognitive distortion of survivorship bias mentioned by
Makos’ (2019). In this scenario, clicktivism seems to have gained an unprecedented
effect and a completely new trajectory in Romanian society, bringing in more
prosumers and employing new rhetorical strategies.

The COVID-19 pandemic made visible the social impact of the online
multimodal discourse and the power of images and texts created and distributed
online. There were drawbacks for all the actants involved in this sanitary crisis,
regardless of their position and attitude towards the vaccination campaign:
scientists and medical experts have been discredited; people, especially those
living in small towns and villages, decided to act on their own when in dire need
of medical assistance (they did not accept treatment, vaccines or going to
hospital); conflicts arose, which led to personal relationships being broken; and
the dynamics of some relations have changed as well.

The trend seems to be that new forms of clicktivism, rhetorical strategies,
and online patterns of behaviour will influence society in various and complex
ways. In this respect, digital activism could constitute a further research path to
explore social impact and the manner in which desired outcomes are obtained.
Furthermore, it would be relevant to analyze the segment of the population
more prone to be influenced by online discourses and thus more susceptible to
succumb to the power of image and text. Such potential findings would foster
understanding of digital discourse and the idea that critical thinking should be
employed when consuming new media content.
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Figure 2. AUR Posts - Samples 1

Example 1. AUR Post: people protesting image, at
https://web.facebook.com/partidulAUR /posts/pfbidOMySbGxXS3rYasxdZwp
c8ePDmsg3HNocTB1zmmRzuXfavQDq5PzBqLoQXLUHzNP271?_rdc=1&_rdr

Published: October 29, 2021

Comments: 248; Shares: 967

Example 2. AUR post: president holding citizens captive image, at
https://web.facebook.com/partidulAUR/posts/pfbid0]8KrCubsPYMpdWEtE
D5LzNibZTqgbkn2tUzwKt5fyQHxBiE2unNZgMUkgGKCumB1rl?_rdc=1& rdr

Published: October 20, 2021

Comments: 163; Shares: 309

Example 3. AUR post: Government psychopaths, at
https://web.facebook.com/partidulAUR/posts/pfbid0gDaXGc902KoCBD2iXd
rlavEbHec5tXi4ZEjBbmT7ZtbLkuG7zbKjEVdF5CdrwcenBI1?_rdc=1&_rdr

Published: October 14, 2021

Comments: 380; Shares: 265

Example 4. AUR post: stop extremism, at
https://web.facebook.com/partidulAUR/posts/pfbid02BrSHEPvedRcn2ippy2
FsM9X8zS4]Z7HdQukCKkL8wkiQef5SNYEzSoHw6BXeZkfuNHI?_rdc=1&_rdr

Published: October 27, 2021

Comments: 132; Shares: 313

Figure 3. AUR Posts - Samples 2

Example 5. Romania needs trust and hope, at
https://web.facebook.com/partidulAUR/posts/pfbid032KBEUTYE5X]JFaXZW
bwspy6wCv72Vy3ZLYtk4iqmPepFkE12qtSZjRvbv5QKEvDejl?_rdc=1&_rdr

Published: October 4, 2021

Comments: 105; Shares: 202
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Example 6. Now, in Victoriei square, at
https://web.facebook.com/partidulAUR/posts/pfbid0YfeSDufYG8SmysNb5L
xpKm]C23]JjCdrFtYGx9W4t9jH5qYbXRUFSZignBuUJwyhT1? rdc=1& rdr

Published: September 18, 2021

Comments: 69; Shares: 192

Example 7. We will not allow them to turn us into obedient citizens!, at
https://web.facebook.com/watch/?v=388089719452967

Published: September 29, 2021

Comments: 410; Views: 60

Example 8. Outrageous!, at
https://web.facebook.com/partidulAUR/posts/pfbidOhKMgpxvBC1UQvDccC
CgDjZPB8H7TQYLRkewgTby3tYVGx5eFiNNZwnxw2ueMiL3Mxl

Published: September 28, 2021

Comments: 79; Shares: 100

Figure 4. Specialists’ posts against the Vaccine
Example 9. TRUST SCIENCE, at
https://web.facebook.com/razvan.constantinescul /posts/ptbid0C6XUWzpqfRF6f]
Gv1zd6gSWneh2FqwXtkTG43bV8KMZXWUBzzY1XFfJ2U7D9nYsY1?_rdc=1& rdr
Published: October 15, 2021
Comments: 552; Shares: 656

Example 10 THIS GUY MUST BE HOSPITALISED, at
https://web.facebook.com/razvan.constantinescul/posts/pfbidOneXmYia9Q]
xeZ1RT8r59BKXSkKXNvjcMhRUhjHpoWhHDMVTf6ddhumMGhSBbvsK61?_rd
c=1& rdr

Published: October 27, 2021

Comments: 726; Shares: 4.2K

Figure 5. The Anti-Vaccine discourse

Example 11. The flu, at
https://web.facebook.com/dana.raescu/posts/pfbid0Qbu7{t8p3yBjbBOAX77
rB6tE5rMeR7rKtsMYfw6PdwCkaR1zVXam4h4D50sCipdMI?_rdc=1&_rdr

Published: October 26, 2021

Embedded as Facebook PrintScreen

Example 12. Quoting the classics, at
https://mobile.facebook.com/citate.shop.ro/photos/a.110248290873237/26
0639575834107 /?type=3&source=54& _rdc=1&_rdr

Published: October 25, 2021

Embedded as Facebook PrintScreen

Figure 6. Contemporary Romanian Writers

Example 13. Mircea Cartarescu, at
https://web.facebook.com/cartarescu.mircea/posts/pfbidOcyjir21SDyQQzSR
Wb7P5WjBxnNYGvga]AbCZVDSTz7sMAoko3npKvyyqHu1Y8Q3il?_rdc=1&_rdr

Published: January 20, 2021

Comments: 235; Shares: 687
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Example 14. Mihai Sora, at
https://web.facebook.com/mihaisora/posts/3639320039457319/?paipv=0&eav=
Af7SaKS0qrI75aX6U9DQs75jMx5Y3_ZF185kcu44ilc_Fa4nb]Ls-xnj-i0EbHG33qU

Published: December 29, 2020

Comments: 173; Shares: 959

Figure 7. Posts expressing discouragement
Example 15. Banner, at
https://www libertatea.ro/stiri/se-sufoca-ne-implora-regreta-cine-este-in-spatele-
bannerului-urias-cu-un-mesaj-pro-vaccinare-de-pe-fatada-blocului-scala-3823481
Published: October 25, 2021
Embedded as Facebook PrintScreen

Example 16. Death Certificate,
https://web.facebook.com/dumitrucornel.vilcu/posts/pfbid0y4gWf7QUz1gw
BZjF7cCKDjwF6unTgGiv7bUESeXNcnAsPanXMX27K9C2wRFviboTI?_rdc=1&_rdr

Published: October 28, 2021

Comments: 0; Shares 0

Figure 8. Posts expressing sarcasm

Example 17. Banner Text, at
https://web.facebook.com/ana.glavce/posts/pfbid02VAjTW8U7vD8XX9wiijF
toBi1X2RDQyBiwtfDEc8ZFAAvVV2G2ZRVZNGIiEyk4LTRTTI?_rdc=1& rdr

Published: October 30, 2021

Comments: 28; Shares: 9

Example 18. Litotes, at
https://web.facebook.com/tiberiucodorean/posts/pfbid02Yr8 TW9Djx8hPi4
hWviJAW3VEA2AXm]30EAjkYe9INPy65tGXxdQcgAP36jkc6kCyzl?_rdc=1&_rdr

Published: October 22, 2021

Comments: 31; Shares: 17

Figure 9. Reactions to the Orthodox Church
Example 19. Money for the chapels, at
https://web.facebook.com/cornel.ionescu.182 /posts/pfbid0]GjagWiWsdx6DeNS
Expxqk6AQp95BdX8Q9jh TyuNRZGWoCykpmES5pvNBbayozg1UI?_rdc=1&_rdr
Published: October 24, 2021
Comments: 8; Shares: 10

Example 20. My Body is a Temple, at
https://web.facebook.com/tiberiucodorean/posts/pfbid02HoDLBTGFLDfRD
SGGaQsaLgDxsSsH4Vn8QbqDbK8iaVDvN5ZtugkoXkApUgz3Mii6l

Published: October 22, 2021

Comments: 21; Shares: 19

Figure 10. St. Paraschieva

Example 21. The coffin, at
https://web.facebook.com/tiberiucodorean/posts/pfbid0255iYfbu6DLMs6Zv
KfPyzefVitbQATiRZz4m9D2Ljr9z33TNHgFgSTCK7UMnyBRGUI

Published: October 9, 2021

Comments: 21; Shares: 46
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ANNEX
Example 9 [ TRUST SCIENCE

AM INCREDERE iIN STIINTA

T***{ gheindavfancsanul ma-tii, Fauci, cu fake-stiinta ta, cu tot! Daca moare
mama, o sa-mi dedic restul vietii pentru gasirea pangolinului aluia ca sa si-1 bag in c*r,
tie sau altuia ca tine! lar, de v t,s-0 v i pe muma-ta, dupa ce-i pui doud sau
trei masti, ca sa nu vada ce a zamislit, savantule de renume mondial !

[ TRUST SCIENCE.

F**k you, s*****g Fauci, with your fake-science and everything! If my mother
dies, I'm going to dedicate the rest of my life to finding that pangolin to put it up your
a*s, yours, or someone else’s like you! And you should f**k your mother after putting
two or three masks on her, so that she does not see the world-renowned scientist she
has conceived!]

Example 10 THIS GUY MUST BE HOSPITALISED

ASTA TREBUIE INTERNAT DE URGENTA

Dar cine restrictia ma-tii de crezi tu, Raed Arafat, sa ma ameninti si sa propui
sa fiu aspru sanctionat? Un repetent sustinut de servicii si ajuns un psihopat bolnav de
putere? Sd povestesc cum mi te smiorcaiai la telefon, prin 2010, ca vor Movila si Tabara
sa-ti privatizeze SMURD-ul si apoi imi multumeai fierbinte pentru ajutor, dupa care mi-
ai blocat adresa de e-mail si toate contactele? Dementule!]

[THIS GUY MUST BE HOSPITALISED

But who do you think you are to restrict me, Raed Arafat, to threaten me and
propose that [ be severely punished? A [secret] service-supported dropout turned
power-sick psychopath? Let me tell you how, in 2010, you were whining to me on on
the phone that Movild and Tabara wanted to privatize your SMURD [emergency rescue
service based in Romania], and then you thanked me for my help, after which you
blocked my email address and all contacts? Lunatic!]

Example 11 The flu

Ca sa-I lamuresc pe imbecilii care umbla cu chiloteii pe nas prin aeroporturi,
ma ofer voluntary sa ma infectez cu virusul vietii. Sa vada si ei un medic nevaccinat
“antigripal” (o tAmpenie, avand in vedere polimorfismul virusurilor gripale) care nu moare,
frate, desi “a sustinut ciuma rosie” (!) Prostovanimea lumii in care traim nu pricepe nimic,
se comporta ca o turma, de aceea este usor de manipulat. Ea nu poate intelege ca astfel de
virusuri nu prezinta pericol vital decat pentru categoriile de risc maxim: cirotici, neoplazici,
varste extreme, pacienti cu insuficienta cardiaca severa, BPOC. Imunodeprimati (as adauga
eu, si cei care v-ati vaccinat aiurea pentru orice prostie). Generatia “i-phone” poarta
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barba si glezne goale, masca de panza pe facies, urla ca vrea nu stiu ce tara ca afar3, iese
la proteste In mod ovin, se vaccineaza in draci ca sa-si faca rost de vreo leucemie si apoi
se plange ca statul nu face nimic pentru ei, nu ii pune biberonul. Mortalitatea gripei
“Covid-19” este de 2.4%, comparative cu 2.1% cat a fost cea a epidemei de gripa din
2018. Si atunci de ce va isterizati, glezno-barbisoanelor?

[To enlighten the imbeciles who walk around airports with their panties on their
noses, I volunteer to infect myself with the damn virus. Let them see an unvaccinated doctor
(a stupidity, given the polymorphism of flu viruses) who doesn't die, bro, even though he
"supported the red plague” (!) The stupid people of the world we live in don’t get it, they
behave like a herd, that's why they are easy to manipulate. They cannot understand that
such viruses are only life-threatening for the highest risk categories: cirrhotics, neoplastics,
extreme elderly, severe heart failure patients, COPD. Immunodepressed people (I might
add, and those of you who've vaccinated yourselves for whatever nonsense). The "i-phone"
generation, having beards and bare ankles, cloth masks on their faces, screams that they
want a civilized country like the one you can find in Western society. They participate
in protests, vaccinate the hell out of themselves to get leukemia, and then complain that
the State does nothing for them, doesn't give them their baby bottles. The "Covid-19"
flu mortality is 2.4%, compared to 2.1% as high as the flu outbreak in 2018 was. So why
are you hysterical, you ‘bare-ankled’ bearded people?]

Example 12 Quoting the classics

e (at de naiv sa fii ca sa crezi ca cineva vrea sa iti faca BINE cu forta, luandu-ti
“pentru binele tau” aerul, libertatea de miscare, slujba, dreptul de a cumpara
mancare?

e  “O singura datorie are omul, sa nu fie prost”

e Incurand o si iesim din casd doar pe bazi de certificat, se instaureaza dictatura.
Baimareni, haideti in strada, cd ne iau astia drepturile castigate cu sange.

e [How naive could you be to believe that someone wants to do you GOOD by
force, taking away "for your own good" your air, your freedom of movement,
your job, your right to buy food?

e "Man has only one duty, not to be stupid”

e Soon we will be allowed to go only if we have a certificate, dictatorship is being
established. Come on, people, let's take to the streets, they're taking away our
rights gained with the price of our blood!]

Example 13 Mircea Cartarescu
M-am vaccinat anti-Covid si sfatuiesc pe toatd lumea s-o faca. E o mare sansa sa

fim printre primii in lume, vaccinul sa fie de la cele mai credibile firme si gratuit. Sa
refuzi, cazut In mare, acest colac de salvare mi se pare absurd.
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[[ have the vaccine against Covid and I advise everyone to do so. To be among
the first to get the vaccine is a great opportunity. Not to mention that the vaccine was
produced by the most reputable companies and it's free. To refuse this lifeline seems
absurd to me.]

Example 14 Mihai Sora
»Vaccinul re-scrie ADN-ul uman.” Minunat! Toata viata mi-am dorit sa fiu girafa

[“The vaccine re-writes the human DNA.” Great! I wanted to be a giraffe all of
my life]

Example 19 Money for the chapels

e Eu, prieteni, interpretez invers stirea: Ceea ce a facut (si mai face) BOR, in
pandemie, e sa puna la dispozitie morti pentru capele.

Morgile spitalor din Bucuresti sunt pline. Arhiepiscopia Bucurestilor vine in
ajutor si pune la dispozitie capelele de exterior din cadrul spitalelor, capelele mortuare
de la parohiile din imediata apropiere si capelele cimitirelor parohiale din imediata
proximitate. Tot este ceva, nu?

e  Prin urmare, o afacere BOR

[[, my friends, interpret the news backwards: what the Romanian Orthodox
Church did (and still does), in the pandemic, is to provide dead people for the chapels.
The hospital morgues in Bucharest are full. The Archdiocese of Bucharest comes to
the rescue and makes available the outdoor chapels of hospitals, the mortuary chapels of
nearby parishes and the chapels of nearby parish cemeteries. It's still something, isn't it?
Therefore, a profitable deal]
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ABSTRACT. Ideologized Identities in the Romanian e-News. A Cultural
Sociolinguistic Query of Converged Media Texts on the 2022 Russia-Ukraine
Conflict. The design for this paper is to provide a qualitative analysis of how
positioning towards the two parties directly involved in the 2022 Russia-Ukraine
conflict has been the catalyst of the textual morphing of two ideologized identities
in some of the Romanian e-Press. The focus was on the locus of convergence of
two types of mediated texts: the production of professional press editors and
journalists, and of Social Networked Sites users and prosumers. With this intent,
the Romanian HotNews.ro website was scrutinized, and a number of e-news
items were singled out thematically and structurally. The presumption is that the
mediation process has been conducive to foregrounding two ballpark antithetic
identities as underpinned by correspondent ideologies. An interdisciplinary
perspective was opted for, one that joins Cultural Sociolinguistics and Critical
Discourse Analysis (Agha 2007; Androutsopoulous 2006; Blommaert 2017; Herring
2013; Silverstein 2004; Thurlow 2017; Wodak 2022) with the Ethnography of
Netspeak (Kozinets 2010; Markham 2016, 2020; Zappavigna 2011) and focuses
on collective identities in order to diagnose how the mediated text, as part of
the semiotic architecture of the said e-Press inputs, pairs up antithetic ideology-
determined identities in times of crisis.
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DIANA COTRAU

REZUMAT. Identitati ideologizante in presa electronica din Romdnia. O
investigatie de facturda sociolingvisticd si culturald a unor texte mediatice
convergente pe tema conflictului ruso-ucrainean din 2022. Intentia lucrarii
de fata este de a furniza o analiza calitativa a modului in care pozitionarea fata de
cele doua parti direct implicate in conflictul ruso-ucranean a catalizat alcatuirea in
textele unei parti a presei electronice romanesti a doua identitati ideologizante.
Accentul cade asupra locului de convergenta a doua tipuri de texte mediatice, si
anume produsele editorilor si jurnalistilor de presa si cele ale utilizatorilor si
prozumatorilor de pe siturile de socializare in retea. S-au identificat din punct
de vedere tematic si structural un numar de articole de stiri electronice de pe
platforma romaneasca de stiri HotNews.ro. S-a presupus ca procesul de mediatizare
faciliteaza evidentierea, In mare, a douad identitati antitetice, Intemeiate pe ideologiile
aferente. S-a optat pentru utilizarea unei perspective intersdisciplinare, ce
reuneste Sociolingvistica culturala si Analiza critica a discursului (Agha 2007;
Androutsopoulous 2006; Blommaert 2017; Herring 2013; Thurlow 2017;
Silverstein 2004; Wodak 2022) si Etnografia dialogului pe Internet (Kozinets
2010; Markham 2016, 2020; Zappavigna 2011) cu accent pe identitatile colective,
cu scopul de a diagnostica modul in care textul mediatic, parte a arhitecturii
semiotice a tipului de presa mentionat, alatura identitati antitetice in baza
curentului ideologic caruia ii subscriu In momente de criza.

Cuvinte-cheie: Sociolingvisticd culturald, Etnografia dialogului pe Internet, identitate
ideologizantd, practici culturale digitale, interpretare de text, presd electronicd, situri
ale retelelor de socializare

Introduction

Some radical socio-political changes have occurred after the fall of the
communist regimes in Central and Eastern Europe during the past few decades.
Efforts were made by the former communist states to align their burgeoning
democracies to the ones in the West boasting tradition. The road has been
turbulent and peppered with several failed expectations of a swift change,
which provides a partial explanation as to why some individuals, despite having
lived behind the Iron Curtain, harbour nostalgia for the socialist traits of life under
the past regime. However, one cannot but note the aspirational ideological shifts
paralleling the lingering ambivalence across the local socio-political spectrum,
the capitalism v. communist ideological pair revisited occasionally. Further note
should also be taken of the fact that the political ideology canvas has diversified
in somewhat of a syncretic fashion, the conservative and avant-garde features
co-habiting in the postmodern recycling of imploded political leanings. It is
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against this political ideology backdrop that one can perceive a latent,
problematic East-West dichotomy that apparently has not of yet reached a
resolution. This sense of an irresolute issue traverses individual and collective
discourses be they in the Press or in Social Networked Sites (Papacharissi
2011). The former purports to be the voice of the public, the other a social arena
for the grassroots negotiation of the varied publics’ identities across alliances,
affiliations, or interests (Zappavigna 2012). In the current setting, the armed
invasion of Ukraine by Russia, which had escalated to an almost full-scale war
at the time of our writing, is a metonym of a belated West versus East
belligerent conflict. The actual invasion of Ukraine by the Russian Army was
deemed unimaginable, the European Union states in the geo-proximity of the
physical conflict stunned at an act they could not reconcile with, albeit anticipated.
Bewilderment aside, the respective nations joined the people across the world
engaging in the matter in ways that were somewhat more subjective given their
spatial closeness to battleground. These included, amongst others, closely following
the Press briefings while taking out their correlated dilemmas and anxieties to
the Social Network Sites. Indeed, in accordance with the new socio-cultural
practices of our times (Van Dijk 2006), the conflict became a heatedly debated
topic marking the digital discourse of engaged readers of the e-Press and of
Social Media users.

This paper is a qualitative exploration of how both the ostentatious and
oblique positionings towards the two parties directly involved in the 2022
Russia-Ukraine conflict have become the main factors in forging two polarised
identities as determined by two historically opposite ideologies. And if the
situation triggered likewise global reactions, we dare say that the phenomenon
registered a higher intensity in the countries neighbouring Ukraine for implicit
historical and geographical reasons. Romania is one such country that has
proven its partisanship(s). Its actual engagement became visible both in the
‘real’ as well as in the ‘virtual’ worlds of the Social Media and e-Press, the one
affording, the other relaying authentic textual manifestations. Thus, a feedback
loop was enabled by the meeting between the e-Press and the Social Media
texts, with the Press turning the Social Network Sites expression of individual
(political) leanings into representations that gratified their readership.

Since the author herself became involved on a personal level in the
humanitarian crisis generated by the conflict, choosing to research the Romanian
Press was a heart and mind rather than mind over heart decision. In such a
situation, there is the risk of confusing the emic and etic perspectives, yet that
was regarded as an advantage that could only add weight and complexity to an
analysis that was being carried out on an unfolding phenomenon. To begin with,
we selected the highly accessed Romanian HotNews.ro news platform, which
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had been covering round the clock the development of the situation in Ukraine
since its inception. Our foremost criterion for selection was thematic, to which
we added, shortly after, a structural one, on noticing amongst the large volume
of briefing news on the war a consistent category of e-press items that incorporated
international Tweets and Instagram posts. By and large, we observed a pattern
whereby the professional editors meaningfully built pieces of news around the
Twitter and Instagram User Generated Content, whose messages and rhetoric
they encapsulated in a catchy headline. To round up our contention, we felt it
necessary to putinto the mix the posts by the Romanian readers in the Comment
section of the e-news in point, an e-locus that falls within the definition of Social
Networked Sites. Thus, our cursory observation that a critical mass of people
across the world had been taking divergent sides relative to the conflict paved
the way to an epistemic wish to determine how this translated into interpersonal
antagonism on a local level. This led to our further inference that under the
Zeitgeist circumstances, the joint daily e-Press consumption and ritual Social
Media engagement induced in readers and users the feeling of re-experiencing
the Cold War atmosphere, and thus enhanced the pairing up of antithetic
identities building on a rekindled ideological conflict.

Our nexus perspective is one provided by Cultural Sociolinguistics, Critical
Discourse Analysis (Agha, 2007; Androutsopoulous 2006; Blommaert 2017; Herring
2013; Silverstein 2004; Thurlow 2017; Wodak 2022) and the Ethnography of
Netspeak (Kozinets 2010; Markham 2016, 2020; Zappavigna 2011) focusing on
the being and becoming of socio-cultural identities. Our research is qualitative
in that we have undertaken to explore the role of the cultural aspects and
functions of language in forging identities on the Net as the host of the e-Press
we have targeted. Indeed, with the advent of the Social Media, the Internet has
become the locus par excellence where Netizens not only retrieve information
or communicate but also become, in the process, members of participatory cultures
(Androutsopolous & Tereick 2013; Androutsopolous 2016). Given everything it
encumbers, they seek and find in the Net the opportunities to display allegiances
based on communal mindsets, worldviews, and interests, even while they are
occasioned to play out their identity repertoires (Tannen & Trester 2013). Moreover,
and in as far we are concerned, it is the medium that fosters ideological realignments
of identities when conjectured upon geopolitical crises (Wodak 2022).

Some Conducive Focal Concepts and Theory Turns
In our conception of identity, we lean onto the belief that the exploration

of the language displays and textual inputs in the media of our choice can lead
us to valid observations, for “we fill the gap between the meagre linguistic and
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other evidence available to us, and the whole person we construct using
knowledge some of which may perhaps be ‘hard-wired’ into us genetically [...],
but the bulk of which has been accumulated over a lifetime of experience of
meeting people, making ‘hypotheses’ about what they are like, and ‘testing’ out
these hypotheses in our dealings with them.” (Joseph 2004, 3) Today, the digital
alternative to interacting in person is more ‘engaging’ than the one inoculated
in our genes by millennia of behaviour. It is, however, also more compelling, for
as interlocutors we need to swiftly break down and analyse novel and ever
more dynamic types of actions that are not yet deep-seated reflexes. Online
interaction requires that we supplant our genetic hard-wiring with the newly-
acquired talents, the latter themselves in need of periodical updating.

On another note, the term socio-cultural is deemed by several scholars
as a timely and necessary replacement of the term social in identity theories.
This change of terminology, where accepted, has marked a substantial shift in
academic work as it proceeded to contemplate how conflated (social and cultural)
identities are made meaningful in self-expression and the categorisation of the
others. A refined observer of the dynamic social and cultural changes of the last
decades, Jenkins (2014) himself revised consequentially his original definition of
‘social identity’ more than once. The new syntagm and its conceptualisation
have both been embraced by Cultural Sociolinguistics, and many of the scholars
(Agha 2007; Androutsopoulous 2006; Blommaert 2017; Herring 2013; Silverstein
2004; Thurlow 2017) in this line of applied linguistics welcomed the fused unit,
its cultural variable gaining precedence over the social one. Indeed, the social
system of classes ebbing today, upending saliency-wise the social-cultural
sequence relative to both collective and individual identities cannot be eluded.

Yet another aspect to be considered is the existence of two prominent
approaches to language and identity, the one now deemed essentialist, the
other constructionist. Categories such as nationality, class, race, gender, etc.,
were once regarded as fixed. In the constructionist view, researchers were/are
interested in identity as a process “in which individuals construct categorical
belonging, both for themselves and for others with whom they come in contact”
(Joseph 2004, 84). Between the two, we felt that the constructionist approach
is the more appropriate where we are concerned, for as Joseph (1997, 93)
pointedly noted: “[...] the repeated reconfigurations of the USSR and Eastern-
bloc countries in 1989-91, and the recognition of sub-national entities in Western
Europe in the 1990’s have all contributed to a strong awareness of the fluidity
and arbitrariness of nationality.” Foreshadowing the conceptualisation of identity
that is currently trending in the Social Sciences, Joseph’s fluidity has branched
out in a constellation of new meanings, especially with the advent of the Social
Media. Jenkins, too, has backed the philosophical perspective for looking at
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identity as becoming rather than being, and it can be safely said that the inherent
dynamism of digital communication has also tipped the scales toward the idea
of process. Indeed, the affordances of the Social Networked Sites have provided
their users with the opportunity, the means, and even the motives for putting
into motion their identity repertoires instead of sticking to fixed self-presentations.
And although it has been said that fixedness is associated with ‘real-life’
identity, and fluidity with online self-presentation, the two need combining for
successful communication to occur.

In what follows, it is apparent that we need to make partial recourse to
the essentialist view, as we acquiesce with the axiomatic view of language as
central to the formation of national identity and with the fact that “the existence
of a national language is the primary foundation upon which nationalist
ideology is constructed” (Joseph 1997, 94). Our leverage, however, is that since
ours is a prevailingly Cultural Sociolinguistic perspective, we assume that
language is both the means and the resource by which nationalist and world-
order ideologies are made either transparent or oblique in discourses even
while they are being renegotiated, which points to the constructionist view.
Needless to say, several other elements are to be taken into account relative to
collective identity construction as underpinned by ideologies in the Internet
era. For instance, as regards e-news columns (part of our analytical material),
the degree to which such ideologies are (made) visible may be the result of
straightforward editorial leaning-related decisions, of deliberate manipulation,
or of the column author’s personal creeds. Then again, it has long been
established (McLuhan, 1964) that the Internet has turned us into Netizens, the
dwellers of a wired global village, an image that downplays the saliency of
national appurtenance, just as later it also became apparent that the term
cultural was an adequate and inclusive alternative for ‘national and social’.
While seen as the direct effect of the accruing engagement (Zappavigna 2012)
in the globalised Social Media, all of the above have conjectured the setting into
motion of the cultural functions of language. And if the argumentation above
shows us as wavering between the two conflicting approaches (essentialist vs.
constructionist) to language and identity, let us conclude with Markham’s
enunciation (2016, 2) that “in studies of special interest groups who emerge,
grow, and function as stable communities online [...], the boundaries are built
discursively, or through connection, interest, and flow, rather than geography,
nationality, or proximity.” We, therefore, presumed the anticipated pair of
emerging identities to be foregrounded by their ideological dimension even as
people locally and worldwide were processing the sudden news of the attack
on Ukraine by Russia on February 24 of the year 2022.
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The Analytical Journey

i. The Corpus

We chose to explore the Romanian e-news platform called HotNews.ro,
the first 24 /7 newspaper in Romania (as the claim reads on its Home Page), as
we had found their overt editorial choices to be centripetal to engaging two
types of readership relative to the situation in Ukraine. The manner in which it
ranked the news items in terms of newsworthiness, by giving precedence to the
situation in Ukraine, the choice of reorganising its news categories by inserting
a distinct showcasing icon for the conflict entitled War in Ukraine (Rom.: [Razboi
in Ucraina]), the placing of the icon as the first in the line of its until then regular
categories of news, and the programmaticlexical choice of naming the conflict ‘war’
and dismissing all the other alternatives employed insistently and persistently by
the two geopolitical poles involved, were just as many clues in this sense.

We harvested a longitudinal series of its e-news over a period of 5 months,
roughly starting at the outbreak of the Ukrainian-Russian conflict in late
February through late July 2022, and identified a category of clustered textual
input, comprising, as follows:

a. the edited text of the e-news items as professional publishing;

b. the authentic (in Internet Sociolinguistic lingo) embedded Twitter
and Instagram texts (with text in the wider sense of language as part of the
communication semiotics on the Social Media);

c. the posts in the Comment section of the said item (see a.).

If type a. texts are mass-media edited inputs, type b. are the product of
the Social Media average user, members of military organisations, officials
‘speaking’ in their personal capacities, or else they may be re-tweets or re-posts
of news outlets (the authenticity lies in the action itself: re-tweeting is a/the
message), with type c. texts also classifiable as authentic production on Social
Networked Sites (given the convergence of the New Media).

The corpus was not collected per se but was delineated in situ with the
help of a HotNews.ro platform affordance which allows readers to filter content.
The same has also enabled us to narrow down the analytical material (see
ANNEX for the link to the longitudinal, filtered archive). We have surveyed the
HotNews.ro items featured under the War in Ukraine section during the time
span mentioned in two operational stages. The first, covering February to June
2022, led us to the observation that a critical mass of Romanians had adopted
two opposing sides in the conflict. We then proceeded to refine even more our
selection, as we had noted by then the recurrent e-news structural pattern

91



DIANA COTRAU

aforementioned. Our criterion of selection became thus twofold, thematic and
structural, and we narrow-targeted the items that embedded Tweets and
Instagram posts and hosted posts by engaged readers in the Comment sections.
Next, we sourced our second stage exemplifications from the archived items
covering the month of July 2022.

Considering the functioning characteristics of e-news sites and our use
of one as a corpus-archive, we need to underscore some of its peculiarities. It is
not just new material that is being uploaded round the clock, but the archived
items themselves may undergo erratum processes, headlines may be altered or
whole items may be removed (this, however, very rarely). Moreover, the production
of new posts in the Comment section is pan-chronic, new ones may be added as
belated reactions to early comments and may initiate new threads at any point
in time. Consequently, every example cluster comprises the e-news item with
the embedded (multimedia) Twitter or Instagram Post and the posts in the
Comment section at the moment of retrieval.

ii. Methodology

We summarised the results of our first operational stage as a set of
preliminary general observations. We drew up a synopsis of the thematic items
indexing culturalist talk, which we regarded as a potent generator of, or closely
mirroring polarised identities. Additionally, we found that perceptible attitudinal
and emotional overtones were concurrent with and underpinned the following
generic-nationalistic themes:

- humour and sarcasm at the expense of the Russian army;

- defiance of the invading Russian military by the Ukrainian civilians;

- otherization of the Russians as a nation;

- Russian military’s (high-ranking officers and regular soldiers alike)
ignoble manner of doing combat.

Our concrete exemplifications (see ANNEX) of detailed findings, as part
of our second operational stage, are extracted from the July section of the
archived e-news, the month which marked the 150th day of a war that was
originally designed by its on-setters as a blitzkrieg. By then, the identities we had
foreshadowed would have gained a strong contour, but it is not our intention to
perform a diachronic pursuit thereof. Instead, we assumed our analysis of the
targeted e-news items would confirm as well as nuance our preliminary
observations, which is the line along which we are deconstructing the examples
below. These are sourced from the clustered categories of texts mentioned
above, alternately cloaked in Romanian as the language of the headlines of the
HotNews.ro edited items and of the posts in the Comment sections, and in
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English as the lingua franca of the embedded Tweets and Instagram posts. This
add-on to our preliminary observations expanded the scope of our objectives,
as we noticed an additional dimension to the antithetic identities specifically
sought. We deemed that salient, as it supplanted whatever ideological ‘bonding’
had already occurred locally, through the communication occurring across the
multilingual and globalising Internet (Danet & Herring 2007). Indeed, the varied
ethnic backgrounds of the text producers, consumers, and prosumers, the ethos
of the parties physically engaged in the war, and the cultural propensities of the
authors of the mediated texts rendered it quite poignant. All in all, we explored
the texts of the selected e-Press items, with language seen as part of the overall
semiotics of communication across the converged textual inputs rather than as
piecemeal of multimodal communication. The coordinates of our analysis were
the thematic content and the critical nuances of the discourses of the e-Press
and of the embedded Social Media items, both of which, in this case, were
instrumental in forging identities as a languaculture act.

iii. Focal discussion of the findings

In the early stages of the conflict, mocking the alleged superiority of the
Russian army (personnel and weapons) quickly became a favourite discursive
strategy in the Social Media and was just as swiftly tapped into by HotNews.ro.
Memes of abandoned Russian tanks tugged by Ukrainian farm tractors with
entertaining captions were trending. As an aside, they had become so popular and
suggestive of the hearty involvement of the whole of the Ukrainian population, in
contrast to the perceived mercenary composition of the invading army, that
they were featured in a stamp series issued by the Ukrainian government.
Sarcasm and humour targeting the invading army were identified in the July
corpus-archive as coincidental with the glorification of the home army defending
its territory. For instance, if within the example 3 cluster, the original embedded
Tweet is worded neutrally: Destroying an enemy armored personnel carrier with
a Javelin - the corresponding HotNews.ro headline is longer, uses click-bait
wording and is the carrier of multiple messages: in addition to the factual
information, it anticipates the success of the hit concomitant with suggesting
that the famed Russian army vehicles are vulnerable to the inferior weaponry
used in the Ukrainian counterattacks (the square bracketing indicates our
English glossing of the original Romanian headlines, see ANNEX):

[New and clear images of a Javelin attack: How the rocket soars before
hitting full-on a Russian armoured vehicle].

Example 4 reinforces the multi-semantics and enhances the irony. It reads like
the satisfactory realisation that the invading army is running short of fully
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functioning weapons and needs to resort to its obsolete armament. The full
weight of the inherent sarcasm is conveyed by the second part of the headline:

[The Russian army brought out their stock of 2S7Pion self-propelled
guns. Perhaps they are being taken to the scrapyard]

The commendation of the Ukrainian soldiers is non-negotiable in several of the
HotNews.ro headlines, which, at face value, are merely summarizing raw facts, as
in example 1:

[Ukrainian soldiers have published the first images of the new M270
launchers in action / How they differ from the HIMARS systems]

Underneath its denotative layer, the headline carries the strong connotation that the
Ukrainian soldiers defending their country are highly motivated, the evidence
of which lies in their deft manipulation of high-technology Western weaponry
with which they are less than familiar. The embedded Tweet video reinforces
the connotation by showing the weapons in full, real action, that is, a direct hit
of the enemy. The accompanying musical score (most of the embedded material is
multimedia) is cross-referential. It starts with a Ukrainian patriotic song and moves
on to a mundane popular foreign jingle resonating with fun-making and play.

A defiant attitude set in after the initial astonishment and disconcertedness
felt by the Ukrainian city and village dwellers on being attacked by the
representatives of a kindred nation, despite the number of prior episodes (e.g.,
the Annexation of Crimea preceded by, according to translocal folklore, the
moving in of some ‘little green men’ wearing no insignia indicative of any
national army) in anticipation of what was to follow. Instances of invading
soldiers being addressed or confronted in the Russian language by Ukrainian
citizens (be they Russian minority or Ukrainian majority) were a common sight
captured by journalists doing fieldwork in the early days of the conflict. If with
some it could have been a sign of bipartisanship, soon enough, when enemy
bombing became a daily occurrence in the Ukrainian localities, including those
beyond the front line as officially delineated by the Russian military, the reality
of the situation struck hard. Many Ukrainian locals fell prey to the terror-
inducing conduct of the invaders, but several resisted the pressure by resorting
to physical or symbolical subversion. In example 2, a young woman wearing a
blue T-shirt with a logo reading Ukraine is captured displaying a rebelling
(Rocker) gesture towards the Russian flag placed on a bombed-out edifice in
the city of Mariupol. This functions as a singling out of a distinct socio-cultural
category: young Ukrainian aficionados courageously expressing their stance
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against the war on their country and the refusal to accept defeat despite the
obvious outcome. Thus, focal leisure-related activities of youth subcultures are
upcycled into one brave and selfless act even while the city had by then
undergone utter destruction and become the 21st century equivalent of the
iconic Spanish town of Guernica in World War II.

Instances of considering the Russians the Other are plentiful. In example 7,
Ukrainians are shown as ‘humane’ humans in stark opposition with the Russians
generically likened to the pseudo-human Orcs, the infamous fictional characters
of the highly popular fantasy saga by ]J.R.R. Tolkien. The name was quickly
adopted by many engaged readers as part of the broader convention that equated
the Russian Federation with the equally infamous world of Modor (the creation
of the same author). They became in-house names for many commentators, who
used it to index indiscriminately all Russians. Through over-lexicalisation, as is
sometimes the case with anti-languages, they were also used as a ploy for avoiding
censorship by HotNews.org administrators alongside other instances of play with
lexical variants: rusnaci, a derogatory Romanian name for Russians, becomes
ruznaci, ruzznaci, etc. (see below). The Ukrainian soldiers are documented,
here, as finding the time, in the grasp of a dangerous situation, to rescue a kitten
left behind by the Russians after a brief occupancy of Snake Island. The images
of the actual rescue are showcased alongside the replacement of the Russian
banner by the Ukrainians' own, an indication that the two actions are deemed
equally iconic of a nation that is noble and multifaceted, whereas the invaders
are uniquely ignoble. In fact, many TV recounts of Ukrainians fleeing the country
to the neighbouring friendly states were accompanied by clips showing the
refugees taking along their pets as the norm rather than an exception, picturing
them as the responsible representatives of an animal-loving nation.

Distinguishing between the two types of battling, the one, the defence
of the sovereignty of one’s country, the other, an unprovoked invasion of an
independent state, is also a matter of complexity. Russians are held culpable for
conducting a war befitting the past century. Overriding all political agreements
and ignoring all modern rules of physical combat, the Russian war doctrine is
culture clashing. In this vein, the repetitive Russian nuclear threats (post WW
I taboos) carried against the whole of Europe and the USA (or ‘the collective
West’, as worded by the Russian pro-war propaganda) rather than just Ukraine
as the self-appointed enemy, weaponizing food, petrol and gas with dire
consequences for states that have no geopolitical contingency with the conflict,
the indiscriminate bombing of civilian buildings, the deportation of a high number
of the local population, the deflection of blame, the claim of false objectives, are
projected as modern day military and political faux-pas. All of the above were
reflected critically by the HotNews.ro press platform, which wholeheartedly
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embraced Ukraine’s own propaganda, and thus transgressed journalism
deontology. The editorial stance purported that grief be voiced singularly over
the Ukrainian casualties and fatalities, insisting on the civilian ones, while the
loss of lives among the Russian military was reported obliquely, as the result of
successful Ukrainian strikes. The former were augmented through graphic
visuals (photos or videos) anchoring the edited text, whereas the latter were
trivialised, through issuing routine daily statistics.

As regards the embedded Russian images documenting their own strikes
with advanced weapons, they are presented laconically (see Example 5), inviting
readers, for a change, to form their own opinions on what was intended as a
daunting threat by the invading state claiming military superiority. In example
6, on the other hand, a point is made of highlighting the creative and ludic strategy
of the Ukrainians. Christian iconography was craftily superposed over photos
of popular weapons and became viral memes. A possible reading of the ‘male’
Saint HIMARS? (featured in the example) and of the ‘female’ Saint Javelin3 (the
first to be circulated) takes Christian referencing even further, inferring that the
women and men of Ukraine may be destined to martyrdom, but they will faithfully
engage in a battle against a doctrinal Evil. Any one of them might as well be Saint
George slaying the dragon, or David defeating Goliath, and not just in effigy. If
weaponizing food and rattling of the nuclear sabre are unacceptable tactics by
modern warring standards, in contrast, Ukrainian-manipulated Western weapons
must be canonised for their destruction of Russians in an iniquitous battle.

Several of the themes above have been picked up and snowballed in the
Comment sections of the e-news investigated. Galvanized by the editorial rhetoric,
heated debates are afforded by such websites. Readers today are no longer
passive media consumers who are narcotised into accepting wholesale the
preferred messages of the dominant ideology. Today’s keen information-seeking
Netizens have achieved the media literacy (Martin 2008) to decode the now
super-diversified messages. In this sense, the discursive actions and reactions
in the comments we have analysed are cloaked in a hate-speech type of
language, ranging from mild sarcasm to extreme licentiousness. Such hostile
attitudes as have become apparent could only be underpinned by some clashing
ideologies running deep. We thus concluded that that must be a significant
factor in determining the abovementioned discursive choices. The language
style of most comments is licentious, overflowing with expletives, overtly
offensive and strongly other-directed ‘speech-acts.” The other is an interlocutor
identified as someone holding the opposite position or else belonging to an

2 American high mobility artillery rocket system.
3 American advanced anti-tank portable missile system.
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‘unfriendly’ nation and is labelled accordingly. A highly incidental and offhand
label employed is: ‘Russian-paid troll’ (Rom. [postac pldtit de rusi]). Ingenuity in
circumnavigating rules and creativity in finding solutions to elude conversation
etiquette are part of the stock talent of digital natives, as extolled by David
Crystal (2011). One such strategy can also be traced in the play with names -
Putler for Putin - not only for avoiding censorship, but also for indexing a
perceived similarity between the infamous German dictator of WW II and the
current Russian president. The name Orci (Engl.: Orcs) is the favourite substitute
for the Russian soldiers (see above) and its high incidence indicates that it is
preferred to other (less frequent) lexical alternatives - for example, mujici,
whose equivalent in English is Russian peasant, or those combining playing with
spelling and underpinned by derogative connotations: ruzznacii instead of the
neutral rusii (Romanian for Russians). In fact, Orci has become conventionalized
to the degree that even some of the Romanian Press has adopted it. The authors’
nicknames or avatars are also creative, the result of Net-afforded multi-modal
play and display for expressing an unequivocal stance: for language-only examples
we found Soljenitin (deliberate simplified spelling of Alexander Solzhenitsyn'’s
surname, the Nobel Prize Russian author and dissident who wrote about the
Russian Gulag), or Alecsei (a play on the spelling of a popular Russian name: Aleksey,
the variant suggesting an assumed Russian ethnicity, manifestly dismissive,
however, of any loyalty to the home country as a notionally invading nation).

Conclusions

We built our presumptions on a set of general observations of the e-
Press briefings on the war in Ukraine and the related topics trending on the
Social Network Sites. The emerging antithetic identities we set out to investigate
were seen as being negotiated along a set of parallel ideological lines vis-a-vis
the evolution of the armed conflict. We integrated the certified idea that Social
Networked Sites, such as the Comment section of News platforms, and Twitter
and Instagram are providing the locus for the socio-cultural negotiation of the
said identities. The HotNews items themselves were found to be less than
neutral and thus functioning as the catalyst for the morphing, rather than just
the expression, of ideology-determined identities. The local situation delineated,
and the socio-political context explained, we focused on how the engaged
readership of a specifically-leaning e-press are instrumental in the process,
with language as part of the semiotic architecture of digital communication
functioning as the main agency.
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The pair of antithetic profiles identified was registered as displayed and
enacted in the converged texts of the media surveyed. They were found to gain
even more contour through the set of traits displayed by the three categories of
texts, tying together the following: conventionalized lexis and discourse,
snowballing recurrent themes, hyperbolized comparisons. However, if initially
seen as the symmetrical components of an antithetic pair, the findings pointed
to a different conclusion regarding the two. [t became apparent that the one that
was systematically corroborated with Western values and cultural capital was
all the while enhanced by means of the other, representing the East in recycled
Cold War terms.

The example clusters confirmed our preliminary observations and provided
some concrete instantiations. The editorial positioning of the e-news items was
made transparent by the headline wording as well as by the structural choice
of embedding such Social Media material as aligned to the general editorial
ideological orientation. In addition, it invited engaged readers to associate with
the preferred message endorsing the agreed upon World Order and universal
principles on war and peace, even while it legitimated all Ukrainian actions.

The Romanian-English language mix, the first component indicating
Romanian Mass- and Social-Media consumership, the second, global engagement,
may also be regarded as a lingua-culture resource for the negotiation of the said
identities. A mutual intelligibility of sorts is achieved through the visuals
(images, video clips, memes) anchoring the texts as well as through popular culture
inter-referencing: Tolkien'’s fiction, pop(ular) jingles and Bible referencing.

Overall, we have managed through our study to confirm that language
as an important piece in the semiotic puzzle of converged mediated texts has
proved to be both a tool and a resource for allowing an antithetic categorization
of the supporters of the combat-parties in Ukraine on the basis of resurrected
ideologies.
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ANNEX

The annexed material has been retrieved on July 30, 2022, from
https://www.hotnews.ro/razboi_ucraina. The analysis above was carried on the then
running text. Accessing the (sub)links to the examples below will display the version
corresponding to the actual moment of subsequent retrieval. The author’s translations
into English of the HotNews headlines follow the original Romanian title between
square brackets.

Example 1, at https://www.hotnews.ro/stiri-razboi_ucraina-25705286-primele-imagini-

lansatoarele-m270-primite-ucraineni-actiune.htm
HotNews headline: Soldatii ucraineni au publicat primele imagini cu noile
lansatoare M270 in actiune / Cu ce difera fata de sistemele HIMARS [The Ukrainian
soldiers have published the first images of the new M270 launchers in action /
How are they different from the HIMARS systems]

Published: Friday, July 29, 2022: 12.47

Embedded Twitter PrintScreen

w «  Tweet
# Explore ‘ == Ukraine Weapons Tracker
{8 Settings #Ukraine: The first video of a British-supplied 5

M270B1 multiple rocket launcher in action in Ukraine -
also accompanied by a British FV103 Spartan armored
personnel carrier, which is apparently used as a
command vehicle.

A
o

o
i

601 Retweets 27 Quote Tweets 8,736 Lik

Comments: 10

101



DIANA COTRAU

Example 2, at https://www.hotnews.ro/stiri-razboi_ucraina-25704794-imaginea-zilei-

cum-sfideaza-tanara-ucraineanca-rusi-mariupolul-devastat-bombardamente.htm
HotNews Headline: Cum fi sfideaza o tandra ucraineanca pe rusi, in Mariupolul
devastat de bombardamente [How a young Ukrainian woman defies the Russians
in bomb-devastated Mariupol|

Published: Friday, July 29, 2022, 08:53

Embedded Tweeter PrintScreen

L 4 «  Tweet
NEXTA @
#  Explor D
{8 Settings A courageous girl went out with a #Ukrainian t-shirt in
occupied #Mariupol.

Comments: 12

Example 3, at https://www.hotnews.ro/stiri-razboi_ucraina-25695368-video-noi-

imagini-clare-atac-javelin-cum-urca-racheta-inainte-lovi-plin-blindat-rusesc.htm
HotNews headline: Noi imagini clare cu un atac Javelin: Cum urca racheta
inainte de a lovi in plin un blindat rusesc [New and clear images of a Javelin
attack: How the rocket soars before hitting full-on a Russian armoured vehicle]

Published: Sunday, July 24, 2022, 13:16

Embedded Twitter PrintScreen

TPYXA © English v
@ TpyxaNews - Urmareste

»ixa

Destroying an enemy armored personnel carrier with a

Q 492 Y Raspuns (T, Distribuie

Exploreaza ce se intampla pe Twitter

Comments: 7
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Example 4, at https://www.hotnews.ro/stiri-razboi_ucraina-25698770-rusii-scos-
naftalina-vechile-tunuri-autopropulsate-2s7-pion.htm
HotNews Headline: Armata rusa a scos din depozite alte tunuri autopropulsate
2S7 ,Pion”: ,Poate le duc la fier vechi” [The Russian army brought out their stock
of 2S7Pion self-propelled guns. Maybe they are taking them to the scrapyard]
Published: July 26, 2022, 13:59
Embedded Twitter PrintScreen

w « Thread
OSINTtechnical
# Explore @ o
& Settings Video from Russia appears to confirm that the Russian
military is digging into older slolcks of 287 SPGs

Comments: 20

Example 5, at https://www.hotnews.ro/stiri-razboi_ucraina-25696968-rusia-publicat-
imagini-momentul-lansarii-rachetelor-kalibr-asupra-orasului-port-odesa.htm
HotNews Headline: Rusia a publicat imagini cu momentul lansarii rachetelor
Kalibr asupra Odesei din Marea Neagra [Russia published images of the
moment of launching Kalibr rockets onto Odessa from the Black Sea]
Published: Monday, July 25, 2022, 13:59
Embedded Twitter PrintScreen

w «  Thread
# Explore ‘ Dariuaz Zawadzki
& Settings RUS launch missile on Odessa - Artificial intelligence

upscaled 150% + dehalo + compression reverse +
injection 25 to 60 FPS + 200% Slow Mo

& pPuA HOBOCTH

Comments: 27
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Example 6, at https://www.hotnews.ro/stiri-razboi_ucraina-25688108-video-operatiune-

spionajului-militar-ucrainean-insula-serpilor-fost-recuperate-arme-documente-militare-

rusesti-plus-pisica-trait-cateva-luni-sub-ocupatie.htm
HotNews Headline: Operatiune a spionajului militar ucrainean pe Insula Serpilor:
Au fost recuperate arme si documente militare rusesti, plus ,0 pisica ce a trait
cateva luni sub ocupatie” [Operation by Ukraine military intelligence on Snake
Island: Russian weapons and documents were recuperated, plus a cat that had
lived several months under occupation.]

Published: Wednesday, July 20, 2022, 13:25

Embedded Twitter PrintScreen

12 «  Thread
# Explore . Boba123
& Ssettings New video from Snake Island (Zmiinyi)

Comments: 19

Example 7, at https://www.hotnews.ro/stiri-razboi_ucraina-25677935-sfantul-himars-
noua-mema-din-calendarul-armatei-ucrainene.htm
HotNews Headline: ,Sfantul HIMARS”, noua mema din calendarul armatei
ucrainene [Saint HIMARS, the new meme on the Ukrainian army’s calendar]
Published: Thursday, July 14, 2022, 13:35
Embedded Twitter PrintScreen

w «  Tweet
Christian Borys @
H# Explore t i
& Settings Before you know it, your day is almost done and it’'s

HIMARS O’clock already

Biab IMobility Anti russian Sysiem

Comments: 7
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ABSTRACT. Narratives of a Struggle: The Experience of Assisted Reproductive
Medicine in Online Infertility Communities. Although ART (assisted reproductive
technology) has become a well-established field in modern medicine, the
subject is still taboo in many modern societies. This prompted infertility patients
(roughly 15-20% of the general adult population) to find online platforms to
discuss options, treatments, experiences and create virtual communities -
mainly forums and Facebook groups. I shall focus on aspects concerning the
narratives of trauma, loss and empowerment in two online communities -
Infertilitate. Fertilizare in vitro. Sustinem Asociatia SOS Infertilitatea (Infertility.
In vitro fertilization. We support the SOS Infertility Association) and Fertility
Friends, from two different geographical areas - the UK and Romania, in order
to reveal the dynamics of advice giving, information sharing, experience narratives
and patient support. Communication is paramount to infertility treatment, yet
specialized clinics often underestimate the importance of this aspect. Online
forums and social media have provided patients with opportunities to connect,
shaping particular jargons and textual strategies with regard to the medical
journey of ART. I intend to outline the structure and relevance of these verbal
constructs, in order to explore the specific manner in which online platforms
offer a valid environment for a positive exchange of information among ART
patients while also creating a medium of emotional support. My interdisciplinary
focus will involve methods specific to medical humanities, text and discourse
analysis and linguistic commentary.

Keywords: assisted reproduction, infertility, loss, online communities, support
groups, trauma
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REZUMAT. Naratiunile unei lupte: experienta reproducerii asistate medical in
comunitdtile online despre infertilitate. Cu toate ca tehnicile RUAM (reproducere
umana asistatd medical) au evoluat spre coagularea unui domeniu bine stabilit
in medicina moderna, subiectul este inca tabu In multe societati contemporane.
Acest fapt determina pacientii infertili (aproximativ 15-20% din populatia
generald adultd) sa caute platforme online unde sa fisi discute optiunile,
tratamentele, experientele si sa creeze comunitati virtuale - In principal forumuri
si grupuri Facebook. In studiul de fatd ma voi concentra asupra unor aspecte
ce vizeaza naratiunile traumei, pierderii si ale sustinerii, in doua comunitati
online - Infertilitate. Fertilizare in vitro. Sustinem Asociatia SOS Infertilitatea si
Fertility Friends, din doua spatii geografice diferite - Marea Britanie si Romania,
pentru a revela dinamica schimbului de sfaturi si informatii, a naratiunilor despre
experiente si a sustinerii Intre pacienti. Comunicarea e esentiala In tratamentul
infertilitatii, desi clinicile de specialitate adesea subestimeaza acest aspect.
Forumurile online si retelele sociale le-au oferit pacientilor oportunitati de a se
conecta, generand o serie de jargoane si strategii textuale legate de experienta
medicala a RUAM. Intentia mea, in acest studiu, este de a delimita structura si
relevanta acestor constructe verbale, pentru a putea explora maniera specifica
in care platformele online ofera un mediu viabil pentru un schimb pozitiv de
informatii intre pacientii RUAM, creadnd 1n acelasi timp un mediu de sustinere
emotionald. Interesul meu interdisciplinar va viza metode specifice stiintelor
umaniste medicale, a analizei de text si discurs, precum si comentariului
lingvistic.

Cuvinte-cheie: comunitdti online, grupuri de suport, infertilitate, reproducere
asistatd, pierdere, traumd

Introduction

Since 1978, when Louise Brown, the first baby conceived through in
vitro fertilization was born due to the efforts of British medical pioneers Robert
Edwards and Patrick Steptoe, almost ten million children were conceived
through the same method (ESHRE 2022). With fertility rates decreasing across
all EU countries, the number of patients seeking fertility treatment increased,
and, implicitly, the need for complex psychological care and support, too.
Infertility is a multi-faceted condition that has significant social, cultural and
geographical roots. Despite its numerous variations in meaning, it is primarily
a medical condition defined by a couple’s inability to conceive after a year of
unprotected sexual relations. The World Health Organization recently estimated
that there is a large number of people suffering from this condition worldwide -
between 48 and 148 million people (ESHRE 2022). Its etiology is particularly
complicated, since the male and female factors involve aspects that can only be
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diagnosed and treated in a multi-disciplinary manner. Fertility care is expensive,
few countries prioritize the domain among other public health services and the
great financial and emotional cost of assisted reproductive medicine deeply
affects couples, leading to tensions and even the dissolution of marriage or
partnership. Despite the attested shared involvement of the male and female
factors in infertility, it is not uncommon that many societies tend to see the
woman as more responsible for the reproductive challenges of the couple, and
implicitly, it is expected that women are more active in the seeking of treatment
for the couple and bear the medical and psychological burden of treatment
(Aiyenigba, Weeks, and Rahman 2019, 77). Online instruments of support, such
as forums and Facebook groups have been designed to help individuals cope
with the challenges of infertility. However, despite their predominantly positive
impact, such instruments may present important drawbacks - an informational
overload that patients cannot process properly due to a lack of medical training,
a potential state of addiction to the empathetic virtual bubble of the forum/group
and a misplaced trust in medical opinions coming from other patients rather
than doctors. Despite their apparently positive intentions, these virtual communities
reunite vulnerable patients who need specialized advice. However well-intended it
may be, exchange of experiences, illness stories or adverse outcomes - such as
missed miscarriages, pregnancy termination due to severe prognoses, fetal
intrauterine death or stillbirth require professional intervention. Unauthorized
advice and negative information may have a harmful impact on the emotional
wellbeing of the user and on the outcome of the fertility treatment. Since the
condition is difficult to treat, given its many possible etiologies (physiological,
morphological, endocrine, immunological, genetic, environmental, to name just
a few), empirical treatment is often proposed to patients, and, in their turn,
some patients often offer advice to other patients, based on their own
experience. Since anecdotal success of such treatment - the so-called “add-ons”
- has little or no scientific basis, the side effects may interfere with medication,
leading to unpredictable treatment outcomes. Moreover, the diversity of
serious (if rare) situations concerning pregnancy, birth and maternity may
prove triggering for some patients, thus increasing the emotional burden they
must carry throughout their treatment.

It is important to note that, despite the dominant perception that
infertility is a women's issue, the male factor contributes to half of the cases
(Vander Borght and Wyns 2018, 2). This aspect is culturally determined, as
fertility often appears indistinguishable from motherhood in many culturally-
driven contexts; however, it is remarkable that the social platforms investigated
here had very few (if any) male members, with female partners inquiring about
male pathologies such as low sperm count, azoospermia or urological disorders.
Poorly researched, the emotional dimension of male infertility fuels the cliché
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that men repress their emotions and resort to different coping mechanisms
than women. Recent studies revealed the common-sense reality that men
perceive infertility as a difficult diagnosis in each of the three circumstances
they could find themselves in: infertile patient, the healthy partner of a subfertile
spouse, or part of a couple with unexplained infertility (Joja, Dinu and Paun
2015, 360; Hanna and Gough 2016).

Ann V. Bell noted, in a comprehensive study regarding marginalization
in infertility that the process is highly feminized and it involves various degrees
of hardship and exclusion in the case of specific categories, based on race,
gender, socio-economic status and sexual orientation (Bell 2016, 39). Moreover, it
is relevant to note that, compared to the Fertility Friends UK forum, Romanian
social platforms have remained opaque and silent in what concerns same-sex
couples’ struggle to conceive. A stringent contemporary issue, marginalization
has gained increasing scientific attention especially in women'’s studies (Richburg,
Jackson and Moravek 2022, 44).

My investigation of online infertility communities shall focus on two
examples from two different geographical areas - Infertilitate. Fertilizare in
vitro. Sustinem Asociatia SOS Infertilitatea (Infertility. In vitro fertilization. We
support the SOS Infertility Association), a Facebook support group from Romania
and Fertility Friends, an infertility forum from the United Kingdom. My aim is to
reveal significant cultural, linguistic and discursive aspects emerging from the
diverse ways in which patients narrate their experience of illness and trauma
stemming from infertility in these two online communities. The obvious drawback
of such an initiative is the virtually impossible task to read tens of thousands of
Facebook and forum posts in order to draw scientifically valid quantitative
results. However, humanities researchers can bypass the rule of exhaustivity in
favor of analytical depth, despite the potential reproach that such an endeavor
may draw conclusions based on a limited number of examples. Moreover, there is
a certain fluidity pertaining to online narratives and interventions such as the
ones on Facebook infertility groups and online forums. Users can edit their texts
or delete them, administrators can ask for revisions or elimination of certain
expressions or arguments that others may find offensive or triggering. An
overview of these online ecosystems can, therefore, be based on a reasonable
number of relevant examples without prejudicing the scientific quality of the
entire project. The fundamental condition, which I intend to firmly adhere to in
the present study, is that of using clear methodological instruments that help
articulate a consistent set of arguments leading to valid, significant conclusions.
Medical humanities is a research area that fills the major gap between medical
sciences and the humanities, therefore my investigation is an effort to analyze
representative examples of discourse in online infertility communities with the
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instruments and concepts of this interdisciplinary field - text and discourse
analysis, observations concerning cultural differences, linguistic commentary,
narrative structures and strategies.

The online underground of infertility patients

Fertility forums and Facebook groups are currently the main stage
reuniting infertility and assisted reproduction patients who navigate the complex
process of receiving treatment for an equally complex pathology. Although
numerous and well organized, assisted reproduction clinics rarely have enough
employees (nurses, coordinators, assistants) to cater to the vastly diverse needs
of their patients. Online support groups are a recent social media phenomenon,
although real life infertility support groups had existed long before the advent
of the internet. The experience of infertility generates specific traumatic responses.
Given the highly individualized perception of this medical condition, infertility
is rarely made visible and discussed openly on a wider scale. Compared to the
trauma caused by a historical period or event, infertility trauma is less socially
acknowledged. The experience of patients seeking online support has been the
object of study in a variety of domains, from clinical psychology to medical
sciences, and, given the growing relevance and popularity of social media and
online communication tools, it should be analyzed from a thematic, narrative and
linguistic perspective as well. Fulfilling the fundamental emotional need of
confession and storytelling based on one’s singular experience of a dramatic event,
online narratives and interventions concerning infertility can be explored as
subjective accounts of a transformative event.

Vulnerability is the fundamental notion that may be used to define the
position of infertility patients in relation to social norms, health systems and
the normal fertile population. Treatment is, in most European states, highly
regulated and restrictive, even in generous states, such as France, where a
couple can benefit from six attempts at artificial insemination and four courses
of IVF treatment paid by the health insurance system before the age of 43 in
women (Gomez and De la Rochebrochard 2013, 3103). Moreover, since 2021,
an important landmark has been established in the process of making fertility
treatment available to all women - single women and women in same-sex
relationships gained the right to benefit from state-funded fertility treatment
in France. EU countries such as Belgium, Spain, Denmark, Finland, Ireland,
Luxembourg, Malta, the Netherlands, Portugal and Sweden have already
activated similar legal provisions in recent years. Outside the EU, Iceland and
Norway offer identical rights to this category of patients. One of the important
challenges infertile patients face in a social context is the painful yet inevitable
confrontation with the situation in which people in their social circles, with
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unimpaired fertility, manage to obtain pregnancies and live births. Users on
infertility boards and Facebook groups face a complicated variant of this situation
inside the apparently protective universe of the group, as they empathize, offer
(and receive) support for a while, then they are faced with the inevitable - other
members become pregnant, have the children they desired and, at one point or
another, they “graduate from the group” (Chocano 2020). There are numerous
such situations in online fertility groups and, despite it being a joyous moment
and the ultimate proof that infertility can be overcome, it can also be a
challenging moment for some users. In a nuanced, yet targeted intervention in
The New York Times, Carina Chocano outlined the uncomfortable position of all
parties involved in this type of unusual graduation. She spoke with infertility
patients who ran blogs on trying to conceive and gathered information about
the group dynamic at significant moments, such as those when members
announce they managed to get pregnant. In the pragmatic dimension of group
dialogue and information exchange, it is important to maintain an emotionally
balanced environment, therefore pregnancy announcements are considered
sensitive content, with great potential to trigger a negative response. The
administrators of the Pregnantish blog, for example, decided to apply a particular
tag to all posts containing pregnancy announcements so that users can choose to
avoid the sensitive content - “Good ‘Ments” (that is “good announcements”)
(Chocano 2020). Andrea Syrtash, a writer specialized in dating and relationships,
learned that she might have fertility issues at a young age, when she was
diagnosed with endometriosis. Years later, after many failed attempts to get
pregnant, she started Pregnantish, a blog focused on fertility-connected issues.
Her story reached a sensitive point when she announced she was expecting, with
contradictory feelings of guilt, joy and compassion for those still struggling.
Commiseration, a certain type of group solidarity and a generally empathetic mode
of relation to the challenges other members face are characteristics of online
communities observed by numerous studies (Malik and Coulson, 2008; Danila
and Baban 2018; Zappavigna 2012). Less frequently, but medically more consistent,
online expert forums provide patients with similar support although patients
tended to give more informational than emotional cues (Aarts et al. 2015).
Social support and a sense of belonging to a community have been
revealed as paramount in the process of managing an infertility diagnosis, even
before the internet era (Jirka, Schuett and Foxhall 1996, 55). Hirsch and Hirsch
concluded that social support played a significant role in improving marital
relations, the couple’s sex life, their identity perception and self-esteem. It directly
influenced what the authors called “the measures of contentment” (Hirsch and
Hirsch 1995, 517) in the lives of those affected by difficulties to conceive.
Moreover, J. Boivin’s 2003 review of psychosocial interventions in infertility
revealed that group interventions were more effective (and generally perceived
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as more useful) than counselling interventions. In the author’s opinion, a group
format is more effective in facilitating the exchange of opinions and experiences
than individual communication. As many users confirmed, asynchronous
communication and permanent availability, regardless of the time of day, play
an important role in making online group support a consistent psychological
tool that many infertility patients embrace (Malik and Coulson 2008, 106).
The survey conducted by Malik and Coulson in 2008 gathered participants
by posting invitations on websites such as www.fertilityfriends.co.uk,
www.infertilitynetworkuk.com, www.fertilityzone.co.uk, www.acebabes.co.uk,
www.repromed.co.uk and www.fertilethoughts.com. 95 participants (93.7%
women) completed the online questionnaire and the results unequivocally
revealed that users found mainly positive aspects in joining online infertility
groups (Malik and Coulson 2008, 112). The authors propose an “essentialist/
realist framework, which aims to report on the experience, meanings and
reality of participants” (ibid, 108) which is, [ believe, an efficient approach that
can be replicated in any other exploration of the communication dynamics in
online infertility communities. However, I consider linguistic observation and
discourse analysis equally relevant, as they offer a comprehensive framework
of the multi-level exchange of support, ideas, suggestions, and emotion that
occurs between users. The exploration of “digital practices underlying peer-to-peer
interactions about stigmatized conditions” (Jaworska 2018, 25) is an occasion to
discover an entire ecosystem, usually reflecting a particular effort to raise
awareness about a certain condition, illness or trauma.

Infertility narratives - an overview and analysis

The most important features of online interaction among the participants
in infertility groups, as outlined by the participants in Malik and Coulson’s
investigation were convenience, uninterrupted availability, emotional support, the
asynchronous and anonymous nature of online communication, encouragement
of honesty to discuss sensitive issues, individual control over participation and
involvement, positive impact on partner relationship. Chief among the drawbacks
mentioned are a form of addiction to the group, a stringent need to be
permanently connected to group activity; and, what I consider most significant
among the negative aspects mentioned, a raised awareness of what might go
wrong during treatment and pregnancy, given that users often post dramatic
stories of loss, stillbirth, postnatal depression or partner and family conflicts
over parenting styles and child-rearing philosophies.

Infertility is often an isolating experience, a traumatizing diagnosis that
comes unexpectedly. On the contrary, the illusion of ever-lasting fertility is
frequently entertained by today’s culture of endless youth, donor conception
boards being eloquent proof of this trend. It is a common occurrence to find
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press articles about famous women in the entertainment industry who become
mothers well beyond the reasonable age limit of natural fertility. Their public
flaunting of such unusual fertility makes this private aspect part of their
extraordinary personality and enviable success, any mention of the concrete
means that led to their becoming mothers remaining shrouded in mystery. It
has been scientifically proven that assisted reproduction has a very poor
prognosis past the age of 45. However unethical it may be to sensationalize
one’s fertility, given the already minimal background of fertility education in
both Western and more traditional societies, such misleading voices should also
be a cause of concern for the medical community, as they create false hope for
the women who postpone motherhood. For example, in the Infertilitatea... Facebook
group many posts are written by patients aged 42 and above who lament their
doctor’s recommendation to follow egg or embryo donation treatment instead
of classical IVF with their own genetic material. Such posts are usually triggers
of heated disputes, as many fellow members of the group recommend persistence
and patience, as they know a friend, relative, TV personality who succeeded even
at older ages. Other members, some having had their own experience with
adverse IVF outcomes due to advanced age, strongly advise against “wasting
money”, “believing charlatan doctors” or feeding an illusion, since the IVF
success rate above the maternal age of 43 is more or less theoretical. Of special
relevance are donor conception posts, especially those focusing on egg donation,
as this constantly proves the conservative attitude towards the issue in Eastern
Europe (Todorova et al. 2017).

The Infertilitate. Fertilizare in vitro. Sustinem Asociatia SOS Infertilitatea
support group had 31200 members, as of August 7, 2022. Numerous IVF clinics
have opened in Romania in the past decade, offering specialized services of
various medical quality, and the number of patients is constantly growing (Nahman
2016). Founded in 2009, as a Facebook extension of the SOS Infertilitatea forum,
the group gained visibility and traction as more users preferred the Facebook
platform over the now obsolete forum format. Although many users connect
with their “official” Facebook account, choosing to reveal their identity while
posting, many others either opt for a clone account, posting under pseudonym,
or for a newer tool, allowing them to post anonymously as a “group member”,
with no name displayed. As Nancy Baym noted, “on a societal level, anonymity
opens the possibility of liberation from the divisions that come about from
seeing one another's race, age, gender, disabilities, and so on” (Baym 2015, 34).
The orderly fashion in which topics were arranged in the forum frame is no
longer in place on Facebook, despite constant efforts made by administrators
and moderators to create hashtags and topics. The group works on the principle
of a permanent influx of questions, stories and answers, and few users actually
rely on the “search” function of the page in order to get answers to already
answered questions. However, a few elements have been banned from the
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group - the “Is it positive?” question followed by pictures of ovulation or
pregnancy tests, or the use of colored backgrounds for posts in order to make
them more visible and potentially attract more comments. Ultrasound
confirmation of ovulation, b-hCG blood tests and visits to the hospital emergency
room are firmly encouraged by moderators and posters when patients need
medical advice or intervention.

The group offers excellent opportunities of linguistic, anthropological,
social and cultural analysis and observation. As Danila and Baban (2018)
pointed out in their study of infertility representations in Romanian discussion
forums, there is a set of universal themes recurring in this particular online
environment: “Infertility as a personal battle; infertility as an unfair destiny;
infertility as a threat to the feminine identity; divinity as a last resort to
infertility” (Danila and Baban 2018, 25). Although my observations do not
contradict these conceptual parameters, [ shall try to refine them further.

Thematically, the interventions of users on the Infertilitate... Facebook
group fall into some major categories, such as: medical narratives aiming to
elicit narratives of similar experiences from other patients (short pathographies,
heavily focused on the emotional dimension); brief, punctual interventions
seeking concrete answers preceding doctor’s answers (laboratory results, beta-
hCG levels, drug dosage, etc.); crisis interventions (depression, anxiety, inability
to cope with an infertility-related diagnosis, couple and family crises, financial
difficulties, work problems, etc.); encouragement posts meant to give hope to
patients still undergoing treatment (from patients who had recently become
parents, either biologically or through adoption). It is noteworthy that, until
2020, when the group was reported to Facebook for infringement of community
standards, it was not unusual for patients to try to sell or donate leftover drugs,
as fertility drugs are known to be expensive and sometimes difficult to find.
Infertility is mostly viewed as an often religiously charged challenge, a trying
period that can be overcome, a test of personal resilience and couple strength.

The Infertilitate... Facebook group is interesting to investigate from
another perspective, that of the online phenomenon of trolling2. I shall exemplify
with the case of a group user who unusually chose to post under her real name,
despite her illicit intentions. The case of M.B., which unfolded over a period of
three months on the group is a relevant example illustrating the pitfalls of
online patient support. Although rare, cases such as this prove that anonymity
may encourage readers to create false narratives, assume fake identities
beyond the scope of privacy and ultimately betray the trust of other members
who shared sensitive personal details. Interestingly enough, M.B. used her real

2 “troll - someone who leaves an intentionally annoying or offensive message on the internet, in
order to upset someone or to get attention or cause trouble”; Cambridge Dictionary,
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/troll.
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name, joining the group under the pretense that she was pregnant with twin
girls in her second trimester. She even met other members in real life,
participating in some events organized by the SOS Infertility NGO, displaying a
small but obvious pregnant abdomen. As it was later revealed by angry users,
she contacted members privately, engaged them in conversation about their
infertility issues, asking them to send her laboratory test results and other
medical documents. Her incessant online activity in the group quickly earned
her the sympathy of the founding members of the association, who gave her
moderator rights. M.B. detailed her far-fetched life story in long, sophisticated
and often delirious posts, resulting in a divided attitude of the audience: many
members were captivated by her phantasmagoric narrative, while others
ignored her and a few monitored the situation with a skeptic eye. M.B.’s
dramatic tale took a turn for the worst when she announced that her pregnancy
was in danger and her 22-week-old twin girls were about to be born prematurely
without a real chance for survival. Although she didn’t ask for money (even bluntly
refusing the financial help she was offered), M.B. copy/pasted enough details
from the narratives she gathered from other members to raise suspicion that
she was creating a tall tale that uncannily resembled the tragic story of the founding
administrator of the organization, who lost her 25-week-old prematurely born
daughters in 2008. However, despite her good knowledge of high-risk pregnancy
and prematurity, N.C.B.,, the founder of the association and the group, was a
staunch supporter of M.B., even believing the absurd story that M.B. was in
labor and, in order to save her and the twins, her family rented a private
American medical airplane to transport her to the United States via Paris, that
M.B. had given birth to one twin and had undergone dialysis with the other one
still in the womb, that she had suffered and episode of cardiac arrest yet was
perfectly able to chat privately with other members while intubated, etc. When
she realized the scam and the emotional farce she had been made part of, N.C.B.
wrote a few posts expressing her bewildered disappointment that a group
member would resort to such ruthless strategies for no apparent gain, other
than an obviously pathological narcissistic fixation. A group member, who is a
licensed psychiatrist writing under her real name warned the community about
the dangers of providing strangers with medical personal data and of confessing
delicate aspects of treatment and pregnancy in private online conversations. Such
information could be appropriated by mentally ill fellow members suffering
from infertility-related delusions (it remained unclear if M.B. had ever been
pregnant and whether the bulging abdomen she had been displaying was real
or a prop). Across seven posts dedicated to the subject, all placed under the
“dezaxata” (i.e. “unhinged”) hashtag, the story generated unprecedented interest
in a member’s story - over 3500 replies were written between April 11-14,
2017, mainly to express shock, disproval, disgust and blame, as M.B. was finally
exposed as a fraud and excluded from the group. It is noteworthy that, after she
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had been banned, all her posts and comments were deleted, therefore the
narrative she had created is no longer accessible for analysis. However, for the
purposes of this investigation (among others, a focus on the creation of online
stories and narratives about infertility and the readers’ response to such
stories), there is still plenty of material available. N.C.B. decided to keep all her
posts and comments and not delete those favorable to M.B., although the
narrative was exposed as sheer fabrication.

Facebook replies are structured as cascading messages, not necessarily
deriving one from the other. Users may write short replies or even strictly
resort to emoticons in order to convey their opinion or feelings. The M.B. story
elicited a massive response from users because it violated an essential
community value - a sense of trust and solidarity. The mounting evidence that
M.B. faked her pregnancy undermined any possible excuse (other than mental
illness) that she might have had in order to proceed as she had. One user wrote:

I'm reading in sheer amazement...I cannot believe my eyes..I too believed
this story and was profoundly impressed because at the time I was
pregnant, too, there were a few women that had ruptured membranes, for
various reasons, and [ was terribly impressed...I couldn’t stop thinking of
them and was hoping they could manage to save them. Thank God [..] I
haven'’t slipped down such a slippery slope after the loss of my 4t
pregnancy. | hope she seeks appropriate treatment, because this story is
shocking? (Facebook user, Wednesday, April 12, 2017).

A few hours later, one of the users who closely followed the story concluded:

There is nothing to be done, one of M.’s teachers commented at one of
the posts, M. is real and she is a medical student. At least that is true. The
rest was probably an experiment of hers/an invention and we were the
victims. My brain still cannot process what happened. It refuses to
believe that there are such people [...]  would have never thought that
there are people who do what she had just done. No, there is nothing to
be done, we are victims, we feel betrayed, but there is nothing to be done.
What do you want to do? A police complaint? Go ahead :))) they will
laugh in your face* (Facebook user, Wednesday, April 12, 2017).

3 “Citesc si ma minunez... nu-mi vine sa cred ochilor... si eu am crezut povestea asta si m-a impresionat
profund pt ca in perioada In care eu am fost Insdrcinatd, au fost cateva femei insarcinate care
ajunsesera cu membranele fisurate, din diverse cauze, si m-au impresionat cumplit.. ma tot
gandeam si speram si reuseasci si le salveze... i multumesc lui Dumnezeu ci in momentul acesta
imi tin copilul sanatos in brate si nu am alunecat pe o panta atat de periculoasa, dupa pierderea celei
de-a 4-a sarcini. Sper sa caute tratament adecvat, pentru ca e socanta toatd povestea.” (Facebook
user, Wednesday, April 12, 2017; my translation)

4 ”Nu e nimic de facut, una dintre profesoarele lui M. a comentat la una dintre postari, M. exista
si e studenta la medicina. Cel putin asta e adevarat. Restul a fost probabil un experiment de-al
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M.B. confessed her fraudulent behavior a few hours after she was exposed. Her
confession was rather short, compared to her other rich, more elaborated posts:

I know that this post should have been written earlier, but I was incapable,
I didn’t feel up to it. I could only invoke the pain I feel inside, which for
the last week paralyzed me completely. [...] I had 2 children. They were
gone much sooner than I told you. Yes, the pain paralyzes me, and somehow
it was easier to tell myself, too, that they were still there. That way, there
was still a chance. [...] I'm sorry I didn’t know how to share this information
that brings me down every single time. I'm only asking this: whoever can
forgive, fine, whoever doesn’t I'm sorry | wasn’t worthy of the trust I was
given.5 (M.B., Facebook group user, April 12, 2017).

M.B.’s strategy that captivated a significant number of users, reunites a few
characteristics of online patient support, providing a virtual answer to the
emotional needs of participants. The narrative aspect appears paramount, as
most users need to tell their story and elicit sympathetic reactions from other
users in similar situations. It is noteworthy that longer posts are, paradoxically,
neither encouraged nor read from beginning to end by group members - an
interesting ending formulation being - “please, excuse me for the novel”. It is an
expression that most often accompanied longer posts, fueling the impression
that shorter and denser posts were better received. This is a feature specific to
Romanian-language infertility/parenting groups, Fertility Friends having a
rather different forum structure that involves other communication strategies.
One of the major drawbacks of online community support is the double-
edged aspect of anonymity. With users often protecting their identity and not
using their real-name Facebook account for privacy reasons, fake accounts could
compromise the trust factor and increase susceptibility that delicate issues are
shared with strangers who may take advantage of others’ vulnerabilities.

ei/o inventie iar noi am fost victimele. Creierul meu inca nu poate sa proceseze ce s-a
intamplat. Refuzd sd creada ca existd astfel de oameni. Nu as fi crezut niciodata ca exista
oameni care sa faca ceea ce ea tocmai a facut. Nu, nu e nimic de facut, suntem niste victime, ne
simtim trddate, dar nu e nimic de facut. Ce vreti sa faceti? Reclamatie la politie? Mult succes!
:))) va vor rade in fata” (Facebook user, Wednesday, April 12, 2017; my translation).

5 “Stiu ca postarea asta trebuia facuta mai demult, dar nu m-am simtit in stare. Nu as putea sa invoc
decat durerea ce existd In mine si care in ultima saptamand m-a paralizat complet. [...] Am avut doi
copii. Ce s-au dus mai devreme decat v-am spus. Da, durerea paralizeaza si cumva a fost mai simplu
s4 fmi spun inclusiv mie ci incd mai sunt acolo. Asa mai exista o sansa. [...] Imi pare riu ci nu
am stiut cum sa impart informatia asta ce ma pune la pamant de fiecare data. Nu cer decat atat:
cine poate sa ierte, bine, cine nu, imi pare rau pentru ca nu am fost demna de increderea ce mi-

< n

a fost oferita.” (M.B., Facebook group user, April 12, 2017; my translation).
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Despite such rare occurrences (besides minor conflicts, this case remains
unique in the history of the group) the advantages of such online support groups,
outlined in other studies, remain valid and important. As Malik and Coulson
concluded in 2008 (and further research confirmed, see Billett and Sawyer
2019), there are significant advantages to participating in online communities
and receiving support there while battling infertility.

The great majority of posts on the Infertilitate... Facebook group is of
medical nature and answers from fellow members are meant to share similar
experiences. For example, on August 2, 2022, one user posted anonymously, under
the “Group member” generic pseudonym a question regarding the possible
fertilization limitation of the number of oocytes retrieved during an IVF cycle:

Hi! I'd like to know if, for various reasons, anyone requested that less
eggs are fertilized in order to obtain a limited number of embryos? If the
situation allowed for it, of course. If yes, who is the doctor/clinic that
was open in this direction? I do not want to generate controversies, I
know that such a request significantly reduces the chances of success
and I apologize if my question hurts anyone, but I consider it an aspect
that is part of one’s personal choices® (Facebook user, August 2, 2022).

The user’s concerns have been thoroughly documented in IVF literature
(Laruelle and Englert 1995; Provoost et al. 2010), although it is well established
in current practice that high quality supernumerary embryos give patients a
better chance at a successful treatment (Salha et al. 2000; Romanski et al. 2018).
Firstly, we could only assume that, since the conversation concerns oocytes, the
user is female and her question regards her own yield of gametes. However, she
does not motivate her concerns, deciding not to disclose if her reasons were
ethical, religious or otherwise. She seems aware that such a choice could be
discussed “if the situation allowed for it”, again failing to mention what she meant
by “the situation”. One could only speculate if she was referring to a successful egg
retrieval procedure (as, rarely, patients ovulate before retrieval and oocytes are
lost, or, in other cases, gametes are not fully developed - in metaphase II - and
remain attached to the follicular wall) or a situation in which enough oocytes
are retrieved so that a discussion about fertilizing a smaller batch becomes
relevant. However, the user doesn’t seem fully aware that there is no direct
correlation between the number of oocytes retrieved and the number of high-

6 “Buna! Asvrea sd stiu daca, din diverse motive, a cerut cineva sa fie fertilizate mai putin ovocite
pentru a obtine un numadr limitat de embrioni? Dacad situatia permite, desigur. Daca da, ce
doctor / clinica a fost deschisd in aceasta directie? Nu vreau sa creez controverse, stiu ca o
astfel de cerere reduce semnificativ sansele de success si imi cer scuze daca intrebarea mea
raneste pe cineva, dar cred cd este un aspect ce tine de alegerea fiecaruia” (Facebook user,
August 2, 2022, my translation).
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quality embryos resulted. It is not uncommon, in IVF practice, to have a zero rate of
successful fertilization (2 pronuclei after 24 hours), although an adequate number
of oocytes are fertilized. It is also important to note that the medical education
of patients is, more often than not, understandably limited, therefore it is
difficult to estimate if the patient has all the necessary information before
making a radical decision or needs to be further informed by the medical
professional guiding the treatment.

The user’s warning that she does not want to cause controversies
signals not only the sensitive nature of the issue, but also the fact that it may
challenge or offend others. It also implies that her motivation could be religious
and, in the history of the group, religious arguments sparked intense debate and
controversies. A simple search for the word “God” returns an endless list of
results, the majority of which are pregnancy/birth announcements. “When you
place your faith in God and firstly in yourself and you don’t give up, miracles
happen!”7 (Facebook group user, July 18, 2022); “Only after 4 months I'm
starting to believe that it is true and she is mine. All the while I dreamt that
someone tried to take her away from me, I couldn’t believe that God made a
miracle for me, too”8 (Facebook group user, August 1, 2022). On September 24,
2020, less than two weeks after the death of her 3-month son, a 27-year-old
user (who had conceived naturally and had a loss at 12 weeks of gestation in
her medical history) announced that she had tested her ovarian reserve and the
result showed she was pre-menopausal: “I hope that 2021 will be a productive
year for everyone [...] be it as God wishes”® (Facebook user, September 24,
2020). Memorial posts or perinatal death posts also carry a religious meaning:
“May God give you strength to overcome this difficult moment”10 (Facebook
user, June 19, 2019) a female user wrote as a reply (out of 784 replies) to a post
announcing the loss of a 22-week twin pregnancy.

A significant element that strikes Romanian-language readers is the
abundance of spelling and syntax errors present in the posts of numerous users.
Not only medical terms (a “blastocyst” has been named a “balocist”, a “balocid”,
etc. - the correct Romanian form is ‘blastocist”), but everyday language has
been used incorrectly “oki” for “ochi” (“eye”), “am loat” instead of “am luat” (“I
took”), “umpic” instead of “un pic” (“a little”), etc. Indeed, Facebook language is

7 ”Cand iti pui credinta in Dumnezeu si in primul rand in tine si nu renunti, se intampla minuni”
(Facebook user, July 18, 2022; my translation).

8 “Doar dupad 4 luni incep sd cred ca e adevarat si ca e a mea. Tot timpul visam ca cineva incearca
sd mi-o ia, nu-mi venea sa cred ca Dumnezeu a facut o minune si pentru mine” (Facebook user,
August 1, 2022; my translation).

9 “Sper ca anul 2021 va fi un an productiv pentru toatda lumea [...] facd-se voia Domnului”
(Facebook user, September 24, 2020; my translation).

10 ”S3-ti dea Dumnezeu putere sa treci peste acest moment dificil” (Facebook user, June 19, 2019;
my translation).
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far from following literary norms, but such formulations are often sanctioned
by other users or moderators. Moreover, as Naomi S. Baron argued, the sheer
amount of text that literate Americans [or, more generally, online users, we may
add] produce is diminishing our sense of written craftsmanship” (Baron 2008,
7). My argument is that users have a different sense of language in a Facebook
group environment - a more “utilitarian”, relaxed, approach that assumes users
understand the meaning of words even if misspelled, abbreviated, or anglicized.

Another significant aspect that I intend to address is the diversity and
contradictory nature of interventions: users seeking empiric advice from
experience, others asking about the availability of certain fertility drugs, birth
announcements and posts detailing depressive episodes are all part of the same
flowing discourse, with no warning for users who may find them triggering or
disturbing. The Infertilitate... group continuously creates a massive discourse
that rarely separates categories and issues, resulting in a continuous influx of
information that gravitates around the many faces and consequences of infertility.

The forum format of Fertility Friends and its far greater outreach,
doubled by its 20-year longevity online (it was founded in 2002) offers significant
opportunities for comparison with smaller-scale, differently structured platforms
such as the Infertilitate... Romanian group. It is also important to note that the
number of members (104.300) and the number of posts (6.2 million) makes the
forum an environment that can be explored in samples, rather than mapped
exhaustively. Indeed, Fertility Friends is not only vast in structure, it is also very
complex thematically. Each division (ovulation, fertility lifestyle, IVF, donor
conception, surrogacy, etc.) has many sub-divisions, as members are allowed to
start new threads with themes and issues they consider relevant. The IVF
section is structured geographically, as fertility tourism is a phenomenon on the
rise. Since the present investigation cannot cover even a fraction of the
impressive virtual territory of the forum, I shall focus on a thread that bears
some characteristics that makes it comparable to the Infertilitate...Romanian
forum. The “Poor Response/Treatment With Low AMH/High FSH” (referring to
a difficult to treat category of patients who present with low ovarian reserve -
hence “Low AMH!!” and a significant hormonal imbalance - hence the “high
FSH”12) is a thread reuniting patients with a poor prospect of fertility treatment
success. In this section, patients created a smaller chat group, the “Low
AMH/High FSH Cycle Buddies”, where 30 participants gave 366 replies in the
last active part of the thread (the last post was on January 24, 2022).

11 AMH is the Anti-Miillerian Hormone; According to the National Library of Medicine, “an AMH test is
often used to check a woman's ability to produce eggs that can be fertilized for pregnancy” - for
further reading https://medlineplus.gov/lab-tests/anti-mullerian-hormone-test.

12 The FSH is the follicle stimulating hormone, a hormone produced by the pituitary gland, that
plays a key role in fertility.
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Each user can insert a small medical history in their signature, so that
readers and fellow forum members can instantly place their messages into a
comprehensive context. Some choose shorter descriptions, consisting of age,
ovarian status and number of IVF treatments, while other opt for longer ones.
This section offers users an excellent opportunity to familiarize with the
specific jargon of infertility treatment, but also to find encouragement and
consolation that others have gone or are going through similar experiences. For
example, one user gave a long and detailed account of her fertility treatment
status in her signature:

“Me 46 Endo, DH 38. Nov15 Lap 1 cystectomy ablation. Dec15 Natural
BFP MMC 10wks. Requested Karyotype testing but hospital stored
incorrectly @. Apr17 Gennet PICSI. 2 eggs 2 blasts. 1trf 1 Frosties.
Bleeding 7dp5dt Oct17 ARGC - ICSI. 8 eggs 7 fertilised, 3 blasts ET, 2 d6
frostie, Immune support IVIG. BFN. 2018 Dr G immune testing. 2018 -
2019 Create 3 cyc natural modified. 1 frostie d3 8 cell gradel,1 no fert,
1 d3 grade ET BFN; Apr19 Lap 2 excision, natural BFP, MC 6.5wks. Nov
21 Lap 3.]Jan/Feb 22 FET BFN”13 (forum user, January 18, 2020).

This concise and abbreviated medical history is an eloquent example of the
alternative ways in which a patient can narrate the experience of their illness.
In this case, the apparently abstract discourse, lacking the usual personal and
emotional markers of proper pathography offers a “map” of the patient’s
journey written in the specific jargon of online patient forums. The user ‘speaks”
to a specific audience, one that is familiar with the acronyms and the forum
jargon, therefore they establish a symbolic connection that is at the same time
abstract, textual and visual. Telling one’s story in an abbreviated manner saves
time, it is essentially informative, and it may fulfill the need of other users to
find similar stories that offer hope, consolation, and information about treatment
outcomes, etc.

13 Endo - endometriosis; DH- dear husband; lap- laparoscopic surgery; BFP- Big Fat Positive
(positive pregnancy test); MMC- missed miscarriage; PICSI - Physiological intracytoplasmic
sperm injection (a specific technique of in vitro fertilization in which a single spermatozoon is
injected into a single oocyte for the purpose of fertilization); blast - blastocyst (5-day old
human embryo); trf - transferred (referring to embryotransfer - transferring an embryo into
the woman’s uterus); frostie - frozen embryo; 7dp5dt - 7 days post 5 day (embryo) trasfer;
ARGC - British clinic in London; ICSI (intracytoplasmic sperm injection); ET - embryotransfer;
dé6 frostie - 6 days old frozen embryo; BFN (Big Fat Negative) - negative pregnancy test; Create
(Clinic in London) 3 cyc natural modified - 3 cycles of natural modified treatment; d3 8 cell -
day 3 embryo of 8 cells; grade 1 - grade 1 embryo with little or no fragmentation; no fert - no
fertilization; MC - miscarriage; FET - frozen embryotransfer.
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Interestingly, users tend to structure their posts as a collage of separate
answers to all the other users they interacted with, thus replicating the manner
in which Facebook comments are fashioned. The fragmentary nature of each
answer gives the impression of a personal narrative adapted to a specific
conversation with a particular user - for example, the same user whose signature
was discussed above gave medical details to a user she was sharing treatment
protocols with, and just below that conversation, as if an invisible line divided
the two separate worlds, she wrote to another user that she was going to Nepal
on vacation with her family. Similar to the Romanian Facebook group Infertilitate...,
this thread is emotionally charged. Users give details about their IVF protocols,
sharing patient opinions on treatment, but they also discuss manners of coping
with loss, depression, jealousy, and a pervasive sense of meaninglessness. One
user who had been active for 8 years on this board shared the fact that, after
succeeding to have a child via I[VF in 2015 (despite a firm diagnosis of ovarian
failure), her subsequent rounds of treatment proved increasingly discouraging.
In 2021, a medical professional advised her to seek psychiatric treatment, as
she had attempted IVF more than 15 times in the past 7 years. Her thoughts
about her loss of fertility echo the imaginary awareness women should have
about the decline of their fertility with age:

The kind of grief you get with loss of fertility is just impossible to ignore
or easily get over and no time or distance seems to help. I buried myself
with work but the deep sadness is still there. I also feel so angry at the
whole covid situation that effectively robbed me of my last months/years of
fertility as we were unable to travel. I am only 45 but it looks like I am out
of the game. [...] [remember thinking that I'd draw the line at 45 but now
when [ am actually here I feel like I have it in me to fight if only I had any
eggs left (Facebook user, August 23, 2021).

This user inserted a link in her signature to the story of her only IVF success in
2015, proving her predisposition to complex narratives disclosing a rich personal
philosophy regarding fertility. A professional woman (she often mentioned her
highly qualified, well-paid job), this user had a firm representation of familial
harmony that she was unwilling to renounce. Despite her very low chances to get
pregnant, she persevered and learned, in minute detail, the complicated physiology
of human reproduction, taking charge of her treatments and negotiating with
medical professionals what she felt was the best course of treatment. However,
a visible and consistent sense of loss, a sadness taking the shape of mourning, a
grief permeated the massive discourse she created as a user on these forum
boards. “I buried myself with work but the deep sadness is still there”, with its
poetic (yet plain) undertones could be read as a contemporary elegy of female
agency.

121



GABRIELA GLAVAN

A brief comparison between the two media (The Fertility Friends forum
and the Infertilitate... Facebook group) highlights significant cultural differences
regarding the perception of infertility by users. Linguistically, it is striking to
acknowledge the divergent attitude towards acronyms and infertility treatment
jargon. Romanian users are almost frugal in their use of this vocabulary,
resorting to few such terms - “blasto”, FET (frozen embryotransfer), ET
(embryotransfer), BFP/BFN, FIV (“fertilizare in vitro”/in vitro fertilization).
English and international users use a vast idiom that works like a closeted
language of a particular group, a microcosmos with its own laws and rules:
terms such as PUPO (pregnant until proven otherwise), BD (babydance, meaning
sexual relations), AF (Aunt Flo, that is menstruation), swimmers (spermatozoa)
are as frequently used on forum threads as any other word from the vocabulary
of infertility. Another distinctive trait is the separation between personal
religious faith and public discourse. Fertility Friends has a special sub-forum
dedicated to spirituality and few users invoke their religious views in current
conversations with other users of the forum. Romanian users, as discussed
above, tend to frequently include a religious dimension in their interactions.
Sometimes users become verbally aggressive, without resorting to insults or
inappropriate language. A certain discursive boldness often surfaces as a
potential cultural trait, although the fundamental intentions of the users are
polite and positive. Politeness (direct or negative) is fundamental on Fertility
Friends, users intervening with great consideration to others’ feelings, given the
extreme stress they undergo. Certain trigger warnings are not uncommon, as
users are highly aware of the importance of emotional management during
fertility treatment. No less significant is the trend on Fertility Friends to give
more complex, nuanced and personal advice, creating small narratives that
function both as therapeutic tools and information vectors. Yet probably the
most significant difference is that, although it has an impressive number of
users, the forum is on its way to becoming obsolete, as patients prefer social
media platforms such as Facebook.

Conclusions

The public conversation about infertility is still far from having the
desired form and outreach, given the growing number of young individuals and
couples affected. The subculture of forums and Facebook groups, imperfect as
it is, allowed for the creation of an environment where patients could find
sympathy, comfort and advice from others experiencing the same challenges.
The two online communities investigated display generic similarities - they are
both founded on the generous intention to offer emotional support to infertility
patients, filling an important gap neglected by medical institutions; users tend
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to be mindful of other users’ feelings and emotional needs, and thankful when
they receive useful information and encouragement. In many cases, Romanian
users tend to invoke religious elements, while forum posters from the UK tend
to offer generic yet targeted advice, omitting culturally sensitive elements. The
presence of online trolls is a relevant example of the reasons users should use
online resources with a grain of skepticism and attention to warning signs when
other users may try to mislead or deceive their readers. Medical advice is
universally considered the primary source of healthcare, as administrators and
“older” users tend to reinforce posting rules and advice sharing strategies that
cannot replace medical opinion. On a strategic level, Facebook groups encourage
more users to join the conversation around infertility, while forums tend to
have a less flexible dynamic, giving the impression of a closed community that
requires specific steps to join. However, the Fertility Friends forum is better
organized thematically, while the Infertilitatea... Romanian group is more open
and accessible. The information flow is inevitably more rapid on Facebook
groups, while on forums it is more consistently verbalized, with useful details
articulated in ampler narratives.

A closer examination of these media may prove revelatory for today’s
culture of eternal youth - biologically limited and highly vulnerable to genetic
and environmental factors, fertility offers a lucid measure of our current
illusion of control.
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ABSTRACT. #THISMAMA: Serena Williams Amplifying the Perils of Black
Motherhood. In 2020, the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) found that Black
women are over 200 percent more likely to die from childbirth-related causes
than white women (Hoyert 2020). Routinely, Black women describe attending
obstetricians and delivery room staff who ignore the mother’s knowledge
about her own body. In 2017, tennis champion Serena Williams experienced
similar discriminatory practices when she nearly perished giving birth to her
daughter, Olympia. Motivated to end racial prejudice in the medical treatment
of pregnancy, Williams publicized her delivery-story and used Twitter to
share her struggle as a new mother. This article examines how Williams uses
maternal rhetoric on Twitter to build a community of women who resist
dominant discourses about medicine and motherhood. Centered on Williams's
tweologism (new hashtag) #ThisMama, Alison Lukowski builds on research on
digital maternal rhetoric scholarship (Joutseno 2018; Lukowski & Sparby
2016; Owens 2015, 2010; Friedman 2013; Harp & Tremayne 2006). While
Williams’s advocacy for Black mothers is a form of feminist mothering, her
application of #ThisMama on Twitter demonstrates the tensions between
authority, advertising, and advocacy.

Keywords: maternal rhetoric, digital rhetoric, Twitter, motherhood, race, Serena
Williams, social media
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REZUMAT. #THISMAMA: Serena Williams si documentarea pericolelor de a
fi mamad de culoare. In 2020, Centers for Disease Control (CDC) (Centrul de
control al bolilor) a descoperit ca probabilitatea ca femeile de culoare sa moara
la nastere este cu 20% mai ridicata decat in cazul femeilor albe (Hoyert 2020).
Femeile de culoare americane relateaza, de reguld, ca obstetricienii si personalul
de asistents ignora faptul ¢ mamele in cauzi isi cunosc propriul corp. in 2017,
campioana de tenis Serena Williams a cunoscut aceste practici discriminatorii
cand a fost pe punctul de a muri dand nastere fiicei sale Olimpia. Astfel, motivata
sa puna capat prejudecatilor rasiale din tratamentul medical al sarcinii, Williams
si-a facut public episodul nasterii si a apelat la Twitter pentru a-si impartasi lupta
de mama pentru prima oara. Articolul de fatd examineaza modul in care Williams
utilizeaza retorica maternald pe Twitter pentru a construi o comunitate de
femei care opune rezistenta discursurilor dominante despre medicind si maternitate.
Cu accent pe tweologism-ul (hashtag nou) #ThisMama al lui Williams, cercetarile
lui Alison Lukowski pornesc si, totodatd, contribuie la studiile academice de
retorica maternala in mediul digital (Joutseno 2018; Lukowski & Sparby 2016;
Owens 2015, 2010; Friedman 2013; Harp & Tremayne 2006). in timp ce pledoaria
lui Williams in favoarea mamelor de culoare este o forma de grija maternala cu
accente feministe, folosirea hashtagului #ThisMama pe Twitter evidentiaza
tensiunile generate de triunghiul autoritate, publicitate si sprijinirea cauzei.

Cuvinte-cheie: retoricd maternald, retoricd digitald, Twitter, maternitate, rasd,
Serena Williams, media de socializare

Motto: “I almost died after giving
birth to my daughter, Olympia”
Serena Williams

In 2017, Serena Williams gave birth to a healthy baby girl, Alexis
Olympia Ohanian Jr., or Olympia. While Williams is a paragon of physical fitness,
she nearly died in the days after bringing Olympia into the world. Serena tried
to tell nurses and doctors about her long history of dangerous blood clots and a
pulmonary embolism. However, they did not listen to her: “She walked out of
the hospital room so her mother wouldn’t worry and told the nearest nurse,
between gasps, that she needed a CT scan with contrast and IV heparin (a blood
thinner) right away. The nurse thought her pain medicine might be making her
confused” (Haskell 2018). Williams insisted that she needed specific care.
Instead, they delayed further and performed a doppler ultrasound that revealed
nothing. When she continued to cough for no apparent reason, the medical staff
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finally sent her for a CT scan, where they discovered numerous blood clots in
her lungs. Over the next six days, Williams coughed so hard she reopened her
C-section incision and had a filter surgically installed in one of her major
arteries to break up clots forming throughout her body. She spent the first six
weeks of motherhood in bed. She nearly died because her physicians and nurses
would not listen to her about her own body. She knew that somebody needed
to say something.

Unfortunately, Williams is not alone in her experience. In 2020, the
Centers for Disease Control (CDC) found that Black women are over 200
percent more likely to die from childbirth-related causes than white women.
Delivery nurses and physicians ignored Black women’s pleas for help,
descriptions of pain, and claims of something not feeling right, which resulted
in women’s death after lifesaving interventions were attempted too late.
Similarly, in their 2017 spotlight on maternal mortality among women of color,
Nina Martin and Renee Montagne report on the death of Shalon Irving, an
epidemiologist at the CDC and Lieutenant Commander in the US Public Health
Service (Martin and Montagne 2017). Despite her education and years of
research about inequalities in health care for the poor, Irving died three weeks
after giving birth due to complications. Her death showcases that race,
regardless of class or education, is the most significant predictor of maternal
mortality in the US. Irving’s story and the myriad other stories collected in
ProPublica’s Lost Mothers series demonstrate that Williams’s experience is a
shared experience amongst women of color. Staggering statistics and stories
prompted Serena Williams to publicize her ordeal. She leveraged her global
celebrity and social media presence to raise awareness about the struggles of
Black motherhood.

What Is Feminist Mothering?

In many ways, Williams epitomizes what Andrea O’Reilly calls feminist
mothering: “Feminist mothering refers to a particular style of empowered
mothering in which resistance is developed from and expressed through a
feministidentification or consciousness” (O’Reilly 2007, 802). Williams may not
routinely use the f-word, but she describes herself in feminist terms. When
interviewed after her controversial loss to Naomi Osaka, Williams stated, “’I'm
here fighting for women’s rights and for women'’s equality and for all kinds of
stuff” (Williams 2018j). Or, as O'Reilly succinctly states, “feminist mothering
begins with recognition that mothers must live her life and practice mothering
from a position of agency, authority, authenticity, and autonomy” (802). Feminist
mothers use their power, in the home, at work, and in public to draw our
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attention to social problems. Likewise, Williams employs her celebrity and
social media platforms to draw attention to a public health issue that affects her
and other women of color, and she tweets about the challenges of motherhood
to lend veracity to her claims. This essay will demonstrate that Williams’s
advocacy for Black mothers is a form of feminist mothering, but her application
of #ThisMama on Twitter is fraught with contradictions.

On its surface, O'Reilly’s definition of feminist mothering appears
empowering for all women. However, O’Reilly fails to recognize the intersectional
identities in motherhood and the concomitant challenges to surviving motherhood.
In her critique of O’Reilly, Amy Middleton (2006) calls this “mothering under
duress.” For women from historically marginalized groups, social and material
mothering circumstances may make it impossible to exercise agency, authority,
and autonomy over their bodies and those of their children. For instance,
women of color are more likely to be referred to child protective services; in
fact, over 90% of children in foster care in New York City are Black or Latinx
(Meyerson 2018). Black, Latinx, Indigenous, and women of mixed race are much
more likely to be incarcerated; Black women are twice as likely as their white
counterparts to be placed in prison (Carson and Golinelli 2014). Most recent
census data shows that 25% of disabled women, 18% of Black women, and 15%
of Latinx women live in poverty, compared to 8% of white women (Fern 2020).
For Indigenous women in the United States, murder is the leading cause of
death, ten times higher than national averages (Lucchesi and Echo-Hawk 2018).
Feminist mothering is nearly impossible under these conditions, for one cannot
be “autonomous” and “authentic” when the threat of hunger, incarceration, and
personal safety are front of mind.

In many ways, Serena Williams’s publication and tweets about her
challenges in giving birth echo Middleton’s critique of O’Reilly. One of her first
official responses to childbirth was an op-ed for CNN in which she recognized
her positionality as a Black mother and called on us all to donate to UNICEF
because “Every mother, everywhere, regardless of race or background deserves
to have a healthy pregnancy” (Williams 2018i). That same day, she tweeted
“Help save lives by calling on [world] leaders to prioritize quality, affordable
health care for mothers and newborns. Sign @UNICEF’s petition TODAY!”
(Williams 2018a).2 In other words, Williams recognized the privilege her wealth
and fame have handed her, and she used her vast public platform, Twitter
especially, to bring attention to the struggles of poor women worldwide.

2 Tweets, by their nature, are an informal form of discourse; thus, they often contain capitalization
and spelling errors. Rather than noting or editing every error, the tweets are reproduced accurately.
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Writing Feminist Mothering Online

Despite the blind spots in O’Reilly’s argument, Williams engages in
feminist mothering, especially when considering the social expectations for
silence during childbirth. Despite their significant role in the moment, women
lose all agency in childbirth. In Writing Childbirth, Kim Hensley Owens (2015)
suggests that women expect to be “rhetorically disabled” during birth. Meaning,
many women believe they cannot reasonably communicate due to an imbalance
of power between themselves and their physician, or the trauma to their bodies
will render them speechless. A woman may write a birth plan because of “her
temporary inability to speak for herself. Her writing is expected to stand for her
voice” (Owens 2015, 68). In many cases, the mother loses complete control over
how her body is treated during labor and delivery. Like many women who die
from childbirth, Williams’s real medical challenges occurred after the birth. For
instance, Donna L. Hoyert and the CDC (2020) found that over a third of
women's deaths within a year after giving birth were directly related to the
pregnancy and delivery, and over two-thirds of those were preventable. Even
when Williams could communicate clearly, her physicians still discounted her
knowledge about her own body. When her physicians were not listening to her,
Williams tried to take on greater authority: “ 'l was like, listen to Dr. Williams!"”
(Haskell 2018). As with many women of color, Williams was ignored until she
nearly died. She had multiple surgeries and weeks of bed rest after giving birth.

Like many celebrity mothers, Williams speaks about her ordeal with
reporters. However, she distinguishes herself as a feminist mother when she
writes about her experience and uses it as a platform to inform the public about
the plight of Black motherhood. She uses her voice, story, and likeness on
Twitter to showcase that Black motherhood is different and perilous. Like other
celebrity mothers, Williams could have depended on a glossy profile in Vogue
to share her news. However, she takes agency over her story. For decades,
scholars of gender and race have noted that women regain discursive power
through a variety of genres, such as storytelling, memoir, letters, diaries, and
testimony. Today, many women, particularly new mothers, find comfort and
supportin online communities and social media.3 For instance, Twitter user and
journalist Aja Williams (@ajawilliams09) tweeted, “Everytime | see stories of
Serena's birth tale, it was eerily similar to mine, except I battled severe baby

3 Women of color can participate easily in social media discourse because access and speed of
composition are not barriers to participation. In the past, women of color were often barred
from participation because of the costly hardware and time required to write. Recently, the Pew
Research Center found that more than a quarter of adults earning less than $30,000 annually are
completely dependent on smartphones for internet access (Anderson and Kumar).
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blues and depression vs. Her Embolism. Every woman has her own journey.
#ThisMama #ThanksSerena” (A. Williams 2018). Like her predecessors,
Williams’s social media writing seems to build community and voice what is
unsaid. Williams uses social media (Facebook, Instagram) to document, share,
and explore this identity.

Social media’s ability to spread knowledge harkens to rhetorical
strategies like those employed by women in the Obama White House. Women
in the White House found that their perspectives were often ignored or
unshared, so whenever one woman made a point, other women would repeat,
reiterate, or build on the first woman’s point. They called this strategy
“amplification” (Eilperin). In fact, social media is made for amplification with
‘retweeting’ and ‘sharing.” Digital rhetorical scholars Jim Ridolfo and Danielle
Nicole DeVoss call this phenomenon rhetorical velocity, or "a conscious rhetorical
concern for distance, travel, speed, and time, pertaining specifically to theorizing
instances of strategic appropriation by a third party." That is, Williams composes
posts for Twitter expressly to share and amplify her messages about Black
motherhood. Williams provides a platform for other mothers of color to share
their knowledge and expertise with her and her followers. Scholar and PR
specialist Genevieve Bosah (2018) points out on Twitter the connections
Serena Williams is making by publicizing her story: “While she is not the first
high profile athlete to give birth (and won’t be the last) #ThisMama
#SerenaWilliams is using her platform to reach out to other moms and working
moms. By sharing her experiences and her struggles, she is uniting women on
and off the court." Black women see Williams's struggles and amplify her
experiences to raise awareness, the epitome of feminist mothering.

Williams facilitates rhetorical velocity or amplification by using the
hashtag #ThisMama. While not a new hashtag, Williams revitalized #ThisMama
to build community.* In one of her first tweets using the hashtag, Williams tells
the story of Olympia vomiting on an airplane with a photo of the two of them in
a narrow alley Williams's leg up, framing a tired looking Olympia in a stroller.
She then expressly calls for other women to share: "#ThisMama would love
to hear your stories of motherhood.. even ones like this! Share and tag them
with #ThisMama” (Williams 2018b). Perhaps due to William’s request for
amplification, the tweet received 5,577 retweets and 49,859 likes. Similarly,
Williams reached out to her followers to see if they had similar struggles with
infant medical care:

4 Kim Wong-Shing, writing for web magazine Little Things, credits Serena Williams with starting
#ThisMama. The hashtag was used as early as January 2016 by @LesieliKatoa.
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Olympia had her one year check up and she has been super clingy ever
since #thismama wants to know if this is normal? [ mean I kinda liked it
she wanted to be by my side ALLLL day but she cried whenever I left her
even just to go to the bathroom (Williams 2018f).

On its surface, #ThisMama seems like an empowered and authentic way to call
out dominant discourses on motherhood. This tweet received 611 retweets,
over 13,000 likes, 1,600 responses, and treatment from the Today Show (Tate
2018). Some responses by her followers simply offered well-wishes, but others
offered more substantial support such as one commenter, @bridgetmcgann,
who commented, “This is not only normal, but an important measure of healthy
development. [ used to actually work in a lab where we tested this ... Google
‘attachment theory” (Williams 2018f). Other Williams followers retweeted,
liked, and responded to @bridgetmcgann's response and shared their
knowledge with other people on Twitter who may not follow Serena Williams.

Williams cross-posts and shares across platform adding to her rhetorical
velocity and ability to share feminist mothering. The strategy is typical of many
celebrities, but Williams's approach is unique because she uses multiple
platforms to counter dominant narratives that motherhood is always a joyous
affair. In this cross-post from Instagram, Williams exceeds Twitter's character
limit to tell the full story of postpartum depression. At the end of her post,
Williams encourages her followers, "I am here to say: if you are having a rough
day or week—it's ok—I am, too!!! There's always tomm!” (Williams 2018c). In
other words, by sharing her authentic, imperfect motherhood, Williams
provides discursive space for other women, particularly those of color, to share
their maternal challenges.

Feminist Mothering Complicated

Sharing her maternal challenges may be part of a larger social movement,
new momism, characterized by a rejection of old tropes surrounding motherhood
in which mothers are perfect angels of the house. In The Mommy Myth, Susan J.
Douglas and Meredith W. Michaels (2004) explain the inherent paradox in new
momism: “Central to new momism, in fact, is the feminist insistence that women
have choices, that they are active agents in control of their own destiny, that
they have autonomy ... The only truly enlightened choice to make as a woman,
the one that proves, first that you are a ‘real’ woman, and second that you are a
decent worthy one, is to become a ‘mom’” (5). In Haskell’s 2018 Vogue piece,
Williams states: "'Sometimes I get really down and feel like, Man, I can’t do this,”
she says. “It’s that same negative attitude  have on the court sometimes. I guess
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that’s just who I am. No one talks about the low moments—the pressure you
feel, the incredible letdown every time you hear the baby cry.”” She
acknowledges what every mother has felt, helplessness and fear. However,
while rejecting perfectionism, new momism carries its own poison pill, that
nothing can be as fulfilling as motherhood. Women have choices, but for new
momism, the choice should always be motherhood. Williams voices this
tension: ““To be honest, there’s something really attractive about the idea of
moving to San Francisco and just being a mom” (Haskell 2018). She Tweets this
tenant of new momism too: “This Mama Was going out for me time. Some much
needed Serena time... but she threw up in my shoe... | stayed home to make sure
she’s ok. #momlife #thismama” (Williams 2018h). In other words, for a good
mom, “me time” takes a back seat to the baby’s needs.

Despite or perhaps because of the pressures of new momism, Williams
prioritizes her career.

She wants to prove that she’s the greatest tennis player by winning
more Grand Slams than Australian women’s champion Margaret Court, whom
she trails by one: “Maybe this goes without saying, but it needs to be said in a
powerful way: I absolutely want more Grand Slams” (Haskell 2018). But again,
her success is tied to her new identity as a mother, a typical move in new
momism:

I think having a baby might help. When I'm too anxious I lose matches,
and I feel like a lot of that anxiety disappeared when Olympia was born.
Knowing I've got this beautiful baby to go home to makes me feel like
I don’t have to play another match. I don’t need the money or the titles
or the prestige. I want them, but [ don’t need them. That’s a different
feeling for me’ (Haskell 2018).

For Williams, Olympia becomes an asset to her career rather than a liability.
Nevertheless, Williams’s profile piece in Vogue typifies the celebrity mom profile
because they “resurrect so many of the stereotypes about women we hoped to
deep six thirty years ago: women are, by genetic composition, nurturing and
maternal, love all children, and prefer motherhood to anything” (Douglas and
Michaels 2004, 138). Under new momism, the feminist mother can have it all -
autonomy, agency, and authenticity. For celebrity mothers with cooks, cleaners,
and dieticians, mommyism is achievable.

However, Williams’ use of maternal rhetoric is not completely altruistic.
Her hashtag and cross-platform posts most frequently promote her brand and
other brands with unsavory reputations. Motherhood, it seems, is another
identity in which Williams can turn the machine of capitalism to her advantage.
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Williams announces her return to tennis after having her daughter using
#ThisMama, but does so with her sponsor, JPMorgan Chase. #ThisMama was
designed in conjunction with Chase as a marketing ploy: "The JPMorgan
campaign is an attempt to reflect both the diversity and complexity of the
motherhood experience ... #ThisMama is a great example of reframing the
cultural narrative of motherhood as a source of strength for working mothers""
(Timsit 2018). On one hand, this campaign is an incredible testament to
Williams’s empowered mothering because she “can affect social change, both
in the home through feminist childrearing and outside the home through
maternal activism” (O’Reilly 2008, 799). On the other hand, when we
understand feminism as “committed to challenging and transforming this
gender inequity in all its manifestations” (O’Reilly 800), including economic
inequality, the leveraging maternal rhetoric to benefit Chase, and Williams falls
short of true activism.>

Moreover, Williams uses maternal rhetoric on social media to market
her clothing brand. She uses a non-branded hashtag, #momlife, to share her
brand with her followers: “Went to bed around 10:30. Woke up at midnight.
Worked on @ShopSerena brand until 4am. Thought I would sleep in and
@0lympiaOhanian woke me up at7am. #momlife #designerlife I'm tired. But
gotta get back to work” (Williams 2019). Again, Williams showcases the real
struggle of working mothers who often go without sleep for the benefit of their
children. Arguably, her tweet draws attention to the plight of many Black
women across this country who never had the luxury of idealized motherhood
in which bourgeois white women could stay home with their children (hooks
1984, Hills-Collins 1991).

Perhaps the most significant problem in Williams's feminist mothering
is her extensive ties to Nike. Besides Nike's historic exploitation of labor across
the globe (which they have admittedly improved over the years), Nike has had
ongoing difficulty with many of its women athletes. For instance, Alysia
Montafio, who gained national attention as the "pregnant runner"” for competing
in women's 800 meters at the 2014 US Track and Field Championships while
nearly eight months pregnant, recently broke her silence on Nike's bullying
tactics in contracting with women athletes. In her op-ed for the New York Times,
Montafo argued, “On Mother’s Day this year, Nike released a video promoting
gender equality. But that’s just advertising” (Montafio 2019). She describes the
experience of several track and field women athletes who cannot take a break
for pregnancy and have been pressured to avoid pregnancy. Similarly, other

5 Motherwork is unpaid and unappreciated traditionally. Seemingly, Williams found a way to
monetize motherwork through this partnership with JPMorgan Chase.
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women athletes have reported pressure from Nike to lose weight - in some
cases to the detriment of their athletic prowess (Chappell 2019). In response to
this publicity, Nike changed its policy regarding pregnant athletes, but the
company’s ties to child labor and sweatshops overseas make this partnership
problematic.

Something’s Got to Give

Since the celebrity profile and activism surrounding birth mortality,
Williams has continued her advocacy for women and mothers. She remains a
UNICEF ambassador. She invested in Angel City Football Club, a National Women’s
Soccer League, and named Olympia as part owner (Betancourt 2020). Mostly,
Williams uses her Twitter platform to showcase how much Olympia shapes her
experiences as a mother, athlete, and professional: “I agree wholeheartedly.
Olympia has been my greatest teacher” (Williams 2022). Journalists, writers,
and other mother activists amplify Williams: “’After we play a match we have to
go home and still change diapers’ -Serena Williams speaking about the 9 moms
in the US Open draw this year #USOpen #momlife” (O’Connell 2020). The
groundbreaking three mothers in the 2020 US Open epitomizes feminist
mothering. These world-class athletes can use their celebrity status to bring
awareness to women's social problems and demonstrate that motherhood does
not mean the end of one’s career. Moreover, platforms like Twitter allow them
to control messaging, advertising, and stories about their bodies.

Nevertheless, in Summer 2022, Williams announced her retirement
from tennis - short of her Grand Slam goals. Her decision to retire is explicitly
linked to the physical limitations of birthing more children:

I never wanted to have to choose between tennis and a family. I don’t
think it’s fair. If | were a guy, I wouldn’t be writing this because I'd be out
there playing and winning while my wife was doing the physical labor of
expanding our family ... I almost did do the impossible: A lot of people
don’t realize that I was two months pregnant when [ won the Australian
Openin 2017. ButI'm turning 41 this month, and something’s got to give.
(Haskell 2022).

Perhaps in a new way, Williams is rejecting new momism. At some point,
pregnancy, age, and peak athletic performance may not reside in the same body.
Williams’s vulnerability and authenticity at this moment may provide other
women the courage to accept that everything has limits. She can put her energy
into developing her brand instead of her tennis serve.
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Despite her retirement from tennis, Williams will continue working. Her
business, Serena Ventures, has raised over $100 million in outside financing
with a portfolio of over 75% of those ventures owned by women and people of
color (Haskell 2022). Williams is not content to suffer in silence; she uses her
substantial celebrity to bring awareness to a terrible racial bias that places
Black women in peril whenever and wherever they give birth. As she states in
her op-ed about Black maternal mortality: “Every mother, everywhere, regardless
of race or background deserves to have a healthy pregnancy ... Together, we can
make this change. Together, we can be the change” (Williams 2018i). She
leverages the power of Twitter and her nearly eleven million followers to showcase
her personal health complications, struggle with postpartum depression, and the
challenges of motherhood. And, in the end, Williams is a feminist mother.
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ABSTRACT. Dynamics of Identity Negotiation: A Case Study on a Facebook
Post Pertaining to Abortion Rights. With the advent of computer mediated
communication, Internet users have formed routines and rituals that mirror
the articulation, the negotiation and the formation of online identities. This
extremely subtle yet complex process has stimulated researchers’ interest in
the particularities of the socio-cultural acts performed in the on-line environment.
The present study focuses on the negotiation of self- and group identity and on
techniques of self-definition and self-representation, through an analysis of the
reactions to a Facebook post regarding abortion rights.
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negotiation

REZUMAT. Dinamica negocierii identitdtii: studiu de caz asupra unei
postdri Facebook privind dreptul la avort. Comunicarea asistata de computer
a permis internautilor sa dezvolte ritualuri care reflecta tehnicile de exprimare,
negociere si formare a identitatii online. Acest proces subtil dar complex a
stimulat interesul cercetatorilor pentru studiul manifestarii actelor socio-
culturale in spatiul virtual. Acest articol examineaza comentariile utilizatorilor
Facebook la o postare referitoare la avort pentru a evidentia tehnicile de auto-
definire si auto-prezentare aferente negocierii identitatilor individuale si de
grup in mediul online.
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Motto: “Identity is produced and reproduced
both in discourse - narrative, rhetoric and
representation - and in the practical, often
very material, consequences of identification”

(Jenkins 2008, 201)

Introduction

Depending on the interactional context, people shape their discourse in
light of the specific layers of identity brought to the forefront by the particular
factors underlying the respective act of communication. According to the
ethnomethodological view pioneered by Harold Garfinkel, any person's identity
can be regarded as their “display of, or ascription to, membership of some
feature-rich category” (Antaki and Widdicombe 2008, 2). Identity, therefore, is
profoundly social in nature, so it is neither simply passive nor merely latent,
being a work-in-progress and, thus, never perfectly crystallised or permanently
fixed: “Membership of a category is ascribed (and rejected), avowed (and
disavowed), displayed (and ignored) in local places and at certain times, and it
does these things as part of the interactional work that constitutes people's
lives” (Antaki and Widdicombe 2008, 2). This qualitative research study relies
on a conversation analytic process of scrutinising the dynamics of identity
construction and negotiation as revealed by a three-day-long heated dispute
occasioned by a Facebook post of 7 May 2022 pertaining to abortion rights.

The Dynamics of Online Identity Negotiation

With the advent of the Internet, the traditional distinction between mass
communication and interpersonal communication has become increasingly
blurred. On the one hand, mass communication was regarded as a one-way
channel used to impart information to a rather large - either outright-anonymous
or highly-undifferentiated - audience, yet some newspapers and magazines have
also provided readers with the opportunity to respond via specially designed
themed discussion forums. Interpersonal communication, on the other hand, was
viewed as an exchange of ideas between (usually) two individuals whose
discourse strategies are determined by their instrumental and relational goals
and by their knowledge regarding “one another’s idiosyncratic preferences”
(Walther etal. 2011, 19). Nevertheless, the e-mail, albeit a form of interpersonal
media, has also been used to simultaneously reach large groups of recipients.
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The emergence of new interactive media has accelerated these convergent
practices, especially with the rise of social networking sites, of which the most
popular in 2022 are Instagram, YouTube, Facebook, Twitter, TikTok, Pinterest
and Snapchat (Robinson 2022). Both mass communication and interpersonal
communication contribute to the process of forming opinions on socio-political
issues and their recent convergence, brought forth by computer-mediated
communication, which favours the public sharing of personal information, has
modified not only the information-processing patterns, but also the “social
influence dynamics” (Walther et al. 2011, 17) and the subsequent “effects of
information consumption”, all these being shaped by “the interplay of motives
that drive particular interactions” (18).

For instance, one can react to an item of political news with a Facebook
post that, in turn, will fuel a debate by attracting the interest of one’s Facebook
friends, who may contribute with their individual reactions both to the original
post and to other comments it might have generated. Thus, Facebook posts are
perfect candidates for an analysis meant to illustrate what Patrick O’Sullivan, in
2005, termed “masspersonal communication”, and later, in 2018, together with
Caleb Carr, expanded into a communication-centred research model. Whereas
the move away from the previously employed medium-centred approaches was
promptly applauded by researchers such as Megan French and Natalya
Bazarova, they felt the need to refine the mass-personal communication model
“by incorporating anticipated interaction into its framework”, given that, “to be
truly communication-centered, the model has to link the sender and receiver,
instead of considering their experiences separately or focusing on static
message characteristics” (French and Bazarova 2017, 303). Thus, since social
media is highly participatory in nature, this refined mass-personal communication
model adroitly includes not only the sender’s relatively subjective initial
assessment of audience size and the receivers’ perceived personalisation of the
message, but also the sender’s “expectations for audience involvement in a
communication exchange” (304).

Through profile settings, Facebook users can either keep the level of
self-identification to a minimum, or disclose from just a few to a great many
details about themselves (by displaying a profile picture, e-mail addresses,
websites and social links, their telephone number, date of birth, their own
gender and the one of those they might be interested in having relationships
with). They may choose to add a short bio, in no more than 101 characters, and
offer information regarding their educational background, workplace, current
city, hometown, relationship status, life events, hobbies, favourite quotes,
languages spoken, religious and political views. Similarly, for any one of their
posts, users may select the desired audience: “Only me”, “Specific friends”, “Friends
except ...”, “Friends” or “Public”. As different from other social networking sites,
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such as the video-sharing system called YouTube, for example, populated by
“relatively anonymous peers”, Facebook allows users to build their own social
network of “friends” (Walther et al. 2011, 26). It is, nevertheless, true that on
Facebook the term “friend” is used with an extremely wide scope, to refer to any
individual who enjoys the privilege of not only viewing but also contributing to a
person’s Facebook posts. Still, one can actually choose to “befriend”, even here,
only close affiliates, like real-life friends and acquaintances, but such exclusivity
does seem to be uncommon. Hence the relative - yet not absolute - subjectivity
of an original poster with regard to the size of any post’s audience and to its
degree of personalisation in the viewers’ minds, once the “Friends” or the
“Public” confidentiality option is selected.

Social identification empowers users of social networking sites to exert
an increasingly strong influence on peers, especially on those that display what
Rogers and Shoemaker (1971) called “optimal heterophily”, namely on peers
who are similar to us with respect to their interests and outlook on life. Thus,
whilst political and religious posts are likely to spark fierce debates, the OP may
expect full or partial support from such peers, but others’ reactions will likely
flesh out a number of issues and set in motion conflictual exchanges. Matters
are further complicated by the fact that one rarely succeeds in classifying fellow
human beings in a neutral, disinterested and internally consistent way, as there
are layers of identity that cannot be accommodated by a one-dimensional
classificatory model. Classification relies on much more than mere evaluation
and tends to be hierarchical, not only cognitively, but also interactionally and
socially. Thus, “A and B may be different from each other at one level, but both
are members of the meta-category C” yet a certain individual might have to be
identified as a C in one particular context and as an A in another context (Jenkins
2008, 6). Moreover, since identification is a process that simply “makes no
sense outside relationships”, it is closely connected to “motives for behaviour”
and, thus, accounts for our treatment of others: there are hierarchies “of
preference, of ambivalence, of hostility, of competition, of partnership and co-
operation, and so on” (Jenkins 2008, 6). Additionally, categorical imperatives
cannot be relied on: “Hierarchies of collective identification may conflict with
hierarchies of individual identification”, and there often are “emotional
charges” attached to identification (Jenkins 2008, 6).

The “Emotions as Social Information theory (EASI)”, developed by
Gerben van Kleef, is an interpersonal approach to emotion.2 The result of

2 The theory rests on the fundamental assumption that, because of the ambiguity of social life, people
often “turn to others’ emotions to inform their understanding of the situation and the people involved
in it” with the purpose of clearly determining “a fitting course of action”; disambiguation can, however,
occur if and only if people have the ability to “express the emotions that they experience (encoding)
and accurately perceive the emotional expressions of others (decoding)” (Kleef 2016, 198).

142



DYNAMICS OF IDENTITY NEGOTIATION: A CASE STUDY ON A FACEBOOK POST
PERTAINING TO ABORTION RIGHTS

evolutionary adaptation, emotional expressions are seen as communicative
tools, as cues to social predispositions, which elicit inferential processes in
observers, trigger their affective reactions and produce social effects, both in
close relationships and in larger groups, playing an essential role in conflict and
negotiation: “EASI theory posits that emotional expressions are more likely to
trigger inferential processes to the degree that they are perceived as appropriate.
Conversely, emotional expressions are more likely to elicit (negative) affective
reactions to the degree that they are perceived as inappropriate” (Kleef 2016, 199).

Thus, interpersonal-communication competence is essential whether
the interaction is face-to-face or online. Interpersonal goals shape people’s
behaviour during interaction: self-presentation goals refer to people’s tendency
to adjust their contributions during the communication process so as to ensure
that they are perceived in the desired way; relational goals motivate people to
accept compromises even when these require a certain degree of self-sacrifice,
if that means keeping in with the other(s); instrumental goals include obtaining
information, eliciting support or gaining compliance. Naturally, at different
moments during the interaction, one goal or another may gain priority over the
rest. In order to keep the exchange civil, just like there are explicit rules and
norms in face-to-face interactions and relationships, so there are clearly
communicated guidelines and regulations on social networking sites, meant to
ensure that users do not fail to conform to normative positions in group
discussions. All Facebook users, for instance, must follow the Community
Standards and any user may report a post that does not, for it to be removed.
The OPs or commentators in question cannot find out who reported them, but
they are allowed to require a review of Facebook’s decision and have the posts
returned to their walls if it is proven that, in fact, no rules were broken. Repeat
non-compliance results in restrictions (from temporary suspensions to
lengthier bans) and might even lead to the respective account being deleted.

In light of the information outlined above, and given that Facebook is
mainly used for status seeking, forming and maintaining as well as for relational
initiation, development and maintenance, a case study such as the one presented
in this article may provide insights into the evolution of communication strategies,
into the dynamics of online identity formation and negotiation or into the new-
fangled ways of conceptualising communication in the online environment.

The Socio-Political and Cultural Background of the Present Case Study

In the wake of the Supreme Court’s vote of 5 May 2022 to strike down
the landmark Roe v. Wade ruling, following Justice Samuel Alito’s initial draft
majority opinion, which repudiated the 1973 decision guaranteeing federal
constitutional protections of abortion rights, a seismic socio-political wave of
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conflicting reactions was generated. This affected the world at large, not merely
the United States, due to the serious nature of human rights infringement that
such a ruling engenders wherever it may be made.

In Europe, for instance, Poland’s abortion ban is very strict, as it now
only allows the procedure if the pregnancy constitutes a health-risk for the
mother or if it resulted from either rape or incest. A third exception - which had
accounted for 98% of abortions in Poland, also used to apply but, in October
2020, the country’s Constitutional Court declared the termination of pregnancies
on account of foetal abnormalities unconstitutional, equating them with "eugenic
practices” (Vandoorne and Bell 2022). Conservative anti-abortion pressure
groups, not content with the harshness of the legislation, are lobbying to tighten it
even further, so as to completely eliminate the right to safe and legal abortion
in this heavily Catholic country, following in the footsteps of predominately
Catholic Malta. Maltese law is the strictest, enforcing a complete ban on abortion
but, on 30 June this year, the government announced their intention to review the
legislation in order to ensure that the law does not “prevent doctors from saving
lives” (Moneta 2022). This occurred in the aftermath of a terrifying experience that
Andrea Prudente, a 38-year-old US citizen from Seattle, was forced to undergo.
She and her partner, Jay Weeldreyer, 45, were on their babymoon in the
Mediterranean archipelago, when her water tragically broke and she suffered
an incomplete miscarriage. Although in the absence of amniotic fluid the foetus
had no chance of survival, the 16-week pregnant woman was denied the life-
saving procedure, as the doctors were required by law to wait until the foetal
heartbeat stopped or until the mother developed sepsis, before intervening to
save her life. After spending one tormenting week in extreme fear for her life,
despite the “significant danger that she'd bleed out during the two-hour flight”,
Andrea decided to require an emergency medical evacuation to Spain, where
she was given proper medical care, coincidentally on the very day when Roe v.
Wade was overturned in the United States (Campoamor 2022).

Obviously, since bodily autonomy should be one of the human rights
enjoyed by all citizens of a country and of the world, irrespective of their
biological sex, the persistent attempts throughout history to limit this right to
males only has always given rise to protests all over the world. Roe v. Wade
stipulated that states were not allowed to outlaw abortion during the first 24
weeks of pregnancy, or even afterwards, if pregnancy turned out to threaten
the mother’s life or health. When, on 24 June 2022, the Supreme Court officially
overturned Roe v. Wade, many people took to the streets. However, the pro-
choice peaceful protesters were violently attacked in various places by self-
entitled “pro-life” vigilantes. In Cedar Rapids, Iowa, for example, a man in a
black truck careered into the group of women who were just leaving the site
where the meeting had taken place, crushing one’s ankle and causing another
to fall and hit her head. Local journalist Lyz Lenz tweeted about the attack:
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ﬁ Lyz Lenz
@lyzl

-

A man in a truck just ran down two peaceful protesters at the pro-abortion
rally in Cedar Rapids

June 25th 2022

18,248 Retweets 64,818 Likes

Figure 1. Lyz Lenz, Embedded Twitter PrintScreen.
Source: Substack. https://lyz.substack.com/p/this-is-how-we-fight?utm_source.
Published: 25 June 2022, 13:16.

According to Molly Monk, one of the witnesses, “the pro-life movement is a
complete lie if, in order to be against people who are protesting for abortion
rights, you try to murder them in my street” (Campbell and Vagianos 2022).

The dire consequences of the decision to roll back access to abortion did
not take long to surface. On 2 July 2022, Doctor Caitlin Bernard, an Indianapolis
obstetrician-gynaecologist, reported to the Indiana Department of Health and
to the Department of Child Services that on 30 June she had provided abortion
services to a 10-year-old rape victim from Ohio. The little girl had been forced
to travel to Indiana, where for the first 22 weeks of pregnancy it is legal to have
an abortion, because in Ohio the procedure can only be performed up to 6
weeks of pregnancy, with no exceptions for cases involving rape or incest, and
she was 6 weeks and 3 days pregnant. Nevertheless, Indiana Attorney General
Todd Rokita, a member of the Republican Party, decided to investigate the
physician’s actions, alleging that she is an abortion activist whose medical
license should be suspended. On a similar note, Indiana lawyer Jim Bopp, author
of the model legislation drafted in advance of the Supreme Court’s decision to
overturn Roe v. Wade, claimed that the girl, who had been raped by a 27-year-
old man, should not have sought abortion but, instead, should have understood
“the reason and ultimately the benefit of having the child” (Messerly and Wren
2022). Naturally, due to Republicans’ refusal to acknowledge the cruel reality
of their inflexible abortion stance, any such case is bound to spark not only
national but often international polemics.

Given the widespread use of social media platforms, the anti-choice
versus pro-choice wrangle immediately found its way to various social
networking sites, even before the Supreme Court handed down the final
decision in that case, namely immediately after their initial vote on 5 May 2022.
Among these, there was the Facebook post of 7 May which constitutes the focus
of this study.
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Methodology

The study focuses on the analysis of the picture below (Fig.2), which the
author of this article, hereinafter referred to as the OP (i.e. original poster)
shared on her Facebook wall in early May 2022. The OP has a total of 1,392
Facebook friends - mostly former or current colleagues and students, family
members or actual real-life friends and uses no other social networking
platform. Her preference for Facebook is mainly motivated by its accessibility
on the PC and by the generous character number limit of 63,206. In terms of
anticipated audience size and interaction, her average of three memes per day
may receive about thirty reactions and a couple of comments, if any. Only
extremely rarely does a post generate a greater number of comments and/or
reactions. Her online contributions, however, are often a topic of conversation
in real life, whenever she socialises with friends, colleagues or students, many
of whom do not leave any reactions to the respective posts, as they prefer to
keep a low profile on social media. The posts themselves are mostly humorous
or parodical, yet the ones more serious in nature normally concern current
national or international events, especially those related to human rights issues.

dega Alina Preda
@

This!

B¢ NARAL

DOES YOUR OPINION ABOUT
SOMEONE’S ABORTION MATTER?
Do you have a uterus?
< N\

v
Is your uterus
the uterus in
question?

PR
EX K2
! !

It is YOUR choice. Your opinion is irrelevant.
No one else’s. Mind your own business.

v

00

Figure 2. Original Post, Embedded Facebook PrintScreen.
Source: Alina Preda, Published: 7 May 2022.
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Since the author of this article is also the OP, only the commentators’
names and profile pictures have been blurred. The male contributors will be
referred to as M1, M2 and M3, whilst the female ones will be identified as F1,
F2, F3, etc. because, in light of the hierarchies of collective and individual
identification, gender is, in this case, a layer of identity as relevant to the
analysis as is the contributors’ degree of religiosity, unlike the educational
level, which does not constitute a differentiating factor. M2 is not a believer
in supernatural powers, whilst M1 belongs to one of the largest Protestant
denominations of Christianity and M3 is an Eastern Orthodox. The commentators’
demographics are known to the author, as they are her friends and acquaintances
in real life, not only on social media.

Highly regarded by James Powell, President of the International Bible
Society (Barnard 1989, 18), The New International Version of the Bible, arguably
“the most popular modern Bible translation in the world” (Lewendon 2020),
has been chosen by the author, for the quotes featuring in this article, on the
grounds that it has succeeded in preserving the original meaning of the text
while making it easily-understandable especially at “gatherings where a wide-
demographic of people are in attendance” (Lewendon 2020).

The Facebook post itself and the OP’s contributions are in English, the
others’ as well, at first, since they have all been studying English. However, M1’s
use of Romanian, a language he seems to prefer when engaging in apologetic work,
determines some of his interlocutors to also shift to Romanian, especially if it is
their mother tongue, or to structure their discourse combining both languages,
sometimes even within one and the same post. M3 joins in English, a language
he feels very comfortable using but, if addressed in Romanian, he does his
interlocutors the courtesy of mirroring their choice of language in his comebacks.
This practice is known as translanguaging, one of the “many anticanonical
variations of multilingualism” generated by superdiversity, “a linguacultural
phenomenon stemming from the crossing of identity and speech repertoires of
individuals in communities” (Cotrau, Cotoc, and Papuc 2021, 32). Since the
English comments feature in the article, they will be discussed rather than
quoted, whereas the Romanian ones will either be translated or paraphrased
throughout the analysis.

Data Analysis

The picture under consideration here, created and distributed by the 4-
million-member foundation NARAL Pro-Choice America, briefly yet cleverly
outlines, in the form of a mockingly patronising tree-chart, the principle of
bodily autonomy: the decision whether to have a baby or not belongs to the
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respective pregnant woman and no other entity, male or female, priest or state,
should have a final say in the matter. Between 7 May and 10 May, 120
supportive reactions were offered, by males (16) and females (104) alike, in the
form of emoticons, either “thumbs up” or “hearts”, keenly anticipated by the OP.
She had actually used a one-word assertion meant to draw attention to the
importance of the message while unequivocally expressing her stance on the
issue: the word “This!” appears in the status update field - the box at the top of
the Facebook homepage which prompts users, via the 'What's on your mind?'
question, to share personal reflections on their own wall. Since the OP’s
Facebook friends are almost all college graduates, some holding one or more
BA degrees, others even MA degrees or PhDs, her expectations, based on the
notion of optimal heterophily, were that there would be little or no controversy
on the issue, given that, to rational educated people, their right to make
decisions regarding what happens to their own body is sacrosanct and they
acknowledge the need to also accept the bodily autonomy of others.
Interestingly enough, there were no direct comments to the post itself,
except for the first quip, namely “What about God’s opinion?” - which promptly
unleashed a flood of comebacks in the feed, as did one other male-authored
intervention, thus subsequently fuelling the debate. Since Romania is one of the
most religious countries in Europe and a predominantly Christian state,3 some
female participants to the debate are Christian as well, yet gender identity and
endorsement of rationality coupled with a belief in the importance of upholding
universal human rights take precedence over religious identity in this particular
instance. The opposite is true in the case of the two female members of M1’s
congregation, one of them being his wife, who supported, via likes, some of M1’s
statements Fig. 4, 5, 6, 8, 15). Since collective identification “places the emphasis
on similarity” (Jenkins 2008, 118), their belonging to the same congregation
brings to the forefront the religious identity which outranks gender identity,
especially as the Christian belief system exclusively sanctions male authority,
as stated in 1 Timothy 2:11-12: “A woman should learn in quietness and full
submission. I do not permit a woman to teach or to have authority over a man;
she must be silent” (The Bible). Within such an inegalitarian framework, males
dictating to females what they should do, including with their own bodies, is the
norm, as women are expected to be submissive, especially a wife to her husband
(Ephesians 5:22-24, Colossians 3:18, 1 Peter 3:1-6; Titus 2:5, 1 Corinthians 11:3,

3 Statista Research Department published on 21 June 2022 an article entitled “Religious commitment
in Europe 2018, by country”, which shows that Romania ranks first among 34 European countries
in having the most religious citizens. This confirms data found on Wikipedia, showing that Romania
has 1% non-believers and Malta 2%, these two countries thus being the most religious in the
European Union (Wikipedia 2019).
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etc.), whilst pregnancy and birth are to be accepted by women as manifestations of
God’s will and punishment: “To the woman he said, ‘1 will make your pains in
childbearing very severe; with painful labor you will give birth to children. Your
desire will be for your husband, and he will rule over you’” (Genesis 3:16). This
situation illustrates Jenkins’s claim that “the ‘irrational’ dimensions of everyday
life”, such as “religious or other ideologies”, are extremely significant, “within
organisations no less than in other walks of everyday life” (Jenkins 2008, 203).
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I didn't know god had a uterus, fascinating! sus a fost Dumnezeu intrupat. dar si
'DD 1 atunci, ca si acum, multi radeau si nu dadeau doi
Reply v aind il vom \
bani pe ce spunea. Data viitoare cand |l vom vedea

F2 in persoana. nicio grija. nu va mai fi nevoie sa-L
intrebdm nimic, pentru ¢3 va fi cam tarzior... Acum

M1 | don't see why God's opinion is :
ne este avocat sus in cer; atunci ne va fi judecator.

supposed to be upheld by law. Aren't people
supposed to obey him out of choice and free will? Like Reply
How can you say you love God if it's illegal to do

otherwise?

Like Reply OD 7

M2
M1 next time any of us meet God in
person, we'll ask Him what he thinks

Like Reply ! 0 <
Figure 3. Figure 4.

Comments to the Original Post, Embedded Facebook PrintScreen.
Source: Alina Preda, Published: 7 May 2022.

By introducing a supernatural being into the equation, M1 dismisses the
relevance of the original post, showing his disagreement with its content and,
consequently, attempting to persuade others that his deity of choice should be
the ultimate judge in the matter of abortion, as opposed to any merely-human
entity. His goal is instrumental in nature and in line with the evangelical drive
instilled in cult members, who manifest utter disregard towards others’ beliefs
(or lack thereof) in one or more of the many supernatural beings whose
existence has been postulated throughout the ages. Just like all those who
proclaim deeply held beliefs, M1 is certain that the god he worships is the only

149



ALINA PREDA

true one, the other conceptualisations of deities being merely figments of
misguided people’s imagination. Thus, he spells the word “god” with capital “G”
and dismisses the OP’s reply with no other argument than his strong belief
which accounts for the 100% degree of certainty that his god is the one true God
and all people should acknowledge Him (Fig. 1, 4). Moreover, M1 declares to be
saddened by F1’s sarcastic retort because, on the one hand, it implies that God
could be a woman - a blasphemy in his view - and, on the other hand, it
represents an attempt to bring the dispute back to the natural realm, leaving
the supernatural aside (Fig. 5). As different from the OP’s and from F1’s lower-
case spelling of the word “god”, M2, although a non-believer, employs M1’s
capitalised spelling in his comment (Fig. 3), yet he promptly receives a patronising
lecture, as illustrated by the diminutive tdrzior: “Don’t you worry, next time we
see Him it will be a tiny bit too late to ask anything”, which reflects M1’s growing
frustration at witnessing resistance to his inflexible religious position on the
matter (Fig. 4). M1 seems to resent the fact that others refuse to believe him
when he tells them what God wants, as, although he is a simple human being,
who has not yet died to go to Heaven, meet God in person and come back to
bring us the news, he feels entitled to lecture others on the ways of God.

Numerous controversial claims punctuate M1’s comments. For instance,
following F2’s statement that God's opinion is not “supposed to be upheld by
law” (Fig. 3), M1 argues that it is on divine laws that the civil ones are based
(Fig. 6) and, in reply to F3’s declaration as to there being no reason why God
should be brought up in this conversation, he states that anything seems
permissible to us unless we acknowledge man’s connection to God, adding that
there is more to the issue than “My body-my choice”, namely “my eternity”,
because we have a soul and there is also another’s body involved, albeit a very
tiny one (Fig. 7).

M1

M1 =) Cum
F1 . Sunt un om care apreciaza umorul, dar spuneam mai sus, nu tot ce e legal e moral. Legile
comentariul P e din categoria celor care au origini in moralitatea divina, deci sunt foarte

x x bune, majoritatea. Doar ca atunci cand sunt facute
ma intristeaza tare. A fi ateu e una, a fi batjocoritor Jor : >
de om sunt supuse greselii, omul fiind imperfect.

e alta. A aduce un argument e greu; a rade de Legi au fost si in Germania nazist3, probabil ceva
opinia cuiva e, intr-adevar, mult mai simplu. legi mai invoca acum si Putin, dar cred ca suntem
de acord ¢3 asta e fix 0, in comparatie cu faptul c3
toti simtim ¢3 a ucide e un lucru rau, indiferent
daca suntem crestini sau atei.

Like Reply ¢ o

Like Reply 20

Figure 5. Figure 6.

Comments to the Original Post, Embedded Facebook PrintScreen.
Source: Alina Preda, Published: 7 May 2022.
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F3
M1 exact. Nici eu nu vad legatura cu God. M1
My body. My choice. Multumesc. Tie si celorlalti care va intreceti in vorbe
Like Reply 14h frumoase. Succes tuturor cu propria filozofie de
- viata si sa va bucurati de alegerile facute si de

\ > s L consecintele lor! ara faina!
B Asa & cind 1w vedem ce legiitur onsecintele lor! O seara faina

are Dumnezeu cu omul, orice lucru pare bun. As lita Ranh: 14h
mai completa simpla si aparent corecta ta schema

(my body - my choice): 1) Nu avem doar un trup,

mai trebuie s3 tinem cont si de suflet. 2) in cazul

unui avort, nu e vorba doar de ,my” body, ci mai e

Q

si corpul altuia (chiar daca foarte mic). 3) Schema
nu se opreste la ,my choice”; urmeaza si ,my
eternity”.
Like Reply 14

F3

M1 le zici de parca esti sigur de tot ce
urmeaza dincolo. My etemity = problema mea.

<
Figure 7. Figure 8.

Like Reply

Comments to the Original Post, Embedded Facebook PrintScreen.
Source: Alina Preda, Published: 7 May 2022.

M1’s discourse becomes increasingly passive-aggressive, as he
sarcastically thanks all those who expressed their anger in response to his
comments, wishing them good luck in reaping the fruits of their life choices (Fig.
8). On reading F4’s statements that “the only mention of abortion in the Bible is
a straight-up how-to guide" so "\_(*/)_/™" and that, according to the Bible, only
at birth does the soul enter the body, M1 insists that he be offered the respective
Bible quotes (Fig. 9, 15). F4 could obviously have quoted the ordeal of the bitter
water from Numbers 5:11-31 and, respectively, Genesis 2:7 coupled with
Ezekiel 37: 9-14, but she decided not to deliver, perfectly understanding F1’s
sarcastic “encouragement” to transform the debate into a rap battle by
providing these Bible verses, which M1 would then counter with his own
cherry-picked quotes or self-serving interpretations (Fig. 10). Although a very
emotional response, F1's inferred refusal to accept, as a moral guide, the Iron
Age book written by scientifically illiterate men was perceived as appropriate
by F4 who, in the spirit of cooperation, complied with the implied request,
instead of negatively responding to the sarcasm therein.

151



ALINA PREDA

F4 F4
M1 the only mention of abortion in the
Bible is a straight up how-to guide so "\ (*/)_/~

M1 ® vezi ca& mie nu mi-ai raspuns, scz daca
ti-am stricat schema, da' in Biblie zice clar ca nu

X D 2 exista suflet decat de la nastere

v 15t 3

Lke: . Repty Like Reply 12h o
M1

F4  Nu ai stricat nicio schema, pentru
ca se vede ca nu ai citit Biblia. Te rog sa imi dai
versete atunci pentru afirmatiile tale din ambele
comentarii. Si sigur ca iti voi da apoi si eu.

Like Reply 6h

Figure 9.

Comments to the Original Post, Embedded Facebook PrintScreen.
Source: Alina Preda, Published: 7 May 2022.

F1 Mi-e groaza ca oameni ca tine vor influenta
legislatia in lumea in care va trai fiica mea. Crezi ca

Dz F4  terog da-iversete sa fie cala rap daca esti tata poti intelege vreodata ce inseamna si

battle, fix asa vreau sa se dezbata ce drepturi implica sarcina? Revino-ti §i nu te mai imbata cu
fundamentale asupra corpului meu am eu ca apa rece. Ne dam cultj 5i sensibili, dar de fapt ne
femeie place sa controlam si torturam femei

condamnandu-le la situatii de nedescris. Ne
ofenseaza sugestia cd dumnezeu ar putea fi femeie,
de parca al martori oculari care s3 ateste contrariul.
Ne place totugi s3 dam verdicte pititi dupa biblie.
Rugine!

Like Reply 20h Edited OD}- 6
Figure 10. Figure 11.

Comments to the Original Post, Embedded Facebook PrintScreen.
Source: Alina Preda, Published: 7 May 2022

The conversation takes a somewhat different turn when F1 accuses M1
of misogyny and expresses her fear that the daughter she is carrying might have
to live in a world whose laws are shaped by men like M1 (Fig. 11). Her angst is
not unjustified, given that the recent overturning of Roe v. Wade is the noxious
work of far-right religious fundamentalists. Romania has its own Christian
fundamentalist groups, one of the strongest being Pro Vita, an organisation
whose members insist that abortion is never justified, even if the pregnancy is
the result of incest or rape; moreover, since pregnancy is God’s gift, not a
disease, and abortion is not a cure, danger to the mother’s health cannot be used
to justify the procedure*.

4 “Fiecare fiintd omeneasc3, indiferent de modalitatea venirii ei pe lume, isi datoreaza existenta
unei vointe exprese si unei lucrari specifice a lui Dumnezeu in ceea ce o priveste”./“Every
human being, irrespective of how it came into this world, owes its existence to the express
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Once F1 self-identifies as a pregnant woman, M1 disregards all her other
statements and his style turns condescending (Fig. 12), as he expresses his hope
that she will see the Creator when looking at her daughter.

M1
F1 iti doresc sarcind usoar3, apoi s3 te
bucuri mult de minunea aceea mica. Mai sper si c3,
uitandu-te la copilul tau, il vei vedea pe Creatorul
fiintei umane, al lucrurilor minunate, complexe si de
neinteles. Eu nu-ncetez s3 fac asta in fiecare zi,
urmarind cresterea copilasului meu.

Like Reply

Figure 12.

Comment to the Original Post, Embedded Facebook PrintScreen.
Source: Alina Preda, Published: 7 May 2022.

Later, he reports - as hate speech - her comment, which is deleted by
Facebook officials and reinstated only after F1 protests, explaining that her
statements are, actually, in compliance with Facebook’s Community Standards
(Fig. 13). M1’s ensuing explanations of his action (Fig. 15) reflect an utter lack
of empathy and an arresting inability to understand why comments such as his,
especially when coming from individuals who will never know the trials of
pregnancy and birth, are offensive to women, who justifiably object to men’s use of
supernatural entities in an attempt to infringe upon their body’s autonomy. F1’s
reaction is to post the short YouTube video entitled “your body is mine”, to show
precisely what M1’s comments sound like: “Hi, I am M1. [ will never experience
pregnancy, let alone an unwanted one, but [ have theological opinions regarding
what a woman can do when in need of surgical intervention” (Fig. 14).

wish of God and to the specific work of God in what the respective being is concerned.”
(CartaPRO-VITA). “Medicina autentica trebuie sa respinga ideologizarea sa prin echivalarea
sarcinii cu o stare de boald si sa condamne modificarea lipsitd de temei, In sensul permiterii
practicdrii avortului”/“Authentic medicine must reject the ideology that pregnancy is illness
and condemn the unwarranted idea that it can harm one’s health, idea which would allow
doctors to practise abortions.” (Manifestul PRO VITA). (Translation ours.)

153



ALINA PREDA

“Bung, eusunt M1, , nu voi experimenta
niciodata o sarcing, cu atdt mai putin una nedorita,
dar am pareri fondate pe teologie si ezoterism
legat de ce poate face o femeie care are nevoie de
o interventie medicala.”

F1

| came back to this post to say that this sad manlet
reported my comment essentially silencing me on
the topic of abortion. If that's not hilariously ironic
and dystopic idk what is.
Reply 2h e 2 That's just wild!

- Asa suni: https://youtu.be/_OYyLolthwQ
F1

08 watcﬁing this unfold while reading What to i
expect when you're expecting 3))) YOUTUBE.COM
il

& Support Message G your body is mine fdny

0
Like Reply 2h Edited

Your comment is back on Facebook

We're sorry we got this wrong. We
reviewed your comment again and it does
follow our Community Standards.

We appreciate you taking the time to
request a review. Your feedback helps us
do better.

F1 disagreed with the
decision
Thanks for your feedback. We use it to
make improvements on future decisions.

Replv  3h

Figure 13. Figure 14.

Comments to the Original Post, Embedded Facebook PrintScreen.
Source: Alina Preda, Published: 7 May 2022.

This emotionally charged exchange that eventually led to hostility soon
stops with M1’s sheepish denial that he wished to engage in conversation on
the topic. Apparently, his comment was only meant to urge others to meditate
on the thought that God (i.e., his god of choice) is against abortion. But the
transparency of behaviour motives in the case of cult members resides in their
required evangelical stance, hence the primacy of M1’s instrumental goals. One
of the behaviour motives driving his interventions surfaces when he quotes
from the book of Matthew. Those who read not just the mentioned verse, 5:11,
but also the one immediately following it cannot fail to notice that engaging in
online battles in the name of the Christian deity supposedly carries huge
benefits: “Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say
all kinds of evil against you because of me. Rejoice and be glad, because great is
your reward in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who
were before you” (Matthew 5:11-12). Conspicuously revealing his interpersonal
self-presentation role, M1 situates himself, with smugness, on a moral high ground
and, asserting his membership to the feature-rich category of white heterosexual
Christian males, he feels entitled to engage in both mansplaining and
religiousplaining, whilst feigning not only offense but also humility (Fig. 15).
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M1

F1  Desi cu siguranta crezi ca am fost ranit profund de
vreo jignire a cuiva de aici, te inseli. Nici nu ai idee ce serviciu imi
fac unii, de fapt (cf. Matei 5:11), deci am de spus doar un neironic
~multumesc frumos” acelor persoane. Problema e ca totusi nu iti
dai seama ca mai exista si niste reguli de buna purtare pe lumea
asta; scrise sau nescrise, fie ca vrei sa crezi asta sau nu. Nuam
facut raport decét la 2 comentarii care contineau jigniri
//11111111111111///1// Mai precizez ca nu intentionam sa intru in
dialog cu nimeni postand acel prim comentariu, nu am propus o
dezbatere ca sa aduc argumente (desi am amintit ulterior cateva),
nici nu am luat pe nimeni la rost de ce crede ce crede. Era doar
ceva la care unii pot medita, daca vor. De fapt, cred ca
dezbaterile nu-si au locul in mediul online, mai ales intre
persoane care nu se cunosc. Ce sa mai zicem de cei care nu stiu
sa raspunda civilizat... A combate o idee a cuiva e una, a ataca
persoana in cauza e alta.Nici azi nu intentionam sa mai scriu
ceva, dar F4 se pare ca insista ca poate argumenta chiar cu

pledoaria...

Figure 15.

Comment to the Original Post, Embedded Facebook PrintScreen.
Source: Alina Preda, Published: 7 May 2022.

Although a religious man himself, M3, who entered the debate upon the
retreat of M1, argues from a position of exclusion, feeling offended by the fact that
so many women endorsed the post’'s message. Self-identifying as a politically
correct person who seconds equality, he professes not to be anti-abortion but
insists that men must share the burden, as “the entire species’ reproduction
should not be left to women alone”. Of course, his phrasing of the issue fails to
take into account the fact that, as F5 pertinently points out, our human species
overpopulating the planet is actually in no danger of extinction (Fig. 16).

M3
My issue with this and with all the women who liked it is it
presupposes that only one of the two sexes should have an absolute
say in the entire species's reproduction. Women shouldn't and can't be
solely responsible for this. We need to share this burden.
Like Reolv k
F5
One thing | forgot to mention: the planet is
overpopulated so in this day and age at least, the
argument of advancing the species is a non starter.
Hashtag Thanos was right and all that.

Like Reply
F9

M3 so what would be s healthy way
of dealing with a rape resulted pregnancy, in your
opinion? Since we're super 50-50 anyway & s

Figure 16.

F9
M3 how exactly, as a man, would
you share the burden of a pregnancy? In practical
terms
Like Os >
ES™
My issue with this comment and all the men who
repeat it is that they don’t know or don’t want to
address the fact that pregnancy and giving birth
can lead to a lot of nasty things such as infections,
embolisms, postpartum depression, diabetes,
hypertension, increased risk of a plethora of
diseases, death, and so many others that won't fit
in a facebook comment. No matter how many
vitamins you take and how much bio fruit you
ingest. It's 2 major medical event, and when men
stand a chance of losing their teeth after having a
child, they can have half a say. For now, | think we’ll
stick to the belief that our individual lives as
women are more relevant than any potential,
currently non-existent life.

IS - O:-
Figure 17.

Reply 1h

Comment to the Original Post, Embedded Facebook PrintScreen.
Source: Alina Preda, Published: 7 May 2022.
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Noticeably, since M3 began with the outrageous “My issue with this and
with all the women who liked it is ...” (Fig. 16), F5 mockingly retorted with “My
issue with this comment and all the men who repeat it is ...” (Fig. 17). F9 asks
M3 how exactly, as a man, he could share the burden of pregnancy and also
brings up the case of pregnancies resulting from rape (Fig. 16, 17). In utter
disbelief, M3 vows to have been misunderstood (Fig. 18, 19):

M3 M3
F9 please notice that nowhere in my initial F5 literally no one tried to, even
comment have | used the term "pregnancy”. And it remotely, attack women's rights or diminish the
s actually because of what' F1  says above you. value of your lives. The fact that you all saw that in
Im saying something else entirely, that is no my comment is very difficult for me &

specific case (such as preganancy danger). Im
makinga general point: it s stupid to ask half
the people be reponsible for the reproduction of
the entire species. It's also not fair ang against
equal ..well anything.

That the biological risk and burden of the
pregnancy (which | wansnt talking about) falls on
women is no party's fault. | am not anti abortion! |
just think "no uterus no opinion" is a totalitarian,
unhealthy argument. We can do better

Figure 18. Figure 19.

Comment to the Original Post, Embedded Facebook PrintScreen.
Source: Alina Preda, Published: 7 May 2022.

F1 refuses to accept his stance, reminding him of the tragic deaths and
horrendous suffering that the abortion ban abetted during the communist
regime (Fig. 21). To M3’s “no uterus no opinion” is “a totalitarian, unhealthy
argument” (Fig. 18), F1 vehemently replies that only through family planning--
which includes abortion and contraception, being thus opposed by religious
groups--can both parents fruitfully co-operate and reach a decision as to if or
when to have a child (Fig. 20).

F1 F1

| love how men think this is 50%-50% when $i nu e totalitarist ca, de exemplu, sotul meu sa poata decide
pregnancy is an absolutely wild state for a body to daca mor sau trdiesc in urma unei sarcini? Wow! Sotul meu nu se
be in. There's countless risks involved, even death. consulta cu mine daca trebuie sa-si scoata apendicele sau

For. The. Person. Carrying. Being pregnant is not amigdalele, nu imi cere voie sa lase celulele de sange sa i se
cheap or easy. Men can offer emotional and or coaguleze. E absurd si dezgustator sa trebuiasca sa cer okul cuiva
financial support, sure, but they are not the ones ca sa decid ceva cu medicul meu despre corpul meu. You didn't
whose lives are in any actual danger. They just attack women's rights? You obviously don't see women as whole
nutted 1)) also men and women do have a say - people capable of deciding for themselves. N-am invatat nimic
together - if they can access family planning! That din comunism sau mamele noastre isi povestesc traumele numai
also involves abortion and other forms of fiicelor?

contraception. 0o ke Reply O; :

Like Reply 1h Edited

Figure 20. Figure 21.
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F6 joins in with a vengeance, her words followed by a smiley, as if to
soften the blow. M3 reacts with a sarcastic laugh and unwisely rebuts with a
sneering remark preceded by an ill-fitted comparison promptly taxed by the
recipient, but again, a smiling emoji is used as hedging to make the intervention
seem less aggressive (Fig. 22):

F6

M3 . sorry, no uterus, no 9 months of pain,
discomfort, no 30-40 hours of labour, no 2+ years of blood,
sweat and tears, no opinion on the matter. Get back to us when
you grow a fully functional uterus, pumpkin &z

Like Reply 18m Edited
M3 . . . . . .
F6 . no participating in the country's wars (with pain,
discomfort, death), no right to vote € see? we solved it. You re
very intelligent and have thought this through so much

Like Reply 9m Edited
F6

M3 - women have and are participating in wars,
sorry, are you lost from the 1920's? & @

Like Reply 8m
M3
F6 lifvi loqi
i was exemplifying your logic
Like Reply 6m

Fé
M3 ohhh, how wonderful, more of that

mansplaining thing us women absolutely adore ¢
Thank you, | truly hope you find your way back to the century
when your opinions made sense :3

Like Reply 3m Edited

Figure 22.
Comment to the Original Post, Embedded Facebook PrintScreen.
Source: Alina Preda, Published: 7 May 2022.

M3’s mansplaining elicits angry reactions and additional explanations
from a less ironic F7 (Fig. 23), whilst F8 has admirable patience to further
explain the reasons why his comments are perceived as inflammatory (Fig. 24):
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F7

M3 men need to understand that
the burden is not shared by any stretch of the
imagination. All men have to do is find a willing
and able woman to have children with. That woman
will consent to pregnancy, will put her body
through the ringer for the baby and will happily
give the man the gift of fatherhood. Most
unplanned pregnancies within a loving relationship
don’t result in pregnancy. Abortion is a traumatic
and terrible experience to go through. It absolutely
does not lead to extinction, that is a ridiculous
argument. Financial stability, socioeconomic
decisions, affordable and high quality healthcare
will support women's decision to have children. It is
most definitely the individual woman’s decision to
do what she wants with her own body. Once again,
| stress this, no woman goes to have an abortion

Fi

2 M3 An individual woman making an individual choice
concerning her own body alone won't make any choice about “the
entire species’ reproduction.” 1 can't follow your logic. You might angn
women because this is a way to "intellectualize” something that is so
intimate and personal and visceral

-
Like Reply 11w (&9

M3

F8 yes, this is a point | can understand. Thank you for not
building an imaginary argument, regarding nothing i've said, and
attacking mr based on that & Unlike the other responses (with
the exception of Alina Preda, who has been incredibly nice and
civil, as always), | appreciate greatly you having the decency to
read what i actually said. And not imagine what you think |
wanted to say.
| also get your point about the individual. There is a connection
from that to what | was getting at, but | think | ve seen enough

with a smile on her face. It's difficult, mentally
draining, terrifying and insanely stigmatised. Please
also note that there are no laws in most countries
regarding a man's body, no restrictions, no
consequences for leaving your child and the
woman you impregnated, no consequences for F10
abandoning your family - possibly child support if Some men only want 50-50 when it is none of their
your name is on that child's birth certificate. Just business &
find the woman who wants to have your children.
Don't trap and force someone into such a situatig.
2

for one day &@

Like Reply 11w »

L1

Reply 12h

Like Reply

Figure 23. Figure 24.
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The last contribution in the feed belongs to F10, who points out again
that a fair division is impossible when it comes to being pregnant and giving
birth, ending her comment with a sarcastic laughing emoji (Fig. 24).

Remarkably, it is only in his interaction with the OP (Fig. 25, 26) that
M1’s focus slightly shifts towards relational goals, as he attempts to obviate conflict
by affirming his respect for her, despite the opposite opinions expressed (Fig. 27).
M3 also indicates his appreciation of the civility displayed by the OP throughout
the interaction (Fig. 24) yet, despite a few attempts at actual communication,
he is not always willing to integrate new information into his views on the topic.
In the case of M1, there is an apparently striking lack of concern over what
others have to say about the unsupported claims he makes but, to those familiar
with Christian apologetics, his extreme lack of interest in an informed perspective
on what is being discussed should come as no surprise.
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ﬁ Alina Preda . o m Alina Preda
M1 Luckily, we do not live in a theocracy. M3 Well, we do need to share the
Whichever god is real, if any, of the thousands of burden of parenthood, as we share its joys and,
gods various people believe in, can deal with the indeed, many do. But the heaviest burden, that of
wrong-doers in the afterlife. = pregnancy, is bound to be the woman'’s, for
Like Reply 4d 00 obvious reasons. In the happy cases, when children

are wanted, there is a degree of collaboration and
men support the women to a higher or lesser
degree. But men cannot take over and be pregnant,
even for a while. Having an abortion must be the
pregnant person’s choice. And, more often than
not, abortion is @ medical procedure sought in
desperate cases (incest, rape, child abuse, health
risks to the mother, abandonment by the father
with dire financial implications.)

0:

Like Reply 2h Edite

Figure 25. Figure 28.

Q
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* Alina Preda m Alina Preda

M1 All those who believe in a god, or in a group of The point is this: No one can use another's
gods, do so with the same conviction that you are manifesting. body/organs without that person’s consent. If | die
And itis all right to believe as you choose. But all the others and | do not have a donor card, no one can take

should enjoy the same right to entertain their own beliefs or to any part of my body to keep another person alive.
refuse to believe in the supernatural. You have your own body to No matter how immoral it might look. | no longer

make use of as you think might please your god. But it is absurd need the heart, being dead, and it would definitely
to claim the right to tell others what to do with their body just save another's life! You should not force

because you thvink your god‘dif:tates one action or another. My vasectomies on men, or tell women they must carry
post reflects this clearly. Christian women may choose to never the pregnancy to term no matter what, because

have abqrtions Fhristian men may chogse not to use ) that would mean the fetus has more rights than
penetration during sex to prevent abortion. But not everyone is a any already-born human being, and women fewer

Christian. No w?maln desxre§ to haye an abortion, as it is an ) rights than dead people. No one is pro-abortion!
extremely invasive intervention. It is the last resort of someone in Just pro-human rights. One's body is one's own

a desperate situation. And that last resort is her right.
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Figure 26. Figure 29.

Comment to the Original Post, Embedded Facebook PrintScreen.
Source: Alina Preda, Published: 7 May 2022.

M1
Alina Preda V3 apreciez muit ca persoana, v-am
mai spus. Apreciez si felul de a raspunde, indiferent
daca avem unele pareri diferite. Unii ar trebui sa ia
exemplu...

Figure 27.

Comment to the Original Post, Embedded
Facebook PrintScreen.
Source: Alina Preda, Published: 7 May 2022.
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The OP’s more advanced age, professional status, career development
and life experience are bound to translate into a social positioning that exacts
considerable respect from current and former students, colleagues and friends.
In fact, it is expected for this kind of “social identification dynamics” to trigger
“more pronounced effects” in the case of computer-mediated communication
than in instances of face-to-face interaction (Walther et al. 2011, 25). Nevertheless,
in spite of the clearly articulated explanations of the female contributors, among
whom the OP features heavily with several sound arguments (Fig. 25, 26, 28, 29),
M1 and M3 cannot be swayed toward an understanding of how important
abortion rights are for women. If one joins a debate from a position of self-
avowed superiority, whether moral or intellectual, the focus being on converting
others to your faith or on scoring points to improve one’s self-image rather than
on having an actual discussion, there cannot be room for any real productive
conversation.

Conclusions

One of the reasons why people spend time reading, watching or listening
to the news and discussing various news items on social media is that, while
elaborating on current affairs in various interactions with their peers, not only
do they have the opportunity to elicit reactions from others and to find out more
about the subject, but they can also take a stand, express their personal view
and attempt to influence those of others. Walther et al.’s reworking of Atkin’s
conceptualisation of the communicatory utility of social media content in
interpersonal exchanges (1972) outlines an extended range of interpersonal
goals, from self-presentation and self-representation to conversation starters
and ammunition needed in order to reinforce one’s views and persuade others
to adopt them as well. The primacy of instrumental goals can lead to biased
sampling of information provided by mass media or taken from one’s “sacred”
book of choice in order to support one’s own position, whereas a focus on relational
goals may influence the wording of one’s comments in order to obviate conflict and,
thus, maintain amicable relations. Additionally, one’s choices might be guided by a
drive to “express attitudinal agreement and convey interpersonal similarity” so
as to establish, affirm or strengthen one’s feeling of belonging to a certain group
(Walther et al. 2011, 31); all these are bound to have a considerable impact on
the “selection, interpretation, and retention of media information” (32), as well
as on the form and content of the comments made on a certain Facebook post,
which is “by definition, a public message, bordering on being broadcasted (or,
at least, narrowcasted within the social network) for others to see” (33).
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Throughout the debate outlined above, there is a clash between two
distinct collective identities: masculinism, represented by M1 and M3, versus
feminism, this category including the female contributors, as well as M2. On the
other hand, there is a dispute between two other collective identities, namely
those who are pro-forced-birth, for religious reasons in this case, all of them
members of the same congregation, and those who are pro-women’s lives. The
discourses of the former, whether ambivalent or outright hostile, prioritise self-
presentation and instrumental goals. They, thus, mirror the sense of entitlement
displayed by privileged individuals who took the post’s message personally and
felt attacked in their self-assumed superior position as religious men, showing
little, if any, concern for women’s autonomy. The responses of the latter focus
on relational goals and, even when the instrumental ones take precedence,
there is no biased sampling of data but rather a generous sharing of personal
information and of medically established facts pertaining to the procedure
called abortion and to the importance of a right to choose for the physical and
mental state of potential mothers.

The analysis of the debate supports Jenkins’s claim that our interlocutors
do not merely “perceive our identity, they actively constitute it” and this is done
not simply “in terms of naming or categorising, but in terms of how they
respond to or treat us” (Jenkins 2008, 96). The data show that F1 is justifiably
feisty, having participated in both rounds of the debate, yet she consistently
stands her ground using strong arguments to support her views. F2, F3 and F5
make pertinent inquiries, trying to have an actual conversation and hoping that,
while considering how to answer, M1 and M3 might understand the errors of
their ways. F7 and F8 attempt to reach a similar outcome via well-phrased
explanations, whereas M2, F4, F6 and F10 mainly resort to sarcastic remarks.
Unfortunately, M1 and, on occasion, M3, having informed their perspectives on
the issue with falsehoods and stereotypes, instead of trying to understand what
the others are saying, seem intent on protecting the perceived superiority of
their “tribe”. Thus, rather than shaping for himself the desired image of a
gracious yet effective ambassador for Christ, M1 unwittingly comes forth as a
self-appointed-online-crusader turned missionary-martyr, whose contribution
to the debate amounts to nothing more than bible-thumping. M3, on the other
hand, although lacking evidentially well-supported contributions, emerges as a
slightly better communicator. Their projected self-identity is challenged by the
others, who astutely scrutinise M1’s and M3’s premises and claims, judiciously
analyse their interactional competences and sagaciously peer behind the
smokescreen, gradually conveying the message that neither the interpersonal
self-presentation goals of these two contributors, nor their instrumental goals
have been achieved.
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ABSTRACT. Exploring Liminal Aesthetics: The “Glitchy and Decayed” Worlds
of Vaporwave, Semiotic Assemblages, and Internet Linguistics. The topic of
online identity formation in the realm of computer-mediated communication
is nothing new. However, what does stand out, especially in recent years, in the
larger framework of Internet-based sociolinguistic practices (David 2010;
Williams 2006), is a much-needed exploration of various new microcultural
aggregates. Some of these niche-genres are frequently encountered on YouTube,
while others are primarily short-lived Instagram or TikTok community-driven
trends. In essence, this paper states the belief that it is precisely these relatively
contemporary microcultural trends that manage to accurately take the pulse of
a new, post-pandemic world. Moreover, since many of these forms of artistic
self-expression can be understood through a Cultural Sociolinguistic lens (Cotrau,
Cotoc, and Papuc 2021), a translation of their particular symbolic meanings can
only help decipher the increasingly chaotic, hypersubjective, and “semiotic
assemblages” (Pennycook 2017) that individuals seem to be inhabiting and
creating. Thus, the current paper aims to offer an analysis that ties together an
array of only seemingly disparate elements, namely: cultural economy, creation
and consumption of online cultural artefacts, and an affective processing that ties
real-life traumatic events to the creation of particular cultural trends - liminal
aesthetics and vaporwave, paired with a fascination with all things “glitchy and
decayed” (Loignon and Messier 2020).
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REZUMAT. In explorarea esteticii liminalitdtii: universul ,inexact si degradat”
al genului vaporwave, asamblaje semiotice si lingvistica internetului. Subiectul
formarii identitatii online in cadrul comunicarii mediate de computer nu este
neapdrat unul inedit. Cu toate acestea, ceea ce se remarca, mai ales in ultimii
ani, In contextul mai larg al practicilor sociolingvistice digitale (David 2010;
Williams 2006), este necesitatea explorarii indeaproape a unor noi si varii
agregate microculturale. Unele dintre aceste genuri de nisa sunt des intalnite
pe platforma YouTube; iar altele iau forma trendurilor de scurta durata, tipice
comunitatilor utilizatoare de Instagram sau Tik-Tok. In esent3, tema principala
a lucrarii de fatd sugereaza importanta acestor trenduri microculturale
contemporane, ele constituind exact instrumentele de analiza prin care se poate
lua cu mai multa acuratete pulsul unei lumi emergente, cea postpandemica. De
asemenea, datorita faptului ca multe dintre aceste forme de exprimare artistica
pot fi Intelese prin prisma unei abordari cultural-sociolingvistice (Cotrau, Cotoc, and
Papuc 2021), traducerea sensurilor particulare propuse de acestea poate doar
ajuta in descifrarea ,,asamblajelor semiotice” (Pennycook 2017), tot mai haotice si
hypersubiective ce par a fi concretizate si create, in mediul digital. Astfel, In
cadrul lucrarii de fata se ofera o analiza ce urmareste sa aduca laolalta elemente
doar aparent disparate, si anume: economia culturald, crearea si consumul de
artefacte culturale online si o procesare afectiva ce face legatura intre evenimente
resimtite Tn viata reala ca avand un impact traumatic si realizarea compensatorie
de trenduri culturale particulare. Astfel, se remarca in principal predilectia pentru
estetica liminalitatii si genul vaporwave, alaturi de o vizibila fascinatie fata de tot
ce este ,inexact si degradat” (Loignon and Messier 2020).

Cuvinte-cheie: identitate online, sociolingvisticd, lingvistica Internetului,
multimodalitate, vaporwave, estetica liminalitdtii, asamblaj semiotic

Introduction

The purpose of the current paper is to lay the groundwork and frame
new lines of research in the direction of exciting new developments taking
shape in the field of Internet Linguistics (Crystal 2010; Cotrau, Cotoc and Papuc
2021). The digital realm itself has become embedded into our academic,
professional, and personal lives to such an extent, that it is imperative to take
the pulse of its emergent twists and turns.

These shifting patterns, the markings of what could be dubbed the
living, breathing ‘organism’ that is the digital world, provide an array of clues
for sociologists, psychologists, and sociolinguists to take the pulse of the current
state of mind of its many dwellers and users. It is why I consider awarding crucial
significance to analyses tackling an understanding of its many “digital tribes”,
as particular as they might appear at a first glance, not unlike Turner’s (1974)
early ethnomethodological work on processes of transgression and becoming.
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Nowadays, in the aftermath of the COVID pandemic, it seems particularly
important to understand how the digital affects the biological, and how offline
modes of thinking and being affect virtual output, in the form of subcultural
trends. In fact, this bidirectional highway of interconnectedness between the
real and the digital, between the organic and the artificially created resembles
the cultural boom of the industrial revolution, when rural inhabitants migrated
to the city and a host of accompanying results took precedence, in the form of
anxieties and subsequent feelings of loneliness due to the abrupt transition to
a multiplicity of roles and newly emerging identities. These literal, palpable
changes in space and time (routines) gave rise to many of our modern tropes,
motifs and discourse markers.

Furthermore, whether we deem ourselves “digital natives” or “digital
immigrants” (Prensky 2001), we can arguably identify similar patterns of
accomodation to the affordances of the digital realm (El Ouirdi, et al. 2014). So,
by taking note of current manifestations of Internet-based niche-identities,
analysing modes of self-representation and self-expression, it becomes possible
to draw a map of the ins-and-outs of whichever ‘virtual tribes’ spark our
academic curiosity. It is only through uncovering, step by step, localised forms
of meaning-making, be it through the use of symbolic imagery, or text, sound,
kinetic visuals, and soundscapes (Pennycook 2017) etc., that we might get
slightly closer to taking stock of the social, cultural and psychological shifts
unfolding while we’re still producing them and concurrently, influencing and
being influenced by them.

Thus, piece by piece, the larger puzzle of the overlapping networks and
focal points of meaning-making creates a direct link between Internet-based
cultural artefacts and its creators/users. Furthermore, the concept belonging to
the realm of sociolinguistics that would perfectly fit the demanding task of
creating a narrow enough category to encapsulate the distinctive elements of
the various emerging digital micro-tribes, but empty enough to function as a
scaffolding, fit to accommodate the structures of other digital trends is
Pennycook’s “semiotic assemblage” (2017). According to Pennycook (3), this
concept should be understood as a complex amalgamation of meaning-making
symbols, which goes beyond the classic choice of the written or spoken word,
or that of visual symbols in the forms of images to decode and convey messages.
Other elements included would be the frequency, function and type of code-
switches in conversation, switches from one social persona to another, as well
as the inclusion of geographical and physical elements that directly inform
communicative exchanges. An example used by the same author are the types
of fish available for purchase in one particular shop, as well as the particular
smells that informed buyers’ on-the-spot decisions for buying and therefore
negotiating and completing a communicative exchange that was not only highly
multilingual, but multicultural too, the shop itself being described as one node
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in an overlapping map of sociocultural networked scripts. The shop was
advertised as a “Bangladesh, India, Pakistani, Island, Lebanese, African & Asian
grocery” while being located in Lakemba, a suburb in southwest Sydney (5).

Furthermore, Turner’s concept of liminality (1974) would also be of
significant use to better understand the vaporwave community. Since liminality
largely refers to a transitional period in which one undergoes a process of
transformation, from one sense of identity to another, it is a concept rich
enough in its uses and various interpretations that it lends itself perfectly to the
current paper’s aims. Lastly, with the help of the methodological tool most
suitable for assessing processes of net-based identity creation, namely the lens
of Cultural Sociolinguistics, we might just be able to grasp the inner workings
of various ‘digital tribes’.

Why Internet Linguistics?

The abrupt unfolding of events that took place worldwide, since
springtime 2020, up until what are arguably dubbed these postpandemic times,
stands as proof alone that what is currently needed is a much better understanding
of how offline and online worlds influence each other and their residents and
users. The imposed social isolation had varying effects, ranging from a whole
host of silly trends that seemed to mobilise entire groups of people into taking
up bread-making as a hobby, to virally shared short-lived food trends on
TikTok, to more serious effects. These harmful effects were ultimately related
to individuals’ mental and physical health, recent studies indicating a sharp rise
in reported cases of anxiety and depression (Yuzulia 2021; Barrot, Llenares and
del Rosario 2021). For many, these were pre-existing issues that merely got
exacerbated due to the measures taken during lockdowns: the fear and threat
of the newly uncovered disease, a sense of loss of autonomy, loss of family
members, loss of income, to name the most common of categories (Hidalgo-
Andrade, Hermosa-Bosano, and Paz 2021). For teachers and students alike, the
forced transition to an online or hybrid mode of communication, teaching,
learning, and assessment was equally difficult and anxiety-inducing (Lischer,
Safi, and Dickson 2021).

Ultimately, what seemed to take place was an exacerbation of our
ambivalent relationship to the Internet and technology itself (Blut and Wang
2020). On the one hand, we welcome and express the desire to fully embrace
these foreign territories. On the other hand, moral panics have never really
ceased to raise alarm to potentially bring about the most dystopian of futures
whenever new technologies displace obsolete but familiar methods, routines
and ways of thinking, akin to past reactions to the emergence of new attitudes
and subcultures (Chaney 1994). For instance, Carr (2010) describes the fearful
attitudes present even at the invention and proliferation of the printing press.
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The fear was that of losing, in essence, an organic manner of acquiring, transmitting
and reproducing knowledge. In other words, these processes were intimately
linked to a particular sense of identity, one where knowledge had to be obtained
organically, without the use of other tools, so the biological, what we immediately
know and can recognise as an intricate part of the human condition was thought
of as being almost sacred (Turner 1974). Additionally, the same fear can also be
read as the anxiety felt in the face of the assumed threat of becoming unable to
recognize counterfeit, “fake identities” of individuals only mimicking the status
and cognitive capabilities of their great predecessors (Carr 2010, 90-91).

Comparatively, I believe we are still navigating a very similar push and
pull towards the limitless potentiality of the digital space. This isn’t necessarily
a novel observation, but I do believe that much more serious attention should
be awarded to the various Internet-based niche-trends that circulate online.
Since these are the products of what results at the crossroads between online
and offline identity, between artistic self-expression and cultural creation,
between appropriation and novelty, it becomes imperative to take on the task
of immersing oneself in the analysis of such spaces.

The Cultural Sociolinguistic Approach and Web 2.0

In order to attain the goals described above, the parameters in which
identity unfolds on the Internet can be traced through a series of crucial
markers - textual, multimodal (visual, auditory, kinetic) and semantic. Thus, by
deconstructing the activities and patterns of usage uncovered in various net-
based repertoires, an ethnomethodological and critical approach may be used
to start drawing a map of the confluence of a few major domains in the vast field
of sociolinguistics - the Sociology of Language, the Social Psychology of Language,
Discourse Analysis and lastly, an Ethnography of Communication (Hernandez-
Campoy 2014, 12). Thus, the artefacts that these neotribes produce and then
circulate, distribute between their members and then to individuals outside
their immediate subcultural affiliation amount to significant clues. Therefore,
any form of visual, textual, auditory and kinetic (image in motion) symbol they
seem to use repeatedly in functional, meaningful ways constitutes the foundation
from which particular identities can emerge. As such, the Cultural Sociolinguistic
lens would appear to be the best fit for the task at hand.

Before highlighting the particularities of some very intriguing digital
tribes, a brief description of the online environment and some of its most typical
forms of usage are warranted. Thus, a tentative social media taxonomy, as
envisioned by El Ouirdi, et al. (2014) can be compiled by following three
dimensions: users (the active participants engaged in communication and other
Internet-based activities and can be subdivided in micro-, meso- and macro-
level users); content (which may appear in various forms: texts, images, games,
audio and/or video clips etc.); function (refers to the purpose of communication).
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Tellingly, the above authors identify “sharing, collaborating, networking
and geolocating” (120) as the underlying functions explaining why and how
digital communication takes place. Additionally, studies have also indicated that
online communication patterns seem to mirror those taking place offline, in
terms of existing obstacles in the face of securing successful communication
(119). The same authors draw attention to the fact that not enough research
has been conducted on the content of what is being produced and consumed,
and quite curiously so, since it most likely is the purpose of these socially
mediated acts of communication to begin with:

We suggested an inclusive working definition for the ever-evolving concept
of social media as a set of mobile and web-based platforms built on Web 2.0
technologies, and allowing users at the micro-, meso- and macro- levels to
share and geo-tag user-generated content (images, text, audio, video and
games), to collaborate, and to build networks and communities, with the
possibility of reaching and involving large audiences (123).

The above definition helps delineate the Web 2.0, or in other words “the
social web” (123), which is mostly driven by user-generated content, from the
Web 1.0. This earlier version of the Internet was mostly designed to function
unidirectionally, in terms of information creation and distribution, while its
audience was primarily passively consuming snippets of information or content
offered by web creators (123). Moreover, the phrase “User Generated Content”
refers to “the sum of all ways in which people make use of Social Media” (Kaplan
and Haenlein 2010, 61). In other words, it’s not necessarily that the Web 2.0
presents tremendously innovative technologies, but it allowed for social
interactivity to occur much more easily, “amateur users” adding their own creative
spin on the digital products that we so readily take for granted today: blogs,
vlogs, tumblr pages, Facebook pages, live streaming, YouTube channels, etc. (61).
In essence, social media activity can be analysed through a sociolinguistic
lens, taking into account concepts such as social presence, social influence,
while deconstructing the semiotic landscape and cultural products resulting
from online interactions. This process can be aided by correlating these micro-
level instances of cultural production, consumption and distribution with their
macroeconomic counterparts, using Bourdieu’s (1986) take on the functions
and influence of “cultural capital”. Accompanying parameters to take into account
when discussing online identities should differentiate the content creator from
the content consumer. These constitute different social roles, according to El
Ouirdi, et al. (2010, 121-122), that promote differing levels of engagement in
Internet-based behaviour, ranging from the active (creation and distribution of
content) to the passive (redistribution of content on various other platforms
through sharing, retweeting, commenting, liking, and merely viewing).
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Ultimately, some characteristics of online communication are influenced
by these acts unfolding in a virtual environment, free from the usual bounds of
geographical space. Naturally, this aspect affects communication patterns,
while individuals themselves are bound by their “place-identity” in quite specific
ways - the lack of limitations of physical space when using various online personas
provides freedom from having to necessarily self-present through the usual
markers affiliated to embodied, sensorily perceptive beings (i.e., ethnic, gender
and physical attributes, alongside cultural and subcultural affiliations signalled
through clothing, styling, gestures, body movements, emotional cues, etc.). At
the same time, online individuals are bound by another type of physicality and
spatial relationship - the one influenced by the very hardware which makes
communication via social media possible, in the first place. So, both self-
presentation and self-disclosure may be linked to the breakdown of the
traditional self (Newman 2015), since our digital avatars may resemble who we
present ourselves offline, as much or as little as we want.

To this layer of complexity, another crucial shift occurs - a change in our
perception of time-relations. The usual time restraints of offline communication
are partially suspended/altered in the digital realm, communication acquiring
a different set of valences: encouraging instant gratification, seemingly perpetually
entertained by countless actors (known to various degrees) (ibid.). In fact, many of
these connotations have been retroactively awarded as recognisable identity
markers delineating the so-called ‘nature’ of different generations of digital
immigrants: millennials, Generation Z and generation Alpha. In other words,
youth culture has been redefined mostly through the lens of “participatory culture”
(Smith 2020). Communication processing for Gen Z is perceived as continuous,
transitioning between the online and offline, seamlessly and habitually, since a
significant portion of social relationship management is done via social media.
Furthermore, Gen Zers are described as quite skillful in their creation and
management of online content, as access to information is easily attainable. In
fact, these online traces have become “a visual representation of the rituals and
markers of youth” (ibid.), so much so that they are perceived to be less “fake”
or “inauthentic”.

One may argue that the rise of an online culture of authenticity is a
corollary of living in an “identity economy” (Akerlof and Kranton 2000). The rise of
“Influencer culture” seems to be a testament to the rise of “hyperindividuality” and
the emergence of niche-/microcultural aggregates embedded in their own
microcosms and linguacultures (Cotrau, Cotoc and Papuc 2021), as predicted by
Chaney (1994), by Blommaert’s concept of transmobility (2010), and as a backlash
due to the rise of highly multilingual modes of communication and increased
patterns of migration in recent decades. These tendencies have also been indexed
in the literature with the introduction of “hypersubjectivity” (Hall 2014) and
“superdiversity” (Jargensen and Ag 2012) to more closely resemble the accelerated
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patterns taking place at both macro (socially, politically, economically) and micro
levels (the rapid switch from identity creation, communication management and
socialising taking place on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Snapchat, TikTok, etc.).
This transition could be explained by a growing preference for time engagement
with social media apps to be shorter, the use of symbolic imagery seemingly
gaining terrain over platforms geared towards primarily narrative modes of self-
expression, that tend to be longer and quite verbose (Smith 2020).

Finally, the shift towards the so-called “tyranny of the subjective” (Finne
2018), the lamented loss of any semblance of objectivity in contemporary culture,
is quite possibly an effect that grew out of the historical cult of personality,
transgressing the boundaries of political discourse, infiltrating the media itself.
This shift in culture has been seemingly taking place for decades, anticipated by
its predecessors - reality TV and tabloids, the cult of the celebrity lifestyle being
at its peak in the ‘00s (ibid). This cultural mutation translated into the final
disintegration from a very sharp distinction being made between “popular
culture” and “high culture” into a total collapse in “an era more profoundly
organized by Big Tech than our own elected governments, the new culture to
be countered isn’t singular or top-down. It's rhizomatic, nonbinary, and
includes all who live within the Google/Apple/Facebook/Amazon digital
ecosystem (aka GAFA stack), (Busta 2021).

Online Niche-identities as Cultural Capital and Liminoid Phenomena:
Vaporwave, Weirdcore, Traumacore and Ambient Back Rooms

Out of the varied forms of contemporaneous Internet-based subcultures,
one in particular seems to stand out - vaporwave. It initially emerged in the
online communities of the 2010s, as a rather specific brand of electronic music.
It is usually accompanied by a host of symbolic imagery reminiscent of “early
Internet days” (heavily pixelated texts and images, ‘90s videogame design,
earlier versions of the Microsoft logo, Japanese iconography reminiscent of
Japan’s economic boom of the late ‘80s and ‘90s), mixed with images of Greek
and Roman statues in pinkish, bluish hues, pastels or bright neon colours, and
elements of corporate culture (logos, ads) from the ‘60s, ‘70s, and ‘80s. To these
are added countless musical interpretations and reconfigurations of the genre,
the general musical markers of vaporwave being largely dependent on virtually
anyone’s ability to sample and heavily slow down the tempo of older popular
songs from the ‘80s, and to pair them with similarly repurposed elements from
‘80s and ‘90s smooth jazz, so-called elevator music, and elements of Japanese
city-pop and ‘80s synths (McLeod 2018).

Due to the fact that the landscape of the vaporwave genre itself is so
heavily linked to the use of elements of corporate and consumerist culture, both
visually and musically (repurposing snippets of old Japanese and American
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commercials, using elements of muzak and creating visual landscapes of
abandoned malls), fans and critics alike seem to gravitate towards the idea that
latter iterations of the genre are directly critiquing modern consumerism
(Loignon and Messier 2020). This is suggested by the emotional charge that
usually accompanies this specific musical and visual landscape - a paradoxical
mixture of soothing dread, empty glamour, and the both liberating and
entrapping mindless consumption tendencies of late capitalism, where “the
commodification of the self” takes centre stage (Davis 2003).

Thus, vaporwave has been identified as a means to parody consumerism
and corporate culture. Its visual markers however seem to have become
ubiquitous in many campaigns, ads (i.e. Nike’s Zoom Streak Spectrum Plus
“Vaporwave” inspired 2018 products) and general online aesthetic trends, here
included many of its offshoots. Therefore, some confusion exists as to the exact
relationship between the origins of the genre and the different uses of affiliated
microgenres - fashwave, labourwave, trumpwave?. These three examples of
contemporary underground niche-cultures seem to have come together mostly
for the purpose of spreading fascist or communist ideologies, under the appealing
guise of vaporwave iconography. Naturally, these communities are much less
popular and widespread as vaporwave, since such ideological revivals could only
come from a place of a deep misunderstanding and lack of direct contact with
the actual Soviet era, and would thus elicit plenty of backlash (as comments
throughout YouTube and aesthetics.wiki seem to suggest). Perhaps the
phenomenon itself could be considered indicative of a perceived collective
sense of disillusionment with contemporaneous times - failure of capitalism
and promises of becoming citizens part of the global village - the climate crisis,
critique of fast fashion and the accelerated recycling of subcultural trends of the
early 2000s as faulty coping mechanisms for the pandemic (Di Crosta, et al.
2021), the Afghan crisis, the war in Ukraine.

Ultimately, vaporwave has devolved into a parody of itself by being
created and distributed entirely online. This is a subculture that makes use of
“pre-existing graphics from old pre-millennial techno-culture that are often
incongruously [displayed alongside] historic art or commercial images”, giving
it a “retrofuturistic” taint (McLeod 2018, 127). Hence, the vaporwave ethos is
clearly DIY, and it capitalised on its nostalgic and hypnagogic inducing qualities,
that it is virtually impossible to offer a clear definition of the genre. Furthermore,
its classification is even harder to pinpoint, since it has been linked by musical
theorists with older counterparts in the form of seapunk and hypnagogic pop,
alongside a more recent iteration, in the form of synthwave (which has itself
diffused in chillwave, simpsonwave, fashwave, sovietwave, signalwave, to name
only a few), future funk, hard vapour, mallsoft, and lo-fi mixes.

2 See “Laborwave”, aesthetics.fandom.com, accessed October 15 2022.
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Therefore, to acquire a better understanding of the core niche-trend
under scrutiny in the current paper, namely vaporwave, and to then be able to
grapple its subsequent offshoots, a general shift in the contemporary cultural
discourse must also be addressed. This shift in our ongoing process of adapting
to the rapid changes in our sociocultural, technological, and political landscapes
is a consequential backlash of the pitfalls inherent to the Internet - anonymity,
its extreme democratisation resulting in the effortless creation of so-called fake
personas and their scrutinised artificiality.

This tendency has been counteracted, I believe, through a similar DIY
ethos, militating for a return to “authentic” artistic expression. In other words,
power is claimed by the individual repurposing cultural capital, and thus
attempting to attack the status quo, or at least mitigate the damage created by
the GAFA stack.

It is precisely this attribute that has also been used to perform analyses
on the vaporwave phenomenon. In a video essay, titled The Beauty of Degraded
Media3, a very insightful take describes the primacy of “authenticity” (Finne
2018). The sensed artificiality, the constructed perfection of the digital world
could perhaps explain some recurrent trends observable in different media in
the form of motifs and themes. This gives way to the artificial embellishment of
visual and musical elements with items seemingly countering the constructed
perfection of the digital world, by intentionally incorporating elements meant
to reflect imperfections, for the purpose of creating oxymoronically “authentic
simulacra”, “authentic hyperreality”4.

Many of these embellishments give off the sense of watching “old VHS
tapes” (ibid.), glitchy imperfections abruptly zapping their way through visual
imagery. Disruptions in sound, image and movement are made deliberately to
remember the days of “glitchy” analogue technology. Thus, as cultural capital
becomes more complex in an environment oversaturated by hyperreality, to be
a savvy consumer and producer of cultural capital, one needs to become a
creative repurposer of symbols from a myriad of different genres and periods.
The vaporwave genre allows for exactly that. In essence, vaporwave and its
offshoots functioned as the liminal thresholds which helped process the
emotional turmoil created by the increased visibility of uncertainty in our lives.
Even though the pandemic arrived much later than the original emergence of
the vaporwave genre, it successfully revealed that many of its effects were not
necessarily novel, but simply got exacerbated by the pressures of coping with
its sudden challenges.

Taking all of the above into account, what remains for this section is to
highlight in detail how liminal and liminoid phenomena function in complex

3 See “The Beauty of Degraded Media”, written by Polyphonic, aired October 24 2019, on YouTube.
4 “The Beauty of Degraded Media”, id.
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societies, to argue that the vaporwave genre fulfilled the same cathartic functions
for its many consumers. According to Victor Turner (1974), in the transition
towards complex, industrial societies, from tribal and mostly agrarian societies,
our relationship to culture has changed dramatically.

For Turner, engaging with different forms of culture, ranging from
ritualistic, shamanistic and ceremonial acts to which the whole community was
obligated to participate, to the modern-day individual choices to partake in
festivals, religious events, and varying performing arts (movies, concerts, fine
art exhibitions, etc.) was one important signifier “whereby groups became adjusted
to internal changes” (54). In other words, the primary function of immersion in
the artistic experience, whether producing it or merely consuming it, fulfils
crucially important functions, for both the collective and the individual. On the
one hand, it allows for a cognitive and emotional processing of one’s role in the
socio-cultural hierarchy of residence, meaning, it has a cathartic role. On the
other, it possesses a dual purpose - it reveals how chaos can be repurposed into
(new) order, but it also capitalises on its potential for restructuration through
the destruction of that which no longer serves the collective, or the individual,
and which necessitates novelty, improvement.

The critical take on the deliberate use of these elements takes on two
opposing viewpoints. One stance believes that vaporwave artists specifically
captured the collective disappointment with “the soft promise of early corporate
culture [that] has collapsed in the dystopian economic nightmare, the capitalist
‘rat race” (ibid.). Others believe these effects to be accidental.

Thus, perceived authenticity and meaningfulness, especially in the
vaporwave genre, are given by imperfections, a sense of decay, an accentuated
sense of temporality, the awareness of the finite. This is perhaps done to help
mitigate a distrust of the artificial, the impossibly perfect machine and its
constancy over time, caught in numerous iterations of the same processes,
carried out in the same exact manner, ad infinitum.

Musically and visually, the vaporwave genre attempts to alleviate this
tension, by provoking both dread and awe, in its liminoid soundscapes, “heavily
rely[ing] on the creative manipulation of samples of mellow adult-contemporary
pop music and Muzak that date from the 1970s, ‘80s and ‘90s” (McLeod, 123).
This manipulation takes the form of dramatically slowed down tempos of
sampled popular songs, to the point where the vocals and other identifying
elements of these pop artefacts become almost unrecognisable (124). Significant
similarities between these microgenres lie in either concept, or form, one
particular unifying thread being their tendency towards self-referentiality and
irony (McLeod 125).

In fact, the term “liminal” itself is used quite frequently by receiving
audience in YouTube comments or the titles of the videos themselves. Highly
engaging are also more recent iterations of so-called “liminal genres”, in the

175



OANA TEODORA PAPUC

form of traumacore, weirdcore and liminal backroom series (Tiffany 2021).
Weirdcore, or dreamcore and the liminal backroom series are a specific set of
genres that play on the eeriness of abandoned spaces where human activity
usually occurs - specifically abandoned malls, empty playgrounds, or school
hallways, empty airport waiting rooms, etc. The backroom series were also
apparently inspired by scenes accidentally created in video games of the ‘90s
and ‘00s that were left slightly unfinished by their graphic designers (ibid.).

Many of the motifs used in the weirdcore genre are reminiscent of
vaporwave, aiming to create both dread and peaceful relaxation, being
aesthetically centred on low-quality photography that lacks contextual cues. This
genre makes use of relatively amateurish-looking video graphics, reminiscent of
the Web 1.0 (ibid.). The commentary that usually accompanies these digital
displays suggests that what is felt is a sense of nostalgia, even for spaces or time
periods that one never really experienced. In its more extreme versions, the
sense of dread, even horror is amplified in traumacore, a pretty controversial
offshoot of the genre that is characterised by a violent clash between images
vaguely referencing themes related to a sense of loss of innocence, childhood
trauma, and abandonment, with superimposed textual phrases over imagery of
plush toys, kawaii anime characters, Hello Kitty, hearts, bunnies in pinkish, glittery
hues, such as: “im so sorry i cant stop”, “it keeps replaying in my head/please make
it stop” “its ok i deserve it”, “i loved you WE WERE BOTH CHILDREN forget forget
forget forget forget forget/ why would you do that to me”s. Critics of this
particular form of aesthetic draw attention to the fact that partakers in the
microgenre should be careful to not devoid it of significant meaning, or to
inadvertently glamorise trauma, or dissociative states, as opposed to those who
use this form of self-expression, for the purpose of emotional processing, akin
to a visual diary, as an alternative form of therapy. Basically, the fear is placed
once again on the shoulders of determining that which is authentic from that
which is not. Unfortunately, authenticity itself has been commodified by the
Internet, due to the emergence of a complex relationship between identity and
“self-commodification” in capitalism (Singh 2016, 205).

Essentially, so much more could be added to further detail the intricate
ways in which these microgenres are interrelated and used to help their
audiences process the effects of our increasingly computational world. It also
seems likely that further research might uncover what is only an assumption at
the time being, that one crucial function of these forms of artistic expression is
to help its creators gain a sense of control akin to that of a coping mechanism
by way of creating cultural capital. This is only possible in a world where these
digital sites of creation resemble the structure of Foucault’s heterotopias

5 See “Traumacore”, aesthetics.fandom.com, accessed July 31 2021.
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(1984) - sites that “are capable of juxtaposing in a single real place several
places, several sites that are in themselves incompatible” (6). Such are the
characteristics of both the Internet, as well as the vaporwave landscape. At the
same time, these are worlds that have become available to each and every
individual, due to the partial dissolution and contamination of high forms of
culture with popular ones. Furthermore, the blurred lines between artistic
consumption, creation, redistribution and identity creation in the digital realm,
gives validity to the argument that these genres are particularly enticing since
they get to fulfil the role of liminal and liminoid phenomena and act as
powerfully cathartic instruments for making sense of and adapting to our ever
changing online and offline environments.

Clearly, the success of these genres can also be made sense of with the
help of Pennycook’s definition of semiotic potential (2017, 2), by broadening
the concept of “linguistic landscape”, defined as:

a study of ‘the presence, representation, meanings and interpretation of
languages displayed in public places” (Shohamy and Ben-Rafael 2015, 1) to
include images, photos, sounds (soundscapes), movements, music, smells
(smellscapes), graffiti, clothes, food, buildings, history, as well as people
who are immersed and absorbed in spaces by interacting with LL in
different ways (Shohamy 2015, 153-154).

To this definition, the concept of “boundary objects” is included, resulting in
expanding the “semiotic potential” of meaning construction (Pennycook 2017, 6):

[...] the mobile ideas, things or practices that are shared across different
social, cultural, linguistic or geographical domains. Perhaps better called
adaptable artefacts rather than boundary objects, they are sufficiently
flexible to be taken up by different people in different contexts, yet also
sufficiently robust to be recognisable as ‘the same thing’ across these
different contexts.

This is in essence, descriptive of the cultural artefacts produced by vaporwave
and its accompanying genres, as well as it manages to bridge the gap between
the fields of sociolinguistics and Internet linguistics. The former has always
analysed forms of language in a sociocultural context, while the latter expands
this context to a multimodal one, which is inherent to any digital environment,
where many other symbols beyond the mere use of text are made use of. In fact,
the term “vaporwave” is a playful turn of phrase that was apparently inspired by
the term “vapourware”, meaning “a computer-related product that has been widely
advertised but has not and may never become available”¢. Ultimately, the term
itself references absence and ethereal presence, all at the same time.

6 See Merriam-Webster. com/Dictionary s.v. “vaporware”, accessed July 31, 2022.
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The concept of liminality holds the exact same space for ambivalence.
The term ‘liminal’ comes from the Latin, limen, meaning “threshold”, “margin”,
to “transition between” (Turner 1974, 57), referencing the middle phase of a
‘rite de passage’. In tribal societies, the process of transitioning from an identity
relegated to childhood and teenagedom, towards becoming and establishing
oneself as a mature member of society was done quite noticeably, in the form
of a ritual. In this ritual, Turner, building on van Gennep’s work, differentiates
between three distinct stages. In the first phase, the neophyte is clearly removed
from within “normal”, usual society, displaced from the usual “place-identity”
and even “temporal identity” to a new space, one devoid of any markers of one’s
past identity. Concurrently, in the liminal phase of any initiation rite, the
neophyte is equally distant from its identity-to-be. The state is one of pure
potentiality, in the here and now, far removed from the past and removed from
the future, as well. It is a sacred space that knows no bounds, the initiand being
invested with sacred powers - the order of the world is turned upside down, or
is distorted, chaos is invited to help purge from the restrictions of an orderly
social life with little to no affordances. States become heighted, masks may be
worn to call for becoming invested with the powers of varying gods, dance and
ritual becoming displays of hyperbolized forms of embodiment, all of these
elements revealing the underlying nature of the universe - the cosmic order and
chaos. “Liminality is the temporal interface whose properties partially invert those
of the already consolidated order which constitutes any specific cosmos” (73).

In Turner’s view (1974), because the space of the liminal becomes the
space for both destruction and creation, for both death and life, the neophyte is
both dead to their former identity and yet to be born in the one prefigured by
the limitless potential. It is only in the postliminal stage when the neophyte
individuates and is reincorporated into normal life, in an enriched status. As
such, liminality is invested with powerful symbolism, is chameleonic in nature,
and can shape-shif to potentially serve as the “scene of disease, despair, death,
suicide”. It may suggest feelings of “anomie, angst and alienation”, it plays with
social bonds, distorts them, and in more extreme cases, perverts them, satirises
them without necessarily offering compensatory solutions for its violent
upheaval (78). In essence, the “germ of societal change” resides in the liminal
(76) and it marks the boundary between ‘normal’ and ‘aberrant’, ‘deviant’.

At the same time, experiencing liminality can be socially positive, since
itactivates what Turner (1974) calls a sense of “communitas” (78). It is the force
that helps the neophyte individuate in the liminal stage of an initiation rite, so it
encapsulates both sameness and otherness. It is the feeling and awareness that, in
its purest of forms, shows up spontaneously between individuals “freely relating”,
despite social contexts or social rules. However desired this feeling may be
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though, whenever structure tends to be legislated for the preservation of the
particular, as well intentioned as it may be, it denatures subjectivity into objectivity,
creating gate-keepers, rules, status, the sacrosanct becomes quotidian (78). A
similar mechanism was also observed by David Chaney, in his book The Cultural
Turn (1994), which exemplified the processes whereby mainstream culture
relates to subcultures or countercultures.

In fact, Turner (1974) himself further details the process by identifying
three types of communitas - spontaneous, ideological and normative. The first
takes place unmediated between individuals, and it is felt as “a single, fluid,
synchronised event” (79). It also fires up a cognitive awareness of relating on
an even playing field with another individual and it may produce a “flow” like
state (concept borrowed from the work of the Hungarian-American psychologist
Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi). In ideological communitas, the subjective becomes
the object of analysis, of remembrance, it is the moment when the experience
of flow has ceased and has given way to reflection, usually mediated through
the use of language and cultural artefacts (79). Lastly, normative communitas
describes an “enduring subculture or group which attempts to foster and
maintain relationships of spontaneous communitas on a more or less permanent
basis” (80). It is this third case which strongly exemplifies the tension between
‘natural’ and ‘artificial’, or better said ‘artificially imposed’.

In fact, it is communitas that tends to be the foundation for metaphors
and symbols, that later become “sets and arrays of cultural values”, in other
words, become legitimised, once a group’s forces of economic, legal and political
frameworks approve of its “socio-structural character” (81). Thus, the very forces
that help both create and destroy entire sociocultural systems can be understood
with the help of liminality. Moreover, this concept manages to capture an essential
part of the human psyche, namely the fact that order must necessarily be
accompanied by momentary periods of chaos when instinct is given free reign
(in tribal societies, the neophytes were invested with the power to pillage and
abuse at will during the liminal phases of the rite of initiation, being both
constrained by the rules of the community and its obligatory rite of passage, but
being allowed to subdue and make use of the community’s resources, as desired).

These issues, however, are compounded in industrialised, complex societies,
where the stark delimitations between work, leisure and play are so strict, that
liminal phenomena have given way to liminoid phenomena. The religious and
sacred have been replaced by the religiosity with which work is regulated,
“organic rhythms” have been substituted with technological ones (84) and the
figure and function of the shaman is somewhat imposed onto that of the artist.
In essence, the sacred has been divided into varying sections between play,
leisure and the arts, while the means of artistic production and the source for
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experiencing flow have been relocated from the obligatory participation of the
collective in rituals and ceremonies to that of individuals mostly being engaged
in artistic means of production, regulating cultural capital (84). Turner (1974)
further describes this landscape as one that is “plural, fragmentary, experimental
in character”, “idiosyncratic, quirky” and usually generated by “individuals in
particular groups, schools, circles” (84). At the same time, the seed of novelty,
ofliberation from mainstream forms of regulation are, of course, explored apart
from central economic and political processes, in the marginal, and this plurality
of meanings depicts the rhizomatic form of organisation inherent to contemporary
culture, no longer dominated by any central focal point, but by an array of
variously overlapping networks of meaning-making.

Ultimately, the distinction between liminal and liminoid resides in the
distinction between the division of labour and leisure in post-industrial
societies and informs individuals with the capacity to experience “flow states”,
usually individually, through play (in all its forms) and art consumption, and to
experience communitas, in a group, so “in structure”. Essentially, the two are
intricately linked - structure and destructuration, “flow” and “communitas”, since
it is in the first which resides the potential for “liquefying” (89) existing forms
of structure. Finally, in Turner’s view (1974, 1986), processes of communitas
and flow become necessarily imbued with the symbols that either generated
them, or which they generate, these processes of emergence and destruction,
being perpetually intertwined. In essence, the “content” of the experience is
dictated by these processes of meaning-making, as they are particular to different
systems and different groups, this being an argument towards the crucial
significance of analysing localised forms of meaning-making, under the guise of,
for instance, the vaporwave genre and its subsidiary Internet-based tribes.

To further support the use of liminality as a lens through which vaporwave
and its offshoots can be deconstructed, the work of Andrews and Roberts
(2015) deserves our attention. Theirs is an analysis on the use of liminality as a
concept in the literature, across decades. What results is a poignant indication
of the manner in which liminality has been adopted in relation to: the field of
the anthropology of experience and its connection to theories of the self (Turner
himself having published a book on the topic), the relationship between liminality
and tourism studies, and lastly, the emotional weight investigated in studies on
the borders and transgressions of spaces and landscapes (4). Ultimately, it is
due to the inherent ambivalent nature, both creative and disruptive, of liminality
itself that the aforementioned connections could be made. The same can be said
about mobility studies in general, be they about the permanent or temporary,
since transitions from place to place, or stagnations in the so-called “in-
betweenness” of “interstitial places” that forge links between larger areas,
necessarily involve travelling across time, spatial and time coordinates
indexing changes in identity, as well (12).
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Lastly, the final grand piece of the puzzle that merits careful consideration
is the metastudy performed on the relationship between liminality and
consumption practices, by Darveau and Cheikh-Ammar (2021). Their theory-
building approach to the concept of liminality constitutes the main lifeline
which reveals the direct entanglement of the former with the vaporwave genre.
In fact, the methodology of the authors’ analysis manages to coagulate a firmer
theory of liminality, which was thoroughly missing from the literature (1). Thus,
four main directions are followed in their analysis - the connection between
liminality and temporal, spatial, relational and finally, corporeal lived experiences.
It is precisely these four parameters that help describe the emotional charge and
the meaning-making artistic output specific to the vaporwave community.

Furthermore, the same study proposes going a step further into categorising
liminality in such a manner that it provides a palpable analytical lens through
which artistic processes can be more easily defined in terms of functionality,
structure, type and reception by audience members via consumption practices.
Thus, the first category references the existence of so-called “liminal products (or
services)” (875). These products help the “liminars” (individuals undergoing
liminal or liminoid experiences) transition into or out of liminal phases, according
to these objects’ internal or external liminal properties. Objects that are themselves
ambiguous in nature, meaning that their use is not necessarily indexed easily by
age, or social status in relation to consumption practices are relegated by the
authors to the category of “intrinsically liminal” products (875). These are by
definition difficult to identify since their use is heavily dependent on consumer
perception, which automatically places a large emphasis on the particular emotional
context of individuals caught in a subjective relationship being forged between
themselves as subjects and their use of various liminal objects. The visual
iconography affiliated to the vaporwave community could be relegated to this exact
category, especially in its incipient phases, when the predilection towards the
creation of visually striking juxtapositions between for instance, Roman or Greek
statues in combination with early web iconography began to coagulate in the form
of an aesthetic style. The extrinsically liminal objects have no liminal inherent
properties themselves, but by simply being bound to liminal space and/or time,
they become “sacred” (875).

Secondly, liminal consumption is identified by the authors as an outcome
of repeated interactions with liminal objects, individuals undergoing many
transitory phases throughout their lifetime - i.e., the transition from childhood
to adulthood through adolescence, the transition from academic institutions to
workplace environments, changes in social status, or shorter and less life-
altering phases of transition such as going on holiday, participating in festivals,
consuming art, etc. Clearly, the act of either consuming or producing art could
be deemed as participating in an act of liminal consumption. In fact, this process
is theorised and defined as “a restorative obscurity replete with [the] consumption
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activities of those who are essentially no longer, but not yet” (Cody and Lawlor
2011, 214 in Darveau and Cheikh-Ammar 2021, 876-877). In this case as well,
liminal consumption is invested with two potential functions. One is to help
precipitate the transitory liminal phase to escape its ambiguity, so in other
words, to help soothe the anxieties or negative associations one might attach to
being “in-between”, no longer their former self, but not yet fully fleshed out into
a new identity. In this case, even eating (as a coping mechanism) can be
awarded symbolic and liminal properties. On the other hand, liminars might
specifically seek out entering liminal phases because of their inherent ambivalence,
which can also elicit positive emotions. In such cases, consumption of/with the
help of liminal objects is done for the purpose of enhancing liminality and the
process itself becomes “sacred”, to a certain degree. In this latter case, we might
speak of Turner’s “liminoid phenomena”, phases that are intentionally sought
out, liminal space and time being invested with a sense of playful, creative
escapism, and since the practices of consuming and producing art share these
properties, the artistic persona resembles in a sense that of the shaman in
ancient rituals. The appeal of the ambivalence and paradoxical nature of the
vaporwave genre speaks for itself.

Interestingly enough, Darveau and Cheikh-Ammar draw our attention
to two other possible manners of interpreting consumption and liminality (878)
- one can elicit or precipitate the other. In other words, liminality might be the effect
of engaging in consumption, might be induced by it, or consumption might be an
effect of having transitioned through liminal phases. “Consumption-caused
liminality” (878) might be used for amplifying the positive associations with the
transitory process, but in such a case, if done repeatedly, addictively to escape
from one’s reality, we can speak of a type of pathological liminality, one where
entrapment is deliberately searched for. However, the opposite can be true as
well, consumption of alcoholic beverages, for instance, might precipitate for
teenagers the sensation of short-circuiting maturation by way of appropriating
what are perceived as ‘grown-up’ activities. The specific ways in which
engagement is done in the vaporwave community can, of course, fall in either
of these categories, but since critics and fans alike have claimed that entering in
this particular online landscape produces feelings of a calming dread, of a
nostalgic escape into past worlds reimagined (McLeod 2018), the tendency
would seem to be that of nurturing a desire to deliberately escape into the
liminoid world of vaporwave and its dizzying array of subgenres. It is almost as
if the act of entering into such worlds, could be described as consciously or
subconsciously attempting to devour one’s feelings of anxiety in the face of a
world in turmoil.

Finally, consumption itself might be the intentional by-product of
undergoing liminal experiences (879). One type of consumption might be
performed for the purpose of delaying entering liminal phases, in the effort of
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holding onto past selves, while consumption practices might also be used to
celebrate liminality. In this case, the authors suggest that specific objects might
become invested with souvenir-like qualities. All in all, due to this particular
analysis, what is clear is that artistic output such as the one in the vaporwave
community can be associated with “modes of liminality” (879). These modes
should be understood as “unique structures of meanings”, experiential, subjective
and very diverse, specifically because they target “lived experiences of change”
(879), which are intrinsically emotionally charged.

Conclusions

Nowadays, the Internet has become much more than a form of escapism,
becoming intricately connected to the mechanisms of capitalist production and
consumption, in an “identity economy”. The liminal qualities of the liminoid
genres of vaporwave and its numerous offshoots and their striking influence
and online success manage to showcase two important processes. On the one
hand, these artistic forms of self-expression help in processing and coping with
the emotional traumas of our current postpandemic world. On the other hand,
it seems that these forms of identity creation and online communication have
been repurposed as contemporaneous forms of initiation rites, suggesting that
our vision of the self ought to be reconceptualized, as well, in the form of
“network(s) connected to other networks - partially overlapping, partially
distanced” (Wallace 2021), better resembling our multidimensional selves.

The self thus becomes “an inclusive network, a plurality of traits related
to one another. The overall character - the integrity - of a self is constituted by
the unique interrelatedness of its particular relational traits, psychobiological,
social, political, cultural, linguistic and physical” (ibid.), a definition that manages
to parallel Pennycook’s take on the need for expanding our understanding of a
“semiotic landscape”. Ultimately, what is being proposed, is redefining the self
in line with a new change in paradigm - the relational view of the self as
“embodied, embedded, enactive and [making use of] extended cognition” (ibid.),
and to help us better understand these emerging selves, we might just consider
taking a closer look at the manifestation of contemporaneous Internet-based
micro-tribes and their language and culture.

WORKS CITED

Akerlof, George and Rachel Kranton. 2000. “Economics and Identity.” Quarterly Journal of
Economics 115, 3 (August): 715-753. https://doi.org/10.1162/003355300554881.

Andrews, Hazel and Les Roberts. 2015. “Liminality.” In International Encyclopedia of the
Social & Behavioral Sciences (Second Edition), edited by James Wright. Oxford:
Elsevier. 131-137. https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-08-097086-8.12102-6.

183



OANA TEODORA PAPUC

Barrot, S, Jessie, I. Llenares, Ian, and Leo S. del Rosario. 2021. “Students’ Online Learning
Challenges During the Pandemic and How They Cope With Them: The Case of
The Philippines.” Information and Education Technologies, 26 (May): 7321-7338.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10639-021-10589-x.

Blommaert, Jan. 2010. “The Sociolinguistics of Globalization.” In Special Issue:
Languages in Motion: Multilingualism and Mobility in the Linguistic Landscape,
by Mairéad Moriarty. International Journal of Bilingualism 18 (5) (September):
457-463. https://doi.org/10.1177/1367006913484208.

Blut, Markus and Cheng Wang. 2020. “Technology readiness: a meta-analysis of
conceptualizations of the construct and its impact on technology usage.”
Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science, 48 (July): 649-669.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11747-019-00680-8.

Bourdieu, Pierre. 1986. “Chapter 1: The Forms of Capital.” In Handbook of Theory and Research
for the Sociology of Education, edited by John Richardson, 241-258. Westport, CT:
Greenwood. https://homei.itkacin/~amman/soc748/bourdieu_forms_of capital.pdf.

Braidotti, Rosi. 2013. The Posthuman. Cambridge: Polity Press.

Busta, Caroline. 2021. “The Internet Didn’t Kill Counterculture - You Just Won’t Find It
On Instagram.” Document]ournal.com, January 14. Accessed July 31, 2022.
https://www.documentjournal.com/2021/01/the-internet-didnt-kill-
counterculture-you-just-wont-find-it-on-instagram/?fbclid=
IwAR2HefQUJIhHsbsmTu2]JOBgL-Tx_IABQd4QkoNhm_Qo6GHcoc1CaqXrKFsg.

Carr, Nicholas. 2010. The Shallows: What the Internet is Doing to Our Brains. New York:
W.W. Norton.

Chaney, David. 1994. The Cultural Turn. Scene Setting Essays on Contemporary Cultural
History. Oxfordshire: Routledge.

Cody, Kevina and Katrina Lawlor. 2011. “On the Borderline: Exploring Liminal Con-
sumption and the Negotiation of Threshold Selves.” Marketing Theory 11 (2)
(June): 207-228. https://doi.org/10.1177/1470593111403220.

Cotrau, Diana, Cotoc, Alexandra, and Oana Papuc. 2021. “A Pledge for the Cultural
Sociolinguistic Approach to the Domain of Internet Linguistics.” In An Introduction
to Internet Linguistics: The Cultural Sociolinguistic Take with Case Studies,
edited by Diana Cotrau, Alexandra Cotoc, and Oana Papuc, 23-39. Cluj-Napoca:
Presa Universitara Clujeana.

David, Crystal. 2010. Internet Linguistics: A Student Guide. New York: Routledge.

Darveau, Jessica and Mustapha Cheikh-Ammar. 2021. “The interplay between liminality
and consumption: A systematic literature review with a future research
agenda.” International Journal of Consumption Studies 45 (March): 867-888.
https://doi.org/10.1111/ijcs.12678.

Davis, Joseph. 2003. “The Commodification of Self.” The Hedgehog Review. Critical
Reflections on Contemporary Culture, 5 (2). Accessed October 15, 2022.
https://hedgehogreview.com/issues/the-commodification-of-
everything/articles/the-commodification-of-self.

Di Crosta, Adolfo, Irene Ceccato, Daniela Marchetti, Pasquale La Malva, Roberta Maiella,
Loreta Cannito, Mario Cipi, Nicola Mammarella, Riccardo Palumbo, Maria Cristina
Verrocchio, Rocco Palumbo, Alberto Di Domenico. 2021. “Psychological factors and

184


https://www.documentjournal.com/2021/01/the-internet-didnt-kill-counterculture-you-just-wont-find-it-on-instagram/?fbclid
https://www.documentjournal.com/2021/01/the-internet-didnt-kill-counterculture-you-just-wont-find-it-on-instagram/?fbclid

EXPLORING LIMINAL AESTHETICS: THE “GLITCHY AND DECAYED” WORLDS OF VAPORWAVE, SEMIOTIC
ASSEMBLAGES, AND INTERNET LINGUISTICS

consumer behavior during the COVID-19 pandemic.” PLoS ONE 16 (8) (August).
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0256095.

El Ouirdi, Mariam, Asma El Ouirdi, Jesse Segers, and Erik Henderickx. 2014. “Social Media
Conceptualization and Taxonomy. A Lasswellian Framework.” Journal of Creative
Communications 9 (2) (May): 107-126. https://doi.org/10.1177/0973258614528608.

Finne, Elizabeth. 2018. “The Tyranny of the Subjective.” Medium.com. March 25.
Accessed July 31, 2022. https://medium.com/arc-digital/the-tyranny-of-the-
subjective-9a156¢7b3ded.

Foucault, Michel. 1967. “Of Other Spaces: Utopias and Heterotopias.” In Rethinking Architecture:
A Reader in Cultural Theory, edited by Leach Neil, 330-336. NYC: Routledge.

Hall, Kira. 2014. “Hypersubjectivity. Language, Anxiety, and Indexical Dissonance in
Globalization.” Journal of Asian Pacific Communication 24(2) (January): 261-
273. https://doi.org/10.1075 /japc.24.2.06hal.

Hernandez-Campoy, Juan Manuel. 2014. “Research Methods in Sociolinguistics.” AILA
Review 27 (1) (December): 5-29. https://doi.org/10.1075/aila.27.01her.

Hidalgo-Andrade, Paula, Carlos Hermosa-Bosano, and Clara Paz. 2021. “Teachers’ Mental
Health and Self-Reported Coping Strategies During the COVID-19 Pandemic in
Ecuador: A Mixed-Methods Study.” Psychology Research and Behavior Management.
14 (July): 933-944. https://doi.org/10.2147 /PRBM.S314844.

Jgrgensen, Jan Normann and Astrid Ag. 2012. “Ideologies, Norms, and Practices in Youth
Poly-languaging.” International Journal of Bilingualism 17, 4 (September): 525-
539. https://doi.org/10.1177/1367006912457275.

Kaplan, Andreas, and Michael Haenlein. 2010. “Users of the World, Unite! The
Challenges and Opportunities of Social Media.” Business Horizons 53, 1
(February): 59-68. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bushor.2009.09.003.

“Laborwave”, aesthetics.fandom.com. Accessed October 15 2022.
https://aesthetics.fandom.com/wiki/Laborwave.

Lischer, Suzanne, Netkey Safi, and Cheryl Dickson. 2021. “Remote Learning and Students’
Mental Health during the Covid-19 Pandemic: A Mixed-method Enquiry.”
Prospects, (January). https://doi.org/10.1007/s11125-020-09530-w.

Loignon, Guillaume, and Philippe Messier. 2020. “Vaporwave Pedagogy: Multimodal
Learning with an Internet Music Microgenre”. Liminalities: A Journal of Performance
Studies 16 (3) (August): 1-23.

McLeod, Ken. 2018. “Vaporwave. Politics, Protest, and Identity.” Journal of Popular Music
Studies, 30 (4) (December): 123-142. https://doi.org/10.1525/jpms.2018.3004009.

Merriam-Webster.com/Dictionary s.v. “vaporware”, Accessed July 31, 2022.
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/vaporware.

Newman, Sandra. 2015. “Possessed by a mask”. Aeon.co, Aeon Media Group Ltd.
Accessed July 31, 2022. https://aeon.co/essays/how-masks-explain-the-
psychology-behind-online-harassment.

Pennycook, Alastair. 2017. “Translanguaging and Semiotic Assemblages.” International
Journal of Multilingualism 14 (3) (April): 269-282.
https://doi.org/10.1080/14790718.2017.1315810.

Prensky, Marc. 2001. “Digital Natives, Digital Immigrants Part 1. » On The Horizon 9 (5)
(September): 1-6.

185



OANA TEODORA PAPUC

“Putting It in its Place.” 2001. The Economist. August 9. Accessed July 31, 2022.
https://www.economist.com/special-report/2001/08/09/putting-it-in-its-place.

Shohamy, Elana. 2015. LL Research as Expanding Language and Language Policy. Linguistic
Landscape. 1 (1/2) (June): 152-171. https://doi.org/10.1075/11.1.1-2.09sho.

Shohamy, Elana and Eliezer Ben-Rafael. 2015. Introduction: Linguistic Landscape, A New Journal.
Linguistic Landscape. 1 (1/2) (June): 1-5. https://doi.org/10.1075/11.1.1-2.001int.

Singh, Greg. 2016. “YouTubers, Online Selves and the Performance Principle: Notes
from a Post-Jungian Perspective.” CM : Communication and Media XI (38)
(January): 205-232. doi: 10.5937 /comman11-11414.

Smith, Alise. 2020. “For You Page’: TikTok as a lens for identity discourse in Western culture.”
Debating Communities and Networks XI Conference 2020 at Curtin University, May
11. Accessed July 31, 2022. https://networkconference.netstudies.org/2020Curtin/
2020/05/11 /for-you-page-tiktok-as-a-lens-for-identity-discourse-in-western-culture/.

“The Beauty of Degraded Media.” Aired October 24, 2019, on YouTube.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gEygho_j5;j0.

Tiffany, Kaitlyn. 2021. “Cottagecore Was Just the Beginning”. The Atlantic, February 5.
Accessed July 31, 2022. https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/
2021/02 /aesthetics-wiki-cottagecore-tumblr-tiktok/617923/.

“Traumacore”. aesthetics.fandom.com. Accessed July 31, 2021.
https://aesthetics.fandom.com/wiki/Traumacore.

Turner, Victor. 1974. “Liminal to Liminoid, in Play, Flow, and Ritual: An Essay in
Comparative Symbology”. Rice Institute Pamphlet - Rice University Studies 60
(3) (July): 53-92.

Turner, Victor, and Edward Bruner. 1986. The Anthropology of Experience. Urbana and
Chicago: University of Illinois Press.

Wallace Kathleen. 2021. “You Are a Network,” aeon.co, May 18. Accessed July 31, 2022,
https://aeon.co/essays/the-self-is-not-singular-but-a-fluid-network-of-identities.

Williams, J. Patrick. 2006. “Authentic Identities: Straightedge Subculture, Music and the
Internet.” Journal of Contemporary Ethnography. 35 (2) (April): 173-200.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0891241605285100.

Yuzulia, Irza. 2021. “The Challenges of Online Learning during Pandemic: Students’ Voice.”
Wanastra: Jurnal Bahasa dan Sastra 13 (1) (March): 8-12.
https://doi.org/10.31294/w.v12i1.

186


https://networkconference.netstudies.org/2020Curtin/%202020/05/11/for-you-page-tiktok-as-a-lens-for-identity-discourse-in-western-culture/
https://networkconference.netstudies.org/2020Curtin/%202020/05/11/for-you-page-tiktok-as-a-lens-for-identity-discourse-in-western-culture/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gEygho_j5j0
https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/

STUDIA UBB PHILOLOGIA, LXVII, 4, 2022, p. 187 - 205
(RECOMMENDED CITATION)
DOI:10.24193 /subbphilo.2022.4.09

THE CATCHINESS OF CODE-SWITCHING:
PLURILINGUALISM IN CATCHY (A ROMANIAN WOMEN'S E-ZINE)

Daniela HAISAN?

Article history: Received 3 August 2022; Revised 16 October 2022; Accepted 28 October 2022;
Available online 20 December 2022; Available print 30 December 2022.
©2022 Studia UBB Philologia. Published by Babes-Bolyai University.

@@@@ This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-
rr-aa NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License

ABSTRACT. The Catchiness of Code-Switching: Plurilingualism in Catchy (A
Romanian Women'’s E-Zine). This case study investigates code-switching as a
salient feature of women'’s online magazines. The corpus is made up of textual
material posted on catchy.ro, self-proclaimed “the only premium-luxury-e-zine
in Romania which privileges editorial content”. In the first instance, Daniela
Haisan will look into the plurilingualism which characterises the structure and site
map of the online magazine, and then into the plurilingualism which singularises
the (feature) articles as narratives about identity, filtered through subjective
experiences of everyday life. Four major criteria are taken into account when
analysing the corpus: visual embeddedness, preferred embedded language(s),
types of code-switching (tag-switching, inter-sentential switching, and intra-
sentential switching), and morphology of the embedded language. The main
conclusions are that code-switching is used in order to make a statement about
the writer’s identity while fostering a rapport with the target group of readers,
and that it is less a sign of language decline as it is of a gradual movement
towards informality.

Keywords: code-switching, (women’s) e-zine, discourse analysis

REZUMAT. Caracterul proliferant al schimbadrii de cod: Plurilingvismul din
Catchy (o revista romdneascd online pentru femei). Prezentul studiu de caz
investigheaza schimbarea de cod ca trasatura distinctiva a revistelor online pentru
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femei. Corpusul este alcatuit din texte postate pe catchy.ro, autoproclamata
“singura revista online romaneasca premium-luxury in care continutul editorial
este primul cel pretuit”. Intr-o prima instanti, vom analiza plurilingvismul care
caracterizeaza structura si harta site-ului revistei, apoi plurilingvismul care
particularizeaza articolele si editorialele ca naratiuni despre identitate, filtrate
prin experientele subiective ale vietii de zi cu zi. Patru criterii majore sunt luate
in considerare in analiza corpusului: integrarea grafica a elementelor din limba
englezd, limba/limbile secundare preferate, tipuri de schimbare de cod (tipul
tag, intra- si inter-propozitionale) si aspecte morfologice ale limbii secundare.
Principalele concluzii privesc folosirea schimbarii de cod ca declaratie si
afirmare a identitatii scriitorului online dar si ca modalitate de a stabili o relatie
de afinitate cu grupul-tinta de cititori; schimbarea de cod este interpretata nu
atat ca simptom al deteriorarii limbii, cat mai ales al unei deplasari treptate
catre registrul informal.

Cuvinte-cheie: schimbare de cod, revistd online (pentru femei), analiza discursului

Introduction

The object of the present paper is, broadly speaking, code-switching
within the (computer-mediated) discourse of popular culture. While a vast
amount of research has been done on spoken code-switching, this case study
investigates the proliferation of anglicisms in women’s e-writing based on a
corpus of a few hundred feature articles in a Romanian online magazine, Catchy.
The more and more common Romanian/English code-switching is seen as a
(perfectly explicable) trend in online communication rather than a threat to the
Romanian language, and as a way for writers to shape self-identity while also
strengthening group identity.

The choice of a topic which lies at the confluence of discourse analysis,
sociolinguistics, and psycholinguistics naturally entails a discussion of a variety
of issues such as plurilingualism, code-mixing (here, used interchangeably with
code-switching), e-writing, (women'’s) language, etc., which will be succinctly
addressed in what follows. This, however, being a case study rather than a fully-
fledged research scheme, it will refer to the corpus at hand as illustrative of a
more general linguistic phenomenon, thus aiming to provide a complement to
previous research on Romanian/English code-switching, which focused mainly
on the impact of English on Romanian (Zafiu 2001; Cocu 2016), on the speech
of Romanian immigrants in English-speaking countries (Ene 2001; Bancu 2013,
2014), or on the code-switching patterns of Romanian/English bilinguals born
and living in Romania (Greavu 2022).
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The study relies on a recent (2015-2021) sample of posts (selected on
account of pertinence and representativity of women’s language and code-
switching at the same) retrievable from https://www.catchy.ro/, which are
subject to qualitative and (occasionally) quantitative examination. The main
research questions have to do with the form and function of Romanian/English
code-switching in women’s magazines. How visible are linguistic varieties in
the over-all text? What types of code-switching are used? What types of words
are being code-switched? To what extent are practices like these born of a real
need due to a gap in the Romanian lexicon? How do the Catchy writers’/editors’
linguistic practices reflect and impact issues like language and social change?

1. Code-Switching as Part and Parcel of Online Plurilingualism

Plurilingual is generally employed to describe someone who speaks
several languages (more than three, advisably, otherwise the right term is
bilingual or trilingual), while multilingual can refer to territories, social groups
or types of media in which several languages coexist - this assumption, however,
does not change the fact that they may at times be used interchangeably. For
Rainier Grutman, for instance, multilingualism “evokes the co-presence of two
or more languages (in a given society, text or individual)” (Grutman 2001, 157).
What is more, “the presence of a single loanword can theoretically be considered a
minimal requirement for a text to be identified as multilingual” (158). The co-
presence of languages may, if used consistently, lead to lexical interference in
the form of borrowings, calques, semantic extensions, or may simply occur as
code-switching.

In linguistics, code-switching, style-shifting, or language alternation is
the practice of moving back and forth between two different languages, or
between two different dialects or registers of one and the same language.
Known to occur far more often in conversation than in writing, code-switching
has, in time, turned into one of the most significant markers of online writing.
Online multilingualism/plurilingualism is not only about websites translated
into several languages; it is increasingly about individuals indulging in code-
mixing when they text, write emails, or submit a blog post.

The general premise of code-switching is that there is always one
dominant, preferred language—which Carol Myers-Scotton (2006, 244) likes to
call matrix language—which sets the morphosyntactic frame of the bilingual
clause and consequently dictates word-order and influences the choice of
inflections. The other language—the embedded language, in Myers-Scotton’s
terms—simply supplies some content words (nouns, adjectives, verbs) or tag
phrases; it is, therefore, ‘tolerated’ by the matrix language: sometimes functional,
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and sometimes purely ornamental. In our case study, the matrix language is
Romanian, while English fulfils the role of a secondary, embedded language
(occasionally contrasted with French).

Current research normally takes into account three types of code-
switching (see Poplack 1980; Romaine 1995):

1) tag switching (the insertion of an embedded language tag in an utterance
which is entirely phrased in the matrix language, without syntactic rule
violation)

2) inter-sentential switching (the alternation between two languages,
which occurs at sentence boundaries, with one sentence in the matrix
language and then the next in the embedded language)

3) intra-sentential switching (the switching that occurs inside the same
clause or sentence).

There are several functions code-switching performs. As inventoried by
William B. Gudykunst (2004), they range from hiding fluency or memory problems
in the second(ary) language to exerting control, marking the passage from
informal/casual situations to a more formal/professional context, announcing
specific identities, aligning speakers with others in specific situations, and
facilitating interpersonal relationships. As for the reasons to switch codes, they
are even more numerous and diverse (e.g. they are useful when one is trying to
change the topic, quote somebody, express solidarity or gratitude, clarify
specific concepts, express group identity or fit in, etc.). As far as our corpus is
concerned, intra-sentential switching appears to be the most common, and one
of the main functions it fulfils is that of constructing a specific identity of/for
the Romanian consumer of women'’s genres such as online magazines.

2. Women'’s Language

The subtle, peripheral, yet steady process of identity construction in an
ever-shifting digital culture has already been scrutinised by many researchers.
Sherry Turkle, among others, relies on metaphor to sum up the stupendous
reverberations the Internet has had around the world and on our sense of self:

At one level, the computer is a tool. It helps us write, keep track of our
accounts, and communicate with others. Beyond this, the computer offers
us both new models of mind and a new medium on which to project our
ideas and fantasies. Most recently, the computer has become even more
than tool and mirror: we are able to step through the looking glass. We
are learning to live in virtual worlds (Turkle 1997, 9).
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For Turkle, these new models of mind have led to a flexible, fragmentary self,
lacking stability and changing constantly due to a different kind of communication
between its parts.

Gender, although socially and discursively constructed rather than genetically
inherited, is usually a dependable parameter when it comes to group identity
delimitation and delineation. The strict polarity of masculine vs. feminine might
have long fallen out of fashion but the issue of gender will probably never become
obsolete. Judith Butler, who writes that “gender is in no way a stable identity or
locus of agency from which various acts proceed; rather, it is an identity tenuously
constituted in time - an identity instituted through a stylized repetition of acts”
(Butler 1988, 519), provides a useful insight into identity construction, which
needs to be constantly negotiated (with oneself as well as among one’s fellows).

Defined in the specialised literature as both “language restricted in use
to women and language descriptive of women alone” (Lakoff 1973, 48), women's
language has long been seen as working against women’s identity. The (in)famous
differences pointed out by Lakoff (1973) in the choice and frequency of lexical
items (e.g. women’s use of precise colour terms and of evaluative adjectives; the
reluctance to use swear words) and pragma-discursive features (e.g. tags,
indirectness, lack of assertiveness) are still (partially) valid today. Mulac and
Lundell (1995) analysed descriptive essays written by college students in terms
of “male language variables” (such as judgmental adjectives and elliptical sentences)
and “female language variables” (for example, references to emotion and hedge
words), with a 75% rate of inferring the identity of the writer. Baron (2008)
conducted a similar experiment and found out that “[i]f males were more likely
to use contractions, females were the prime users of emoticons” (65).

Women's language if often described as a language of intimacy. Bullock
and Toribio (2009, 104), while evoking John ]. Gumperz’ (1976) semantic approach
to code-switching, speak about a we-code (minority language, commonly associated
with in-group activities, and informality) versus a they-code (majority language,
associated with formal speech).

Women's writing still relies a lot on the subjective experiences of ordinary
life; it is there that the narrative of the self is most vividly formulated; it is there
that the reflexive positioning of the self is most transparent - which is why
(online) women'’s magazines make up a highly convenient corpus for analysing
code-switching as a means of self-assertiveness but also of group assertiveness.

3. The Corpus

Catchy.ro, which provides the primary source data we will be relying
upon in what follows, recommends itself as “the only Romanian premium-
luxury magazine online in which editorial content comes first, out of respect for
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you, our readers”2 It also claims to focus on essential topics3 and to invite both
sexes to pitch in, in a provocative yet stridency-free manner+.

The e-zine (started in 2010) has a variety of ‘columns’ which range from
politics to charity and from movie recommendations to fashion. It also contains
numerous personal and lifestyle entries, which usually blend in the commercial
content.

While all column titles (and sometimes article titles, too) are in English,
this is not a bilingual site properly speaking, as it does not provide articles in
both languages: Romanian and English. The online publication is thus introduced
as a “Romanian” magazine (as far as the blurb says), it displays English titles
throughout the website, and the editorial content allows English words and phrases
on an ad libitum basis to be grafted on a basically Romanian blueprint. Here and
there, all sorts of messages flash on the screen, with an obvious conative function
(e.g. “Hi, itis July 31st 2022. Have a nice evening!” or “Subscribe to our newsletter!”),
meant to create a friendly, familiar environment computer literate readers can
enjoy. The website not only practises code-switching, it practically flaunts it.

The ‘checkered’ quality of the interface is as refreshing as it is puzzling.
The readers’ expectations of finding a well-written English text behind the English
title that caught their eye are accordingly baffled by the discovery of a piece of
writing barely tinged with Englishness. On the other hand, readers with only an
approximate knowledge of English might be dissuaded from reading further.

The title of the e-zine (Catchy), together with its subtitle (like a woman)
points explicitly to women as target readers. The features of the ideal target
reader can be inferred from a special section of the website which advertises
jobs and which lists the qualities of the project manager the Catchy.ro team
(made up exclusively of women) are seeking: “studii superioare” [higher education],
“experienta, preferabil online” [work experience, preferably online], English
proficiency, and familiarity with the idiosyncrasies of the contemporary 30+
woman as well as with luxury brands on the Romanian market. The profile of
the Catchy reader is thus a knowledgeable, computer-literate, anglophone woman,
a young yet mature professional. The very polysemy of catchy is reflected in both
the interface and the editorial content: appealing and easily remembered
pictures and topics, on the one hand, but also potentially deceptive headlines and
occasionally spasmodic texts (given the linguistic indeterminacy and intermittence).

There are seven different thematic sections (aesthetics, culture, social
life, domestic life), with a variable number of sub-sections, some of which with
mantra-like English titles:

2 “Singura revistd online roméneascd premium-luxury in care continutul editorial este primul
cel pretuit, din respect pentru voi, cititorii nostri.”
s »

3 “Noi povestim doar despre lucrurile care conteaza.
4 “Provocator, dar fara stridente.”
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1) Look at me (sub-sections: Beauty, Fashion, Shopping Spree)

2) Live with me (sub-sections: Deco, Dine & Wine, Go Green, Healthy You,
Naturally Savvy)

3) Love me (sub-sections: Help me!, Men Talk, Talk Tabu, Yes or No)

4) Catchy Zone (sub-sections: Arts & Entertainment, Astro, Cars & Gadgets,
Handpicked News, Read me, Start up, Travel)

5) Catchy W (sub-sections: Editor’s Picks, Nitty-Gritty, The Happiness Project,
Women R Us)

6) Catchy Events

7) World.

Quantitatively, the e-zine offers compelling data: over 20,000 articles
posted since 2010; 36 guest writers (personalities like journalist Rodica Culcer,
feminist philosopher Mihaela Miroiu, editorialist Lelia Munteanu, translator
and film critic Irina Nistor, poet Florin laru, translator and prose writer Radu
Paraschivescu, theatre and film director Alexandru Tocilescu, etc.); 222 senior
contributors; 298 junior contributors.

As expected, digital advertising (pop-up ads and native ads included) is
profuse; luxury items are crucial in delineating the model of femininity the
magazine proposes, as they promote consumerism under the guise of self-
improvement. The fact that Look at me is placed first is definitely not at random,
but in keeping with the ‘makeover’ feature, the infallible gimmick in every
women'’s magazine. It is, again, a matter of strengthening group identity:

The seductiveness of this formula, in which an ordinary reader is transformed
by professional attention to her clothes, hair and make-up, lies in its
ability to play both on our desire (‘I could look that good’) and our guilt
(‘why don’t I look that good?’). It goes to the heart of a powerful fantasy
for women in consumerist cultures, namely that such surface alterations
as losing weight or cutting your hair will somehow transform your whole
life and personality.

This fantasy—perfectly encapsulated in the women’s magazine cliché of
the ‘new you’—is one most men do not seem to share (Cameron 1995, 173).

Other common themes, like relationships, travel, abuse, health, sexuality,
motherhood, or movies, also deal with issues the target readers can become
interested in and identify themselves with, but they get significantly less
editorial and ad space.

Nevertheless, the ‘personal’ texts are the ones forming the bedrock of
the magazine, turning into an arena for self-expression. Readers are invited to
contribute to the e-zine and personal experience is relied upon in order to
distinguish between relevant and irrelevant topics. As noted by Ballaster et al.
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(1991, 87-88), a crucial feature of women’s magazines is the reader’s
contributions in the form of letters and true-life stories, because women'’s
magazines assume a shared experience, a commonality between women.
Personalised, relatable language, and the focus on the self is what characterizses
these stories which often take the form of some sort of group therapy.

4. Corpus Analysis

Our corpus was both ‘manually’ and ‘automatically’ handled, the feature
articles between 2015 and 2021 being scrutinised and selected (17 out of
14,000) in accordance with a significant occurrence of code-switching. In
analysing the proposed selection, we resorted to four main criteria, namely:

1) visual embeddedness

2) preferred embedded language(s)

3) types of code-switching

4) morphology of the embedded language.

4.1. Visual Embeddedness

We already highlighted the fact that code-switching is so ostentatious
on Catchy.ro that readers cannot but be struck by it as soon they reach the
magazine’s main page, and this is due to the fact that the main titles are in
English, not in Romanian. This does not mean, however, that the words or
phrases from a language other than Romanian (usually, English) are always
graphically marked (by italics, for instance). In fact, in about 45% of the cases,
they are unmarked. Or, as Rainier Grutman rightly observed, “[t]he impact
(rhetorical, stylistic, etc.) of linguistic varieties depends as much on the ways in
which they are visually embedded in the over-all text as on the values attached
to them in extra-textual (i.e. real) society” (Grutman 2001, 158). The 45% of the
English elements which are not italicised are highly significant, as they put
code-mixing forward as a perfectly acceptable phenomenon, with English terms
used not as coherence-disrupting exoticisms, but rather as natural interferences
in the Romanian text, as if they had already been adopted as such by the matrix
language. Here are two such examples® (penny universities and skin care) in
their respective contexts. As neither penny universities nor skin care is italicised
in the ‘original’ text, we reproduce them as such:

5 All the examples (E1-E17) are included in the Appendix, at the end of the paper, together with
the exact title of the articles they were extracted from, the title of the sub-section they were
published in, the author of the article and the date.
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E1: ..unele locuri percepeau o taxa de un penny la intrare, ceea ce a dus
sila o porecla pentru ele - penny universities, recunoscandu-li-se functia
educativa. [..some of those coffee shops used to charge an entrance fee,
which earned them a nickname - penny universities, thus acknowledging
their educational function.]®

E2:..am stat ore in sir la soare uitdnd de SPF doar pentru ca momentul
mi se parea mult mai important decat acel aspect de skin care. [I stayed in
the sun for hours on end, forgetting about SPF just because that particular
moment seemed to me much more important than the skin care aspect.]

Other recurring words which are never italicised are trend and trendy. Trend,
for example, which occurs in 385 texts, is never in italics.

Once quotations were left out, we were still able to find some anglicisms
written between inverted commas, too few to count, statistically (e.g. mindfulness,
update, for fun), all the more so as some of them were used ironically.

Paradoxically, even if English words are almost never explained (an
explanation, definiton or paraphrase would make them stand out graphically,
by means of parentheses, dashes or footnotes), they are sometimes used to
explain terms in other languages, like Turkish (v. imaret”) or even a Romanian
term which is meant as a mocking calque of an English one (bulion8 for bullying),
on account of phonetic similarity.

E3: Exista si varianta imaret-urilor, un fel de soup kitchens, multe facand
parte din asezaminte religioase. [You could also consider the imarets as an
alternative, a kind of soup kitchens, many of which belonging to religious
settlements.]

E4: ..o colega, hater-ita de-a mea, a facut bulion cu mine (adica bullying) cum
ca am ochii grasi. [..a colleague, hater of mine, bulion-ed me (meaning she
bullied me) on account of having fat eyes.]

Only exceptionally are linguistic interferences translated, and then, it is the
editor, not the author, who clarifies the meaning, as in the following example:

E5: ..se stie ca un anume Boulanger a deschis un stabiliment in 1765
unde vindea supe (stock/bouillon) considerate restorative - hence the
name of the restaurant. (n. red: vindecatoare - iata deci de unde vine

6 Literal back-translation between brackets is always mine.

7 Imaret refers to a public soup kitchen built throughout the Ottoman Empire from the 14th to
the 19th centuries, which could be part of a larger complex serving as hospice for pilgrims or
travellers (see Singer 2004).

8 Literally, bulion (from French bouillon) is either broth or tomato sauce.
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numele restaurant). [..it is well-known that one Boulanger opened an
establishment in 1765 where he sold soups (stock/bouillon) considered
restorative — hence the name of the restaurant. (editor’s note: healing -
hence the name of the restaurant).]

4. 2. Preferred Embedded Language(s)

Even if Romanian/English code-switching is the primary concern of the
present paper, we cannot overlook the fact that English is not the only
embedded language present in the corpus. French, Spanish, and Latin are also
used, if sparingly. Given that the influence of French on Romanian has had
centuries to decant and stabilise, interspersing texts (whether oral or written)
with French is felt as natural, scholarly, classy, whereas English elements are
still perceived as somehow forced, and often informal. Je ne sais quoi appears
quite a few times in the corpus without italics, just like the recurring haute-
couturier and bouclé. As expected, most French words are found in articles
about cuisine, fashion, decoration, and furniture, and are not really necessary;
they are used either for local colour or in order to flabbergast readers with a
superior kind of knowledge or professionalism. Making a slalom between
English and French is also common.

E6: Cateva lampi sunt blue toile® (le ador, a propos). [..] E o babilonie
aceastd Incdpere [...], un bric-a-brac cu oarece sens si stil. [A few of the lamps
are blue canvas (I adore them, by the way). [...] This room is the ultimate
chaos [...], a jumble of things with barely a drop of meaning and style.]

Mention must be made of the fact that even though some of the French words
have long been assimilated into the Romanian language and acquired a Romanian
spelling (e.g. apropo for a propos; boucle for bouclé), the authors quoted above
seem to favour the French orthography. This is obviously a matter of deliberate
choice, intended to make a statement about the power of multilingualism as a
prerogative of modern-day professionals.

4.3. Types of Code-Switching

Of the three known types of code-mixing, intersentential switching is
the least common. The example below is one of the very few we could find in

9 Toile is the French word for fabric, linen cloth, or canvas. The term entered the English language in
the 12th century but many modern-day dictionaries do not mention it anymore. Nowadays, it is
commonly used to refer to the original design aesthetic of the fabric manufactured in the town of
Jouy-en-Josas (toile de Jouy - linen printed with romantic, pastoral patterns in a single colour - usually
blue, black, or red), in the suburbs of Paris, from 1760 until 1821 (see also Gril-Mariotte 2015).
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hundreds of posts on catchy.ro. The switch to English makes sense in the context,
as it is meant to draw attention to an interesting fact: the text speaks about
eating out in Pompeii, the city destroyed in the eruption of Mount Vesuvius in
AD 79, but the way they used to bake bread back then clearly indicates a pizza
ancestor:

E7: ..pdinea se cocea cu rozmarin, usuturoi, ulei de masline, branza si
anchois, in cuptor cu lemne; (wait a minute, did somebody say pizza?)
[..bread used to be baked with rosemary, garlic, olive oil, cheese and
anchovy, in a wood-fire oven; (wait a minute, did somebody say pizza?)]

Tag-switching is much better represented than intersentential switching in the
given corpus (one instance occurring as a sequel to one of the examples already
meantioned above):

E4: ...0 colega, hater-itd de-a mea, a facut bulion cu mine (adica bullying)
cum ca am ochii grasi. I mean, Ochii grasi?! Ochii???? [..a colleague of
mine, who hated me, bulion-ed me (meaning she bullied me) on account
of having fat eyes. | mean, fat eyes?! Eyes??77?]

The main functions tag-switching fufills in our corpus actually have to do with the
introduction of supplemental information, which is usually an expression of a
particular emotional reaction.

I mean, in the example above, which insinuates itself into the text (given
its regular font), is paradoxically more striking than any other type of typographical
emphasis. It is used not so much for clarification as to express outrage at the
very act of bullying as well as at the absurd reason which triggered it.

Speaking of which, in the next example, has the purpose of introducing
parenthetical information, whereas clotted cream is probably used for lack of
an exact equivalent in Romanian (or is it because the text addresses women,
who are supposed to be food aficionados?):

E8: ..se spune ca sultanul Ahmed al Ill-lea [...] isi trimitea vizirul [...] pe
strazi, sa 1i aduca zilnic dulciurile preferate. Speaking of which, trebuie sa
spun ca existau magazine ce vindeau cofeturi cu clotted cream. [..they
say sultan Ahmed III used to send his vizier to go out and bring him his
favourite sweets on a daily basis. Speaking of which, | have to say they
had shops which sold clotted cream confectionery.]

Wrong, on the other hand, delivers a verdict at the end of a long paragraph
bantering poor writers.
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E9: Tu nu ai nevoie sa citesti, pentru ca tu stii. Wrong!!! [You don’t need
to read anything because you already know everything. Wrong!!!]

Intrasentential switching is by far the most common type of switching in
general, a fact supported by our findings, too. We can see in the examples below
that resorting to English was not really called for. Using parenting when you
have “educatie parentald” [parental education] or “cresterea copiilor” [children’s
upbringing] at your disposal and using gender when you have got “gen” or “sex”
are deliberate choices of words, due not to necessity but to the fact that bilinguals
are sometimes so used to these words (both parenting and gender being widely
debated topics) that they may seem more meaningful, more evocative in English
than in their native tongue. The Internet facilitates access to knowledge but as this
knowledge is often phrased in English, it is the English terms that stick to memory.
English terms such as parenting and gender encapsulate the years people spent
reading about the respective topics, and this makes the two words more
appealing, more flavourful, and more relevant conceptually.

E10: Parenting si gender in zilele noastre... [Parenting and gender nowadays...]

Cook shops, eating houses, fine dining, take-out, and street food are all examples
of specialised terms from the gastronomic field; their choice instead of the
Romanian counterparts is also the consequence of their weight as concepts. They
also manage to express a well-established reality in a more synthetical (thus
economical) way.

E11: Daca voiai sa mananci in oras, in Imperiul Otoman, aveai varianta
unor cook shops si eating houses, ambele cu abordari variate ale mancarii.
[If you wanted to eat out, in the Ottoman Empire, you could always go to
a sort of cook shops and eating houses - both of which offering a variety
of approaches to food.]

E12: Restaurantele de fine dining faceau asadar take-out inca de la aparitie,
ce spuneti de asta? [Fine dining restaurants have practised take-out ever
since they appeared for the first time, how about that?]

E13: Si tot ca atunci, street food nu era o mancare a saracilor, ci a pofticiosilor
de orice rang; ... [And, just like back then, street food was not the food of
the poor, but rather of all sorts of foodies.]

Using terms from the contemporary American culture to describe the oriental

cuisine of a time long gone (e.g. the Antiquity, the Middle Ages) in a Romanian
text may be unusual, but this polyphony seems to be motivated by a desire to
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‘domesticate’ the exotic culture by allowing readers to relate to concepts they
might be more familiar with.

Other terms, like open-minded and the place to be, are probably among
the most relevant examples of Romanian/English code-switching: they are definitely
not necessary in the context, they certainly do not replace Romanian phrases
which are difficult to retrieve from memory, they simply exist to emphasise the
writer’s desire to casually but proudly display her English competence, of imprinting
the text with something which the group she is supposed to represent will
instantly recognize and accept.

E14: ..in Romania, oamenii Imi par mai conservatori, insa eu sunt cat se
poate de open-minded. [In Romania, people seem to be resistant to change,
but I am as open-minded as can be.]

E15: In vara lui 79 AD, ultima din viata urbei, hanul lui Primus era the
place to be In Pompei. [In the summer of AD 79, the last the city got to
witness, Primus’ inn was the place to be in Pompeii.]

4.4. Morphology of the Embedded Language

There are two morphological issues of interest here: one regards the
different word classes found within the English switches in our data, and the
other regards their degree of morphological integration in the matrix language
(i.e. Romanian).

Nouns and noun phrases clearly dominate the classes of switched elements
(more than half of the elements being bare nouns), followed by modifiers (mostly
adjectives, among which trendy, with a total of 162 occurrences).

Some of the elements retain their source-language morphemes (e.g. the
plural or participle morpheme: e.g. bullies, bullying, bullied), while uninflected forms
are also present (see street food above), but most of them are morphologically
integrated into Romanian. For example:

= the Romanian plural morpheme -uri is commonly attached to an
English stem (as in look-uri)
= afeminine suffix like -itd is attached to an English stem (as in hater-itd)

Sometimes, a masculine indefinite article introduces an English noun
the counterpart of which is, in Romanian, a feminine noun (e.g. un [a] full body
reconstruction [approx. o remodelare corporala completa - with the feminine
noun remodelare as head of the noun phrase]).

199



DANIELA HAISAN

E16: Unul dintre cele mai bune look-uri a fost o rochie mini... [One of the
best outfits - literally, looks — was a mini-skirt...]

E17: In acelasi timp, mi-ar plicea si am casa [..] caldd si sarmanti ca
un cottage in Dorset... [At the same time, | would like my house to be
warm and charming like a cottage in Dorset...]

The fact the inflectional morphology comes more often than not from the matrix
language (i.e. Romanian) actually validates the so-called “principle of the matrix
language frame” proposed by Meyers-Scotton (2002, 92), which postulates the
grammatical supremacy of the preferred language over the embedded one, and
also Sridhar and Sridhar’s (1980) hypothesis that the guest language adjusts to
the syntax and semantics of the host language.

Conclusions

Relatively few of the English elements in our corpus designate cutting-
edge or exotic concepts for which Romanian lacks an accepted equivalent. Most
of them are high-frequency terms with easily retrievable counterparts in
Romanian (see, for instance, the preference for the French orthography of a
propos). Code-switching is thus used in order to make a statement about the
writer’s identity (i.e. a well informed, computer-literate, anglophone professional,
creative enough to enjoy code-switching) while fostering a rapport with the
target group of readers which is thought to welcome code-mixing, although, as
pointed out by Rainier Grutman, “writing that makes use of more than one
language does not necessarily presuppose a polyglot public, though its deciphering
more often than not requires some imagination” (Grutman 2001, 158).

The presence of English words and phrases in these texts has to do with
two things: the target readers (which are assumed to be young and avid
technology users) and the movement towards informality in writing?0. It is part
of a language of intimacy, of bonding, of inclusiveness. The embedded language
(namely English, in this particular context) functions like the minority language
of the we-code delineated by Bullock and Toribio (2009, 104): the more
informal the language, the more persuasive.

Romanian/English code-switching is thus more of a fad than a need (as
far as our corpus is concerned), and the often superfluous use of English terms
may well fuel the purists’ anxiety about anglicisms spoiling the Romanian

10 Cf “The most obvious influence of Internet language on traditional writing is to reinforce two
ongoing tendencies we have already described. One of these is strengthening the role of writing as
a representation of informal spoken language. [..] A less obvious effect of the Internet on writing
is the increasing uncertainty that many of us feel about whether a clump of language should be
one word, a hyphenated word, or two words.” (Baron 2008, 177)

200



THE CATCHINESS OF CODE-SWITCHING: PLURILINGUALISM IN CATCHY (A ROMANIAN WOMEN'S E-ZINE)

language. “Will the English-dominated Internet spell the end of other tongues?”,
David Crystal asks in the preamble of one of his books (Crystal 2006, 1), and his
answer comes promptly: “I do not see the Internet being the death of languages,
but the reverse” (275). What we need to do is distinguish between language
change and language decline: “Since yesterday’s change is often today’s norm,
we may simply need to wait long enough before an innovation stops being
treated with opprobrium by language elites.” (Baron 2008, 161-162). Words
like (fast-)food, bullying, take-away, or take-out are taken into account and listed
as borrowings in DOOM 3 (2022), but they were not at the time these feature
articles were written.

What Catchy.ro attempts in its persistent, sometimes non-judicious
code-switching, is to offer a snapshot: not of the current stage of the Romanian
language but of a stage in women’s emancipation in an otherwise conservative
society. It strives to construct empowering fictions, it encourages self-reflection
and self-assertiveness, it ultimately capitalises on the catchiness of (Internet)
English in order to draw the potential readers in.
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APPENDIX
No. Example Article/Sub-Section Author Date
..unele locuri Istorii pe pdine. Eating out 4.
percepeau o taxd deun | Cafenele revolutionare/
penny la intrare, ceea ce Dine & Wine
E1 a dus sila o porecla Adriana March 13
pentru ele - penny | https://www.catchy.ro/ist Sohodoleanu 2021
universities, orii-pe-paine-eating-out-4-
recunoscandu-li-se cafenelele-
functia educativa. revolutionare/165182
..am stat ore in sir la Nu sunt o femeie
soare uitdnd de SPF doar frumoasd/Talk Tabu
pentru cd momentul mi . R April 4
k2 se parea mult mai https://www.catchy.ro/ Corina Bezdiga 2022
important decat acel nu-sunt-o-femeie-
aspect de skin care. frumoasa/173320
Exista si varianta Istorii pe paine. Eating out 2.
imaret-urilor, un fel de Imperiul Otoman/
soup kitchens, multe Dine & Wine Adriana March 13
E3 facand parte din Sohodoleanu 2021
asezaminte religioase. | https://www.catchy.ro/ist
orii-pe-paine-eating-out-2-
imperiul-otoman/165178
..0 colega, hater-itd de-a| Dacd o cunoasteti cumva pe
mea, a facut bulion cu | D-na Premenopauzd, spuneti-i
mine (adica bullying) cd e de porc/Talk Tabu
cum ca am ochii grasi. | December 10
E4 mean, Ochii grasi?! https://www.catchy.ro/ Erika Bloj 2021
Ochii???? daca-o-cunoasteti-cumva-
pe-d-na-premenopauza-sa-
i-spuneti-va-rog-ca-e-de-
porc/171154
..se stie cd un anume | Istorii pe paine. Eating out
Boulanger a deschis un | 5. Let Them eat Cake, she
stabiliment in 1765 said/Dine & Wine
unde vindea supe
(stock/bouillion) https://www.catchy.ro/ .
E5 | considerate restorative |istorii-pe-paine-eating-out- Adriana March 15
- hence the name of the | 5-let-them-eat-cake-she- Sohodoleanu 2021

restaurant. (n. red:

vindecatoare - iatad deci

de unde vine numele
restaurant).

said/166251
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No. Example Article/Sub-Section Author Date
Cateva lampi sunt blue Paisley/Deco
E6 toile (le ad.or' aprop OS); https://www.catchy.ro/ Marius September 27
[..] E o babilonie aceasta ! .
incapere [..], un bric-d- paisley/101065 Constantinescu 2016
brac cu oarece sens si stil.
-.painea se cocea cu | [storii pe paine. Eating out
rozmarin, usuturoi, ulei| 7. pompei/Dine & Wine
E7 de masline, branza si Adriana January 15
anchois; in cuptor cu | httI_)_Si/ / WV‘_’W-CatC_hY-FO/ Sohodoleanu 2021
lemne; (wait a minute, istorii-pe-paine-eating-out-
did somebody say pizza?) 1-pompei/165032
..se spune ca sultanul | Istorii pe paine. Eating out 2.
Ahmed al Ill-lea [...] isi Imperiul Otoman/
trimitea vizirul [...] pe Dine & Wine
strazi, sa 1i aduca zilnic )

ES dulciurile preferate. |. httI,)_S_'/ / _www._catchy .{'o/ § Adriana March 13
Speaking of which, IStOI'II. pe-paine eating-out Sohodoleanu 2021
trebuie s3 spun ci 2-imperiul-otoman/

. . 165178
existau magazine ce
vindeau cofeturi
cu clotted cream.
Nu te-a inteles nimeni? Ai
Tu nu ai nevoie si scris prost!/Life Bites
E9 | citesti, pentru ca tu stii loana Duda January 12
2t >t | https://www.catchy.ro/ 2015
Wrong!!! nu-te-a-inteles-nimeni-ai-
scris-prost/66567
Siacum, eu ce sd-i
’ o dort raspund?!/Talk Tabu v 22
arenting si gender in u
E10 zilelegniaitre... https://www.catchy.ro/ | RamonaDogaru ]23,22
si-acum-eu-ce-i-
raspund/174546
Daci voiai si minanci | Istori pe paine. Eating out 2.
in oras, in Imperiul Im%e'riufgomt?'man/
Otoman, aveai varianta ne ne )
E11 unor cook shops si . Adriana March 13
. ps 3 https://www.catchy.ro/ Sohodoleanu 2021
eating houses, ambele |jstorij-pe-paine-eating-out-
cu abordari variate ale 2-imperiul-otoman/
mancarii. 165178
Istorii pe paine. Eating out
Restaurantele de fine | > Let Zh/i)m eagi ?;{(e, she
dining ficeau asadar saia/Uine & Wine .
E12 tgke-out inci . ; Adriana March 15
https://www.catchy.ro/ist|  Sohodoleanu 2021

de la aparitie,
ce spuneti de asta?

orii-pe-paine-eating-out-5-
let-them-eat-cake-she-
said/166251
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No. Example Article/Sub-Section Author Date
Istorii pe paine. Eating out 2.
Si tot ca atunci, Im[lJ)elriuLOIi/f;‘man/
ine ine
13 | mancare s siracior Adriana | March 13
. > * | https://www.catchy.ro/ Sohodoleanu 2021
cra pf)ftlc10$1lor de |istorii-pe-paine-eating-out-
orice rang; ... 2-imperiul-otoman/
165178
..In Romania, oamenii Jiacum, eu ce sd-I
imi par mai rdaspund?!/Talk Tabu uly 22
E14 Conservzitorl, insa eu https://www.catchy.ro/si- Ramona Dogaru 23’22
sunt cat se poate acum-eu-ce-i-
de open-minded. raspund/174546
R Istorii pe paine. Eating out 1.
Invaralui 79 AD, ultima|  pompei/Dine & Wine
E15 din viata urbei, hanul Adriana January 15
lui Primus era the place | https://www.catchy.ro/ Sohodoleanu 2021
to be in Pompei. istorii-pe-paine-eating-out-
1-pompei/165032
Elie Saab la Paris Fashion
Week dupd doi ani - o
explozie de culoare/Fashion
Unul dintre cele mai
E16 bune look-uri a fost https://www.catchy.ro/ Catchy ]an;(z)ig 27
o rochie mini... elie-saab-la-paris-fashion-
week-dupa-doi-ani-o-
explozie-de-culoare/
171923
In acelasi timp, mi-ar Paisley/Deco
E17 placea sd am casa [...] Marius September 27
caldi si sarmantica | https://www.catchy.ro/ | Constantinescu 2016
un cottage in Dorset... paisley/101065
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ABSTRACT. Attitudes towards Romglish in Online Discourse. As English has
become a global language, it has also become the language of computer-
mediated communication. The online medium has offered the ideal space for
English to enter in contact with multiple other languages and, as a result, to
contribute to the formation of new varieties. In Romania, this new variety is
Romgleza or Romglish, a combination of Romanian and English that is used
especially by, but not limited to the younger generations. However, language
change does not come easy and, although it has been around for quite a while,
Romglish is still considered as improper by some. The present paper analyses
two sets of online comments in order to identify attitudes towards Romglish
and the language ideologies behind them. To this end, monoglossic ideologies,
such as the standard language ideology (Milroy 2001) and the purist ideology
(Langer & Davies 2005) will be taken as references when analysing the online
comments. The data focuses mainly on two online sources: the Stirile Kanal D
Facebook page and an Elforum thread, and it shows that rather than singular
and static, language ideologies are multiple and rather fluid, with many online
users displaying both monoglossic and heteroglossic ideologies.

Keywords: language ideologies, heteroglossic ideologies, monoglossic ideologies,
attitudes, Romglish, online discourse

REZUMAT. Atitudini relativ la romgleza din discursul online. Engleza este
atat o limba globala cat silimba comunicarii mediate de calculator. Mediul online a
oferit un spatiu ideal pentru ca engleza sa intre in contact cu numeroase alte limbi
si, astfel, sa contribuie la formarea unor noi varietati. in Romania, aceasti noui
varietate este romgleza sau Romglish, o combinatie Intre romana si engleza
care este folosita mai ales de catre tanara generatie, dar nu numai. Schimbarea

1 Alina OLTEAN-CIMPEAN is a Junior Lecturer at the English Department of the Faculty of
Letters of the Babes-Bolyai University. With a wider interest in sociolinguistics, her research
topics include multilingualism, code-switching, language ideologies, and online language use.
Email: alina.oltean@ubbcluj.ro.
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insa nu este usoara si, desi exista de ceva vreme, romgleza este considerata inca
nepotrivita de cdtre unele persoane. Prezenta lucrare analizeaza doua seturi de
comentarii online pentru a identifica atitudini fata de romgleza si ideologiile
lingvistice care le influenteazi. in acest scop, ideologii monoglose, precum
ideologia limbii standard (Milroy 2001) si ideologia purista (Langer & Davies
2005) vor fi luate in considerare. Datele culese sunt din doua surse online: pagina
de Facebook pentru Stirile Kanal D si discutia de la o postare de pe Elforum.
Acestea arata ca ideologiile lingvistice nu sunt singulare si statice, ci multiple
si mai degraba fluide, utilizatorii online prezentand atat ideologii monoglose
cat si heteroglose.

Cuvinte-cheie: ideologii lingvistice, ideologii heteroglose, ideologii monoglose,
atitudini, romglezd, discurs online

Introduction

Language ideologies are representative of speakers’ beliefs and
attitudes towards languages and they can shape and/or influence language use.
However, language ideologies go beyond this since “they include the values,
practices and beliefs associated with language use by speakers, and the discourse
which constructs values and beliefs at state, institutional, national and global
levels” (Blackledge 2005, 32). As aresult, language ideologies are not just about
languages and have influences both at the individual and the societal levels.
Furthermore, “language ideologies contribute to the production and reproduction
of social difference, constructing some languages and varieties as of greater
worth than other languages and varieties” (Blackledge 2005, 33). This comes as
a result of giving more prestige to certain languages and/or language varieties
to the detriment of others (e.g. considering the official language or the standard
variety as better than other existing languages or varieties).

Language ideologies can be generally divided into monoglossic and
heteroglossic ideologies. The former consider that monolingualism should be
the norm since linguistic homogeneity is regarded as necessary for national
unity and identity, which are generally seen as threatened by multilingualism.
The latter on the other hand generally consider multilingualism as something
positive, viewing differences as assets, thus promoting inclusion rather than
assimilation. However,

[v]ery often, multilingual societies which apparently tolerate or promote
heterogeneity in fact undervalue or appear to ignore the linguistic diversity
of their populace. A liberal orientation to equality of opportunity for all
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may mask an ideological drive towards homogeneity, a drive which
potentially marginalises or excludes those who either refuse, or are
unwilling, to conform. (Blackledge 2005, 34-35)

Thus, both types of ideologies can ignore the linguistic variety and the actual
linguistic practices of its speakers since both can promote one or some
languages over another. For instance, in order to promote and even protect
diversity the EU has created the Framework Convention for the Protection of
National Minorities (FCPNM) and the European Charter for Regional or Minority
Languages (ECRML). However, as even the names of these documents show, they
do not cover new minorities and their languages. Moreover, even countries that
do not have an official language still promote one national language over others.
This is the case of Australia where, according to their Home Affairs website,
English “connects us together and is an important unifying element of Australian
society. English language proficiency is a key contributor to better educational
and employment outcomes and social participation levels”. Thus, English as
their national language creates unity, which shows that at least a certain level
of homogeneity is the desirable state. Furthermore, while promoting equality
in terms of opportunity, there is also a covert promotion of homogeneity.

In terms of monoglossic ideologies, there are four prevalent ones that
are generally encountered among individuals: the one nation - one language
ideology, the standard language ideology, the mother tongue ideology, and the
purist ideology. The one nation - one language ideology connects language to
state-formation since, for the latter to succeed, people need to be united under
one homogeneous language. This can be done by choosing one language and/or
language variety that is considered more prestigious than others. Thus, “by
promoting invariance and uniformity in language structure [...] [standardization]
consists of the imposition of [this] uniformity upon a class of objects” (Milroy
2001, 530) without taking into account the existing linguistic diversity. Similarly,
the mother-tongue ideology is based on the idea that each individual has one
mother tongue (MT) (Weber & Horner 2012). However, there is no clear definition
and, according to Skutnabb-Kangas (1988) MTs can be defined based on
various criteria. As a result, promoting language singularity is ignoring the
actual linguistic realities of speakers.

Lastly, similar to all the previous ideologies, the purist ideology promotes
one language variety over others. However, purism seems to draw the interest of
both linguists and laypersons since

ordinary speakers with many different mother tongues and with no

formal training in linguistics [...] share certain belief about what language
is, how it develops or should develop, whether it has good or bad qualities,
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etc. [...] [and additionally] there is the recurrent phenomenon that
speakers of alanguage agree that the state of their language is in decline,
that it contains too many words from informal varieties, that it is
threatened by modernising and foreign influences: in short, that it was
better in the olden days and that nowadays something needs to be done
to restore it to its former glory. (Langer & Davies 2005, 1)

Since people generally feel a strong connection to language, there is a significant
interest in it, which can also lead to strong viewpoints on the matter, especially
when changes start occurring, in what would be called “folk linguistics” (Langer
& Davies 2005, 1). It should be mentioned that the so-called decline of the
language could be caused by both internal (e.g. elements from informal varieties)
or external (e.g. foreign elements) (Langer & Davies 2005, 3) depending on
whether a more restrictive or permissive definition of purism is given.
Furthermore, according to Langer and Davies (2005), purism is not interested
only in removing undesirable elements but also in maintaining desirable ones,
although subjectivity is generally at the basis of this differentiation. This also
directly connects this ideology to the standard language one since “before one
can remove elements from a linguistic norm, one has to have a linguistic norm”
(Langer & Davies 2005, 4). This would mean that individuals would turn to
dictionaries, for instance, in search of the desirable forms. However, this leads
to a contradiction according to Langer and Davies (2005) since “linguistic folk
turn to a standard dictionary to find out what standard is, but when they find
things that they do not consider to be standard they reject the dictionary -
hence the question is, why do they ever turn to the dictionary rather than trust
their own judgement in the first place!” (9). This was encountered in one of the
comments analysed for the present paper as well. In it, a Facebook user
criticises the coordinator of the new Romanian dictionary, who is a researcher
at the lorgu Iordan - Al. Rosetti Institute of Linguistics, for deciding to introduce
over 3.500 words from other languages

I saw and heard the Romanian professor from the Institute of Linguistics
speak (on the news), the one who “coordinated and decided” the introduction
of over 3.500 words from other languages in DEX! She was stuttering

2 Amvazut-o si auzit-o vorbind pe profesoara de limba romana de la institutul lingvistic (la stiri).
Cea care a “coordonat si decis” introducerea in dex a peste 3.500 de cuvinte din alte limbi! Se
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Thus, because this user did not agree with the introduction of the new words,
they turn against the linguist seen as responsible for this. Interestingly, they do
not seem to turn against the dictionary itself. It should be mentioned that folk
linguistics also involves a lack of knowledge about how language and/or
dictionaries work. For instance, critics such as the one mentioned, do not seem
familiar with the fact that the introduction of new words in a dictionary does not
mean that they become the norm but rather that these words are encountered
often enough in general speech that they need to be acknowledged. Furthermore,
words introduced in the dictionary in one edition can just as well be removed
from future editions.

The four mentioned ideologies, although discussed separately, are
interconnected since they all promote the same idea of homogeneity and
singularity. Furthermore, as previously mentioned, heteroglossic ideologies
can lead to ideals similar to monoglossic ones. This makes the discussion
about ideologies more complex since “on a societal and an individual level one
will not be able to identify only one single ideology rather everyone is
influenced by multiple discourses and will display different language ideologies
depending on time and place” (Iversen & Mkandawire 2020, 37). Thus, like
languages, ideologies are not fixed entities but rather fluid and can change over
time and according to context (Blackledge, 2005). For example, previous research
conducted by this author (Oltean-Cimpean 2019, 2021) has shown that young
adults who are multilingual can have multiple ideologies, both monoglossic and
heteroglossic, depending on the context and the subject of discussion. The
present paper is interested in analysing comments from two comment threads
in order to identify attitudes towards Romglish and if and what language
ideologies influence them.

Online Discourses and Attitudes towards Romglish

Although language ideologies have always been encountered in the
public discourse, the development and spread of the Internet has allowed ever
more individuals to express their views and attitudes towards languages. For
instance, since the 2010s there have been multiple news pieces or blog entries
that discuss and, mainly criticise, the changes in language use encountered
among Romanian expats.3 The included comment sections criticised in part the
expats for forgetting Romanian and using words from a different language as

3 See https://www.gabrielursan.ro/dragi-romani-din-strainatate-care-ati-venit-in-vizita/ and
https://www.nasul.tv/romanii-intorsi-in-tara-in-vacanta-de-vara-au-primit-o-lectie-de-la-
vanzatorii-buticurilor-se-fac-ca-au-uitat-limba-romana-si-pocesc-cuvintele-asa-ca-au-fost-
intampinati-cu-un-anunt-fabulos-va-r/comment-page-1/
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well. Initially the discussions were mainly about expats from Italy who were
criticised for forgetting (or “pretending to forget”) their MT. However, the focus
of the discussion switched once English started to increasingly influence
language change among people living in Romania.

Over the years English has reached the level of global language mediated
by various reasons ranging from economic, mass media and international
communication to education and technology (Crystal 1997, 2008). This influence
has become noticeable in Romania as well, especially starting with the 90s and,
in the 21st century, the interest shown towards English has only increased. On
the one hand, English has gained ground in the educational system (now the
language can be studied starting with kindergarten). On the other hand, a growth
in access to mass media has increased Romanian speakers’ contact with English. As
in the case of other language, this constant contact between English and Romanian
has given rise to a new language variety, namely Romglish (Romgleza).

The label Romglish has been used, in the public discourse, by both non-
linguists and linguists alike and, according to Visan (2016) it was “coined in the
90s by Eugen Simion [...], to refer to what he perceived as the increasing
hybridisation in the post-communist discourse of the Romanian media” (138).
Furthermore, Simion, when speaking about Romglish in a newspaper article,
stated that it was an “intolerable jargon which tends to spread like scabies and
to slutify language, to uglify it” (Visan 2016, 138 - her translation). Therefore,
the term Romglish has a pejorative connotation attached to it and it is used to
describe what is perceived as the decline of the language. Furthermore, this has
been noticed in other public discourses in the media as well. For instance, in
2018, in his show, “Pastila de limba” (The Language Pill - my translation),
author Radu Paraschivescu discusses “Ridiculous forms of expression in
‘Romglish” (my translation)* and begins his segment by defining Romglish as
“the hotchpotch of Romanian and English that Romanians sometimes use as a
form of expression” (my translation)s and by stating that it is a “risk that we do
not diminish by declaring ourselves scandalised, but by trying to explain why
some hybrid constructions are ridiculous and why it would be preferable to give
them up” (my translation)é. The words used when describing Romglish
(“hotchpotch”, “ridiculous”, “risk”) show that it is seen as an improper use of
the language but also as a threat to the integrity of Romanian. Furthermore, as
a conclusion to the segment, Paraschivescu states that “It is all about borrowing
in moderation, with discernment and to not transform necessity into

4 Explimadri ridicole in ,romgleza”

5 ghiveciul de roméana si engleza In care se exprimd uneori romanii

6 Romgleza este un risc pe care nu-l micsordam declarandu-ne scandalizati, ci incercand sa
explicdm de ce anumite exprimari hibride sunt ridicole si de ce e preferabil sa renuntam la ele
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haughtiness” (my translation)’. These statements reveal a desire for Romanian
homogeneity and that there is one correct version of the language and way in
which language change should take place. This view does not take into
consideration that languages are not fixed but fluid entities and that speakers
influence language change. These views also shape the general understanding
of what Romglish means, namely “to loosely designate those cases which are
perceived as “excessive borrowings” (especially for those lexical borrowings
from English that do not undergo morphophonological adaptation) or for the
adaptation of lexical elements or phrasal constituents from English into
Romanian, such as calques, and sometimes for the cases of code-mixing [and
code-switching] [...]” (Visan 2016, 138). This understanding can be noticed in
some of the reactions found in public discourses, with many of them related to
what is called “corporate jargon”8, which generally involves various degrees of
code-switching and is considered as improper language.

This interpretation of Romglish is reminiscent of the position George
Pruteanu had in the early to mid-2000s. In his view, new words were welcome
into the language as long as they were necessary and they were “integrated in
the system, assimilated [..] according to Romanian rules of writing and
pronunciation” (Pruteanu 2007). As a result, Pruteanu supported words such as
chic, mouse, click, look, hacker, airbag as long as they underwent an adaptation to
the Romanian system in the form of sic, maus, clic, luc, hekdr, erbeg (Pruteanu
2007). Although Pruteanu considered that Romanian needed to be protected
and separated new words into good and bad borrowings, his more nuanced
perspective is more in line with that of some linguists.

In her 2016 article, Visan analyses two interviews on the topic with two
well-known and appreciated linguists, namely Rodica Zafiu and Marius Sala. As
shown by the analyses, both linguists show purist overtones in their answer to
various degrees. For instance, Zafiu takes a more moderate position stating that
what she does not agree with are linguistic calques rather than borrowing itself
since they “interfere there where they aren’t needed and modify the existing
structures of that language” (Visan 2016, 140 - her translation and emphasis).
Sala, on the other hand, shows more purist overtones in his answers, referring
to borrowings (especially those from American-English) as a “passing fashion
(practised especially by snobbish semiliterate people)” (Visan 2016, 141 - her
translation and emphasis). While neither of the linguists adopts a strong purist

7 Totul e sa importi cu masura, cu discerndamant, si sa nu transformi necesitatea in fandoseala

8 See https://cluju.ro/romgleza-cuvinte-ridicole-folosite-in-multinationale-si-nu-numai/,
https://razvanpascu.ro/2011/05/27 /gandim-si-vorbim-romgleza-am-decat-o-ideea-about-
that/, https://adevarul.ro/educatie/scoala/conversatii-romgleza-vorbeste-multinationale-
afecteaza-limba-romana-1_54d22472448e03c0fd45e794 /index.html.

213


https://cluju.ro/romgleza-cuvinte-ridicole-folosite-in-multinationale-si-nu-numai/
https://razvanpascu.ro/2011/05/27/gandim-si-vorbim-romgleza-am-decat-o-ideea-about-that/
https://razvanpascu.ro/2011/05/27/gandim-si-vorbim-romgleza-am-decat-o-ideea-about-that/

ALINA OLTEAN-CIMPEAN

ideology, they both promote the notion of a “proper Romanian” (Visan 2016)
that is homogeneous. Thus, they seem to adhere to more monoglossic
ideologies while also mentioning the benefit of some borrowings. Moreover, if
we consider Sala’s perspective, there is quite the negative view of people who
use these words borrowed from English, making most likely a covert reference
to the use of code-switching more than anything else. This might also be
reminiscent of a more traditional view of multilinguals, namely that they are
two or more monolinguals in one body and, as a result, they should use each of
the known languages independently.

A similar perspective can be noticed in Dragomirescu and Nicolae’s
2011 book on language mistakes (book that is a part of the “Viata cuvintelor” /
The Life of Words Series (my translation) and coordinated by Marius Sala). In
it, they have a chapter dedicated to Romglish, namely “Romgleza noastra cea de
toate zilele” (Our Daily Romglish - my translation) where they start the section
on borrowings stating that instead of adopting a purist view, they decided “to
let the language decide what it will keep or not from this wave of Anglicisms”
(my translation)® (Dragomirescu&Nicolae 2011, 31-32). However, they
conclude the section by stating that “some recent English borrowings [...], which,
although, at times, welcome in the technical fields in which they were borrowed,
extended their meaning and replace, without justification, already existing words”
(my translation)!0 (Dragomirescu&Nicolae 2011, 32). Moreover, in a previous
section, Dragomirescu and Nicolae (2011) mention that the English influence is
not negative but that such language changes “can easily become language
mistakes, if they do not respect rules, if they are rather individual than
systematic, if they do not fit in the stylistic register in which they appear” (my
translation)!! (31). Even though the two linguists do not adhere to a purist
perspective, there are still monoglossic ideologies that seem to guide their
position. For instance, there is a separation between proper and improper
borrowings - this in fact reminds of the purist ideology, borrowings need to
respect a certain register and pattern - this reminds of the standard ideology,
and, finally, the statements seem to ignore the actual linguistic (multilingual)
practices of Romanian speakers.

The importance of the positions presented by linguists in the public
discourse stem from the fact that non-linguists look at these positions as

9 sdlasam limba sa decida ce va pastra si ce nu din valul acesta de anglicisme

10 ynele imprumuturi recente din engleza [...], care, desi sunt, uneori, bine-venite in domeniile
tehnice in care au fost imprumutate, s-au extins in afara acestor domenii, si-au largit sensul si
inlocuiesc, fara justificare, cuvinte deja existente

11 pot trece cu usurintd in domeniul greselilor de limbd, daca nu respect regulile, daca nu sunt
sistematice, ci individuale, daca nu se potrivesc registrului stilistic in care apar
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guidelines, even when they disagree with them. Furthermore, politicians and
policy-makers might ask for these experts’ opinions on the current state of the
language. This was noticeable in the 2000s when the so-called Pruteanu Law,
which stipulated in part that correct Romanian should be used everywhere in
the country, came into effect. Thus, these public positions can influence both
individual and social perspectives and even policies.

Analysis and Discussion

For the analysis of attitudes towards Romglish in online discourse, two
main platforms were selected, namely Facebook and Elforum. The comments
chosen for analysis are from a KanalD news piece on Romglish (Facebook) and
those from a thread on Romglish (Elforum). Both sources are fairly recent, with
the KanalD video being posted in January 2022, while the thread on Elforum is
from August 2021. Additionally, at the moment of selection, the Facebook post
had 193 comments from 149 users, while the Elforum thread had 83 messages
from 23 users.

Romglish: An English invasion or the new ‘golden’ Romanian

The news piece has as a topic Romglish and, under the title “Limba
romang, asaltata de englezd” (Romanian Invaded by English - my translation),
it presents how the younger generation increasingly uses English words while
also showing interviews with young people stating, in short, that they feel
comfortable enough with English to use it very often (they give some examples
as well) and that they sometimes think in English rather than Romanian. The
piece also includes a short interview with a linguist who mentions code-
switching as used especially by young people “either because the words are
specialised in a field or because we seem cooler” (my translation)!2. The news
piece ends by stating that over 3000 English words were introduced in the
latest version of the dictionary and by mentioning that “linguists say that the
purpose is to establish the manner in which [these words] are written correctly
[and] not to replace Romanian words” (my translation)!3. Although the news
piece in itself is not the focus of the present paper, it should be mentioned that
it is representative of a media discourse that is critical towards Romglish and
one that covertly promotes monoglossic ideologies, mainly purist and standard
language ideologies. This can be noticed in the use of the word “invaded” in the
title which implies that English is attacking the integrity of Romanian. Moreover, it

12 fie pentru ca termenii sunt specializati unui domeniu, fie pentru ca parem mai cool
13 lingvistii spun ca scopul este stabilirea modului in care [cuvintele] se scriu corect [si] nu
inlocuirea cuvintelor romanesti
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is stated that the combinations between Romanian and English are made “by
ear”, with the rest of the piece reminding viewers how young people choose
English even though there are Romanian equivalents. Furthermore, the news
piece separates English users between proper and improper ones by
mentioning that linguists use English terms as well but “knowingly” (“in
cunostinta de cauza” - my translation). Certainly, what this news piece fails to
do is consider the actual linguistic practices of speakers by implying that there
is only one proper way of using language in Romania and even the interviewed
linguist seems to contribute to this idea.

This news piece has elicited quite a few responses, both in terms of
reactions (through the 7 Facebook emojis) and comments. Thus, there were
674 reactions (316 like emojis, 255 laugh emojis, 71 angry emojis, 14 sad
emojis, 7 wow emojis, 6 love emojis, and 5 care emojis) and 193 comments from
149 individuals, with only 17 people writing multiple comments (one person
wrote 20 messages of which 18 were the same comment posted multiple times).
As it can be noticed from the numbers given for reactions, only 85 individuals
had negative reactions to the news piece. This is different from the comments
since out of the 193 comments only about 14 individual comments could be
considered positive or somewhat positive, with the majority being quite negative
(a few even including insults towards young people in general and the ones in
the video in particular).

Unlike the Facebook comment thread, the Elforum thread has the format
of a conversation with most users actually discussing the topic rather than
simply reacting to it. The original poster (OP) created the post because they
disliked Romglish, which they defined as “that strange neo-Romanian language”
(“Acea strutocamila de neo limba romaneasca” - my translation), and there are
too few people “preoccupied by the mutilation of Romanian” (“preocupati de
pocirea limbii romane” - my translation). Moreover, Pascu’s blog entry on the
topic of Romglish is used as a conversation starter. While, similar to the
Facebook comment thread, most users show a degree of dislike towards
Romglish, one of the main differences is that some users brought sources and
examples for their positions. For instance, one user posted a short article by
linguist Rodica Zafiu, another posted an article from a translator, while others
gave examples of words of foreign origin.

In terms of positive reactions, most of the 14 Facebook comments make
an attempt at explaining why people use Romglish or why people dislike the
use of Romglish as shown in the following examples:

“It’s not about forgetting Romanian. It’s just that some words sound
better in English” (my translation)14

14 Nu e vorba de uitarea limbii romane. Doar cd unele cuvinte suna mai bine in engleza.
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“C'mon stop criticising so much ‘cause the Chinese and Indians and
others around that area + many African nations use English, so we are
talking about aprox 3 of the global population...” (my translation)!5
“Oh, c’'mon what’s the problem ‘cause I don’t get it... I think it would be
best for all of us to switch to English and be done with it... that’s the
problem, that we speak in English also, it is worse when you don’t know
it and you need it... as if your pension would increase if they would only
speak in Romanian.” (my translation)16

“I think that you are offended that you don’t know English my favourite
patriots, I kiss you” (my translation)?

These comments, at first sight, show that these individuals have no issues with
the use of Romglish. In fact, the last comment includes the use of Romglish (“va
kiss”). However, language ideologies can be noticed in their positions as well.
For instance, in all four examples there is more prestige given to English to the
detriment of Romanian prompted by statements such as “some words sound
better in English” and “approx. % of the global population” speak it, “it would
be best for all of us to switch to English and be done with it”.

There were also three individuals on Facebook who tried to give more
comprehensive explanations, with one repeating the same message 18 times in
the comment thread stating that “movies are in English, documentaries
(history, geography, chemistry biology ones etc) are in English as well, other
explanations [are] in English, jokes [are] in English and so on. After all of these
English will certainly come to mind first” (my translation)!8. The other two
comments come as a response to someone who called the use of Romglish “a
disgrace” and “snobbery”:

“it’s not snobbery ma’am, they are exposed to too much English content
and the Romanian content on TV is most often of poor quality, so they
don’t accumulate a rich enough vocabulary in their mother tongue” (my
translation)1?

15 Hai nu mai criticati atata ca si chinezii si indienii si dilalti de pe acolo + multe natii africane
folosesc engleza, deci vorbim de aprox 34 din populatia globului...

16 Ete fleosc si care e problema ca nu inteleg... cred ca mai bine trecem toti pe engleza si gata... aia
e problema ca vorbim si in engleza, e mai prost atunci cand nu o stii si ai nevoie de ea... de parca
daca o sa vorbeasca astia doar romana va creste voua pensia.

17 cred ca sunteti ofensati ca nu stiti engleza patriotii mei preferati, va kiss

18 filmele sunt in limba engleza, documentarele (de istorie, geografie, chimie biologie etc) sunt si
ele in engleza si tot asa. Dupa toate astea sigur ca iti vine in minte intai engleza

19 nu este snobism doamna, sunt expusi la prea mult continut in engleza iar continutul romanesc
este de cele mai multe ori de proasta calitate, asa ca nu acumuleaza un vocabular destul de
extins in limba materna
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“Ma’am, you have no idea what you are talking about. Language change
is the norm, it is not a shameful situation. The Internet helps with a
faster spread but this was happening for thousands of years before it
was invented. In the 19t century Romanian was terraformed by the then
academy through French, we have expressions from them, cultural
customs, jokes, +50% of the Romanian modern vocabulary is borrowed
from French. What you are saying about how kids speak today the peasants
from the 19t century were saying about your present language. The
‘vulgarisation’ of a language is a natural life process. Why do you speak
Romanian instead of Latin? It’s actually in reverse, the ‘literary and
unaltered form’ of a language is a 20t-century Balkan concept and you
are snobbish through the lack of understanding of the subject’s realities”
(my translation)20

As it can be noticed, two of these comments use too much access to English content
as a cause for Romglish. In both cases it seems to be a matter of prestige since
there is a preference for English. In the second comment this is made clearer by
mentioning the “poor quality” of “the Romanian content on TV”. Furthermore, in
this comment there is the implication that this makes one deficient in Romanian,
i.e. their MT. Therefore, here as well, language ideologies seem to guide their
interpretation of language use. Moreover, the complexity of language ideologies
can be identified here since contact with English is not necessarily considered
negative, and while more prestige is given to English the MT (which is singularly
in the form of Romanian) is seen as suffering from this contact.

There were users who tried to explain why Romglish is used on the
Elforum thread as well. For instance, one user mentioned how Romanian
language use can be influenced when the language is only used at home and for
a small number of hours a day, while also stating that they “avoid as much as
possible mixing words from different languages — some uses seem forced and
strange. However, sometimes, a foreign word can be more relevant in a
discussion than the Romanian equivalent” (my translation)?21, Others stated that

20 Doamnd, nu aveti habar ce vorbiti.Schimbarea unei limbi este norma,nu este vreo situatie
rusinoasa.Internetul ajuta la raspandirea mai rapida dar asta se intampld de mii de ani inainte
ca el sa fie inventat. In secolul 19 limba roména a fost teraformata de academia de atunci prin
limba francezd,avem expresii de la ei,obiceiuri culturale,glume,+50% din vocabularul roman
modern este imprumutat din franceza.Ce spuneti dumneavoastra de ce vorbesc copii (sic) azi
au spus taranii secolului 19 despre limba dumneavoastra de azi.,Vulgarizarea” unei limbi este
un proces natural al vietii.Dumneavoastra de ce vorbiti romana ci nu latina? Tocmai ca eare
(sic) invers,,forma literara” si nealteratd a unei limbi este un concept al secolului 20 in balcani
iar snobismul il prezentati dumneavoastra prin lipsa intelegerii realitatii subiectului

Evit cat pot amestecul de cuvinte din limbi diferite - unele exprimari par fortate si ciudate. Dar,
uneori, un cuvant strain poate fi mai relevant intr-o discutie decat echivalentul romanesc, chiar
de pare bizar sa o zic asa.
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“Romanian is alive and over generations it has borrowed words from
all cultures with a great influence [...]. Generally, the persons who use
borrowings from other languages do it because it is fashionable or
because that’s the manner of speaking in their social circles. There are
also those bilingual persons who, when having a language lapse make
use of the known foreign language instead of stuttering or having a
blockage (mainly consisting in emigrants). Another category that is less
understood and known is that of persons who have studied and are
practicing a profession [...] in a foreign language” (my translation)?2
“Romanian is not a dead language [...] not limited to what to [...] what
the Academy has approved, but a live one [...] that is changing daily -
becoming enriched- according to communicational necessities,[...] [and
these changes] need to be made quickly and thus they are often made
through “shortcuts”, a shortcut being represented even by quickly borrowing
-directly!- from English [...] some words, expressions or shortenings,
without trying or waiting for the adaptation, translation or introduction
of some equivalent Romanian expressions” (my translation)?23

In these comments both monoglossic and heteroglossic ideologies can be
identified. For instance, while they view borrowings as normal, these users also
consider that there is a norm and that Romglish is a departure from said norm.
This is shown through the use of words such as “fashionable”, “strange”,
“shortcuts”. Furthermore, their views do not include all speakers and all linguistic
practices since they are limited to certain categories of people (e.g. emigrants).
Thus, Romglish is seen more as an exception rather than something that
happens regularly. Additionally, there is a clear reference to standard language
both on Facebook and Elforum through the mentioning of the Academy, which
shows a more prescriptive view on language.

This more prescriptive view is noticeable in other Elforum comments as
well. Although none of the users here seemed to be against borrowing words

22 limba romana este o limba vie care de-a lungul generatilor (sic) a imprumutat cuvinte din toate
culturile cu influenta mare [...]. In general persoalele (sic) care folosesc cuvinte imprumutate din
ale (sic) limbi o fac pentru ca e la moda sau din cauza ca in cercurile sociale in care se regasesc
acela e modul usual de vorbire. Mai sunt si acele persoanele (sic) bilingve care in momentele
de lapsus in loc sa se balbaie sau blocheze se ajuta de limba straina cunoscuta (majoritar
compusa din emigranti). O alta categorie mai putin inteleasa sau cunoscuta e acee (sic) a
persoanelor care au invatat si practica o meserie [...] intr-o limba straina.

Limba romana nu este o limba moarta [...] nu este limitata [...] la ceea ce a aprobat Academia,
ci este o limba vie [...] care se schimba -se imbogateste- in fiecare zi pe masura necesitatilor de
comunicare, [...] [si aceste schimbari] trebuiesc facute rapid si de aceea adesea se fac prin
multe “scurtaturi”, o scurtatura constituind-o inclusiv preluarea rapida - si de aceea directa!-
din engleza [..] a unor cuvinte, expresii sau prescurtari, fara a mai incerca sau astepta
adaptarea, traducerea ori introducerea unor expresii romanesti echivalente.
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from English, or another language, or using other languages beside Romanian,
they did consider that there is a right way to do this, namely when needed -
“when the translation changes the meaning” (“cand traducerea schimba sensul”
- my translation) -, and under “clear rules” (“reguli clare” - my translation) or
at least some “common sense rules” (“reguli de bun simt” - my translation).
Moreover, one of the users supports the introduction of neologisms but it
should be limited to them since “when speaking of shining, job, implementation,
banner, advertiser, slim, moisture, hair stylist, strike and many others etc. we're
talking about barbarisms. This doesn’t fall under language enrichment! And
neither does itlead to its improvement” (my translation)?24. Thus, while showing
heteroglossic ideologies as well, there is a tendency towards more monoglossic
ones. One language is considered as more prestigious, namely Romanian, and
in need of protection - this is implied through the mentioning of rules.
Furthermore, borrowings are divided into proper (neologisms or words from
specific fields or related to specific development) and improper ones. Thus,
there is a purist ideology here, as well as a standard language ideology since
there needs to exist an official body to decide on the appropriateness of words
and a variant of the language that would be considered the norm. This is quite
similar to Pruteanu’s position as well, especially when considering that the last
user adapted the English words to Romanian spelling.

As previously mentioned, the vast majority of comments show negative
views about young people and their use of Romglish. Similar to the positive
messages, language ideologies are shaping these attitudes as well. For instance,
a strong connection between language and identity could be noticed in
Facebook messages such as:

“we need to keep out identity ..... our values” (my translation)?2s

“I'm not saying it is bad to study in other languages as well, on the
contrary, but to avoid yours, or to mix it with other foreign words, seems
like you don’t love your people and their tongue. If they would be
educated in school and told that the Dacians were the first speakers of
Latin, from which all the other languages derive, maybe they would
understand and be proud of their own origin” (my translation)?2¢

24 Dar, cand vorbim de saining, job, implementare, bendr, advertisar, slim, moisture, hear stilist,
straic si multe etc. vorbim de barbarisme. Asta nu intra la categoria imbogatirii limbii! Si nici
nu duce la imbunatatirea ei.

25 trebuie sa ne pastram identitatea noastra .... valorile noastre

26 Nu spun ca e rau sa mai studiezi si alte limbi strdine, dimpotriva, dar ca sa o eviti pe a ta, sau
sa o amesteci cu alte cuvinte strdine, mi se pare ca nu-ti iubesti neamul cu graiul lui. Daca li s-
ar face educatie in scoald si s-ar povesti ca Dacii au fost primii vorbitori de lating, din care
deriva toate celelalte limbi, poate ar Intelege si ar fi mandri de propria lor origine.
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“I believe that this is a consequence of globalisation, of the present
increased spread of anti-Romanianism. The young should be reminded
of the many Romanian heroes who have fallen defending Romanian”
(my translation)??

From these messages, the connection that exists between language and identity,
in the case of some speakers, is quite clear, especially in the first comment.
These responses are also based on the presumption that there is one single,
homogeneous language that unites the speakers of the country - this is similar
to the one nation - one language ideology. Furthermore, in the third message
multilingualism (represented by globalisation) is seen as a threat to the Romanian
spirit, language, and even unity. There is also more prestige given to Romanian
than any other language through the mentioning of Dacians and the national
“heroes fallen while defending Romanian”. However, while promoting monoglossic
ideologies, these users ignore linguistic diversity both within the country’s territory
and within Romanian itself.

Monoglossic ideologies can be encountered in other Facebook comments
as well, as shown in the following examples:

“Such disgrace! Well-trained people who live abroad for tens of years have
not forgotten Romanian and some brats who live here don’t know how to
speak it anymore! This is snobbery, to not call it something else! They are
ashamed of their mother tongue! Bravo, Romania’s youth!” (my translation)28
“...you think in English but you don’t know how to write grammatically
correct in the language of the country you were born in...” (my translation)2°
““Breaking news, dance on ice, week end, Survivor, Extra night”! Crikey,
don’t we like Romanian anymore?” (my translation)30

“Dudes, speak in Romanian, aren’t you ashamed of yourselves? This is your
mother tongue, you were born with it, you live in Romania not America”
(my translation)31

“The new type of illiteracy: to try and speak a foreign language when you
can’t even correctly speak your mother tongue” (my translation)32

27 Eu cred ca acest fapt este o consecintd a globalizarii, a antiromanismului tot mai raspandite
astazi. Ar trebui sa li se aminteasca tinerilor cati eroi ai neamului romédnesc au murit de-a
lungul timpului pentru apararea limbi romane.

28 Mai mare rusinea! Oameni bine pregatiti care locuiesc de zeci de ani in strainatate nu au uitat
limba romana si niste plozi care stau aici nu mai stiu s-o vorbeasca ! Asta e snobism,ca sa nu
zic altfel ! Le (sic) se rusine cu limba materna !Bravo, tineretul Romaniei !

29 _.ginditi in engleza dar nu stiti sa scrieti corect gramatical limba tarii in care v-ati nascut...

30, Breaking news,dance on ice,week end,Survivor,Extra night”! Aoleu,Ib.romana nu ne mai place?

31 Vorbiti fratilor in limba romana ,nu va este rusine?Asta e limba voastra materna,cu ea v-ati

nascut,traiti in Romania nu in america (sic)

Noul gen de analfabetism: sa incerci sa vorbesti o limba straina cand nici macar pe limba

materna nu o poti vorbii (sic) corect.
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“I ask you, do you know how to speak Romanian correctly, or are you
ashamed of your own mother tongue ???” (my translation)33
“Romanian is beautiful, one of the most beautiful languages. I don’t
understand why they dirty it with other Anglicisms ?!” (my translation)3+

The language ideologies guiding these attitudes are mainly the standard
language, mother tongue and purist ideologies. The MT of the speakers in the
news piece is mentioned several times, showing that those commenting consider
that, on the one hand, speakers have only one MT and, on the other, that all
Romanians have the same MT. This was observed on Elforum as well when the
OP stated that “I've said it before, we either speak Romanian or we switch to
English as a mother tongue” (my translation)35. Furthermore, the MT is considered
as more prestigious and, also, as important for identity. Thus, using English is
considered “snobbery” and something that should make one feel ashamed. This
is pointed out in one of the comments where examples of English titles used on
Romanian television (e.g. Breaking News, Survivor) are given as criticism for not
choosing Romanian versions. Additionally, Romglish users are perceived as
lacking education and MT knowledge, as pointed out by an Elforum user: “To
know and use a foreign language regularly, has nothing to do with the mutilation
of Romanian! Snobs, the uneducated, the half-witted, use Romglish thinking
that they are showing us fools that they know English. No, they are in fact
showing us they have no clue about their mother tongue” (my translation)3e.
Moreover, there is one variety of Romanian, namely the standard one,
which is considered as correct and, thus more prestigious. This can be noticeable
in the comments about the correctness of the Romanian used by young people.
In terms of purism, part of the criticism is related to using English words, mixing
the two languages, with examples of individuals who have been living outside
Romania for several years and still know and use the language without code-
switching. In fact, this is presented like a badge of honour since it makes them
good Romanian users by comparison to the “brats”, “illiterate” Romglish users.
Furthermore, there were quite a few comments that, similar to one of the
comments above, used “dirty” when referring to the use of English words.

33 Eu va intreb stiti s vb romana corect, sau va este rusine sa vb propria limba materna ???

34 ]imba romana este frumoasa, una din cele mai frumoase limbi. Nu inteleg de ce o murdareste
cu alte englezisme ?!

35 Am mai zis si altd datd, ori vorbim limba romana ori trecem la limba engleza, ca limbad materna!...

36 A sti si folosi curent o limba straina, nu are nimic de-a face cu pocirea limbii romane! Snobii,
incultii, sfertodoctii, folosesc romgleza crezind ca ne arata, noua, fraierilor, ca stiu limba
engleza. Nu, ei ne arata, defapt (sic), ca habar nu au de limba materna.
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Final Remarks

The analysis of the comments chosen for the present paper has shown
that people’s attitudes towards Romglish are influenced by language ideologies.
Furthermore, both monoglossic and heteroglossic ideologies were identified
among both the Facebook and Elforum users. While most users from the two
sources held an overall negative attitude towards Romglish, there were some
positive comments as well. And yet, even comments that showed support for
Romglish had some underlying monoglossic views as well. Among the monoglossic
ideologies, the most common ones were the standard language, mother tongue
and purist ones. At the same time, most users exhibited multiple ideologies
rather than just one. This comes to show the complexity of language ideologies.

While the two sources had different formats with the Elforum thread
representing a conversation rather than simple reactions, similar attitudes were
encountered in both. Although the views and comments analysed do not necessarily
express the general views of Romanians, they could be seen as representative for
categories of individual who use and comment on the two platforms. Furthermore,
since the chosen sources offered comments from almost 200 individual users,
the findings can be considered relevant in terms of language ideologies, especially
when taken together with previous research done by this author.

What the present article can conclude is that language ideologies guide
and shape people’s attitudes towards and about language(s). Furthermore,
ideologies are not simple and fixed but rather complex and fluid, as there have
been multiple ideologies identified with single individuals. In addition, the views
that linguists have could be noticed among non-linguists as well. For instance, the
separation between good and bad borrowings, the adaptation of the spelling of
English words, the view that Romanian needs to be protected and that there is
a proper form of the language were all encountered both among the linguists
mentioned and among many of the users. Thus, this shows that public positions
on language(s) can influence the views and attitudes of non-linguists. However,
more extensive research is recommended, research that could take into account
various variables (e.g. age, sex, education) so that to attain a more comprehensive
understanding of language ideologies both among linguists and non-linguists.
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ABSTRACT. Is the Future Hybrid? An Analysis of Opportunities for Digital
Education. The year 2020 undoubtedly marked a turning point in education. The
abrupt passage to online teaching created an overwhelming feeling of uncertainty
regarding the aims, efficiency, and outcome of this type of educational endeavor.
Nevertheless, the two years with strict anti-epidemic measures and frustrating
lockdowns have opened an opportunity to rethink the in-person traditional
teaching experience. The current article wants to analyze the main concepts that
provide the framework for online teaching and to answer the following research
question: Are post pandemic undergraduate students more willing to use online
learning? The research method is based on responses to a questionnaire survey
sent to students in one subject area: legal studies. A SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses,
Opportunities, and Threats) analysis is then used to provide a framework to better
understand the present and future situation of online education. The conclusion
suggests that the recent online teaching experience changed students’ perception
on digital pedagogy, indicating a new direction to all educators.

Keywords: hybrid education, pandemic, digital skills, online learning, SWOT
analysis

REZUMAT. Va fi viitorul hibrid? O analiza de oportunitdti in educatia digitala.
Anul 2020 a marcat un punct de cotiturd in educatie. Trecerea abrupta la invatarea
online a creat un sentiment generalizat de incertitudine in ceea ce priveste
obiectivele, eficienta si finalitatea demersului didactic de acest tip. Cu toate
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acestea, cei doi ani presarati cu masuri anti-epidemice stricte si restrictii frustrante
au deschis perspectiva regandirii pedagogiei clasice. Articolul de fata isi propune
sa analizeze principalele concepte care au contribuit la modelarea unui cadru
pentru invatarea online si sd raspunda urmatoarei Intrebari: Sunt studentii
generatiei post-pandemie mai deschisi spre invatarea online? Metodologia utilizata
implica folosirea unui chestionar adresat unui grup de studenti In primul an de
studiu la Facultatea de Drept. In urma analizirii datelor si validarea intrebarii
propuse a fost utilizata analiza de tip SWOT.

Cuvinte-cheie: educatie hibridd, pandemie, competente digitale, invdtare online,
analizd SWOT

Motto: “A crisis is a terrible thing to waste.”
(Paul Romer)
Introduction

The current article uses this statement as a starting point because it sets
a rational perspective on how one should approach an unprecedented and
potentially negative situation. The coronavirus pandemic was a global challenge
for both communities and individuals in terms of coping with individual and
collective distress while adapting to new everyday situations. Nevertheless, the
Covid crisis brought to the surface broad opportunities in many sectors. In
education, it put forward a new paradigm: the pedagogy of online teaching and
learning. This involved an adaptation of learning practices with a sustained
effort from all the actors involved: institutions, teachers, and learners. But the
question is: will higher education return to known concepts and traditional
methods of teaching and learning in the post-pandemic period, or will the
digital transformation last beyond the pandemic?

Literature review

Why is the magic virtual world so alluring to people nowadays? To give
an answer to this question we need to look at some social and psychological
explanations of self-identity development in the age of networks. This introduction’s
aim is not to explore the topic in depth but to provide a framework for the
current research. The point is to understand how technology use has shaped
our lives and social interactions and to admit that it needs to be included in any
educational project. Thus, the literature review focuses first on making a link
between Mead'’s theory of social behaviorism and Turkle’s idea of identity in the
age of the Internet. The two visions are discussed because they help us educators
explain attitudes, preferences and choices made by our digital-native learners.
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In short, Mead’s thesis (Mead 1967) about “self” states that the self is
the result of a process of social communication that enables viewing oneself
from the perspective of others. A “self” has two components: “me” (which is a
phase of the self that displays a set of attitudes associated to the social group to
which one belongs) and “I” (a phase that responds to “me,” a construct consisting
of the several viewpoints of others reflected in separate roles). Without the
viewpoints of others that form the “me,” there would exist nothing to which the
“I” could respond. Without society’s offer to act several separate roles, a self
could not arise. Therefore, self is a social construct and people need to belong
to a social group and to communicate with its members to develop it.

More than forty years later S. Turkle approaches the issue of self-growth
and communication from a distinct perspective in a 2012 Ted Talk. She introduces
the syntagm “alone together” to define the realities of a new era in which technology
has subtly become part of everyday life reshaping human relationships. Without
grounding her thesis on social behaviorism, Turkle also shares an interest in
people’s inner identity and describes a new situation in which the self is
involved in a multitude of social interactions and performs several roles offered
by a diversity of social platforms, games, and Apps. She thinks that the self is
trapped in a network where communication is overly enhanced by using
tweets, emails, text messages that all have in common one thing: they do not
take place in real time. This way individuals could present the self as they want
it to be instead of revealing it spontaneously as in a face-to-face conversation.
In her opinion “I share therefore I am” is an illusion of companionship as far as
it does not involve the demands of friendship. Control (of attitude, words,
emotions) is preferred over intimacy that implies the openness of the self.

In her talk, Turkle describes a reality where technology has gone beyond
its primary role to help people in various aspects of their lives. This situation takes
us a step forward in researching the cause of these circumstances. Van Dijk
(2006) asks a fundamental question: “What are the causes of the rise of networks
in contemporary societies? (29) “He approaches the answer from two perspectives.
The first is a social explanation that emphasizes the need to use networks at
all levels of society: “The use of networking is an evident social need in an
individualizing society. Networks can be seen as the social counterparts of
individualization.” (2006, 29) On the labor market networking is an essential
ingredient for survival in competition (business) or societal demand (non-profit
organizations). His second explanation contains a historical viewpoint according to
which “Networks also cause a comprehensive restructuring of society at large.
They are breaking old modes of organization as they help organizations in their
search for new scale levels, new markets, and new ways to govern and control.”
(2006, 29). Furthermore, “networks have accelerated modernization” by supporting
globalization and socialization on the one hand and localization and individualization
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on the other (2006, 29). The network described by Van Dijk becomes this time
the place of “convergent architectures” (Papacharissi 2011) that “may provide
the stage for interaction, linking the individual, separately or simultaneously,
with multiple audiences.” (304). If we think in terms of the self and its needs
then, social networks provide an ideal nurturing sphere as they enable both
identity expression and community building. (Papacharissi 2011, 305)

The question posed at the beginning of the literature review section is
not rhetorical. The answer could be found in the theories presented that all share a
red thread: the inseparable need for development of the self and communication,
the feeling of belonging to a group without apparent effort, the illusion of having
control over situations and relationships. As the aim of the current article is to
clarify an issue related to online teaching, another question that should be
asked is the following: where do social and network theories meet pedagogy
and in what way are they connected? At a crossroads the self, the physical body,
and the machines meet and take the same route, following a common goal:
learning. In short, the connection between the theories described above lies in
the fact that they form a pool of models that can be used to describe and explain
the learning processes.

The next point of interest for the current research is to provide a framework
for online learning. To understand its roots and specificity, we will focus on clarifying
terms such as hybrid pedagogy, blended learning, and digital pedagogy.

Stommel (2012) defines hybrid pedagogy as “learning that happens both
in a classroom (or other physical space) and online”. In providing this definition
Stommel considers the physical space where the learning takes place. From this
perspective, according to the same author, the term hybrid sometimes overlaps
with the concept of blended learning. Though the two concepts are not similar.
The important distinction between the two is that the term “blended” describes
a practice whereas “hybrid” implies a methodological approach (Stommel 2012).
For this, hybrid pedagogy has “deeper resonances” because it brings “the sorts of
learning that happen in a physical place and the sorts of learning that happen in a
virtual place into a more engaged and dynamic conversation.” (Stommel 2012).

Although the name contains the word “digital,” digital pedagogy is not
an area of pedagogy that is reduced to the employment of technology in teaching.
It is a learning management system in which the space of learning is more fluid
and adaptable than teachers were used to. It is a learner centered system in
which the single, classical learning space is multiplied in different pieces, each
representing a learning environment for students. They should be able to
choose their own tools and use the web to support their learning. (Morris 2014)

The current article’s aim is to find out if post pandemic undergraduate
students are more willing to use online learning. It has three parts: a research
methodology section (that describes the method, participants and the tools
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involved in the study), results and discussion section (which presents the
outcome of the study and contrasts the data with a recent official European
Union document on the impact of the pandemic in education) and conclusions.

Research Methodology

The present research is a prospective, quantitative study using new
data collected for this purpose. It is based on the hypothetic-inferential method.
The main research instrument is a Google forms online questionnaire that
consists of a mix of ten close-ended (multiple choice or Likert scale) questions,
aiming to gather students’ perception and attitudes towards online learning
before and after 2020 (the year regarded as a cornerstone in teaching for both
teachers and learners). Quantitative data was analyzed through descriptive
statistics and interpreted by employing a SWOT analysis.

Forty-two participants filled in the questions in the survey. All of them
were first year undergraduate students at the Faculty of Law, Babes-Bolyai
University from which 30 were females and 12 were males. A link with the
online questionnaire was sent to them via email in May 2022. The data collection
time limit was set for June, the last month of the second semester of the
2020/2022 academic year. The online questionnaire was written in Romanian
(as this was the respondents’ mother tongue) to avoid a lack of answers due to
a low level of English. Students completed it anonymously, and each student
could fill it in only once. Before completion, students were fully informed about
the study’s aim and agreed to participate voluntarily. All questions were
mandatory and no exclusion criteria were set.

The variable element of the study is the major in Law that all the
undergraduate student responders have. Moreover, the research addressed
legal studies students at a particular point in time, therefore students at the
same university with a different major and from a different academic year could
have responded differently. This issue is responsible for one of the limitations
the research has. The other limitation is caused by the size of the group of
respondents. Forty-two students are a small number compared to the total
number of undergraduate students majoring in Law. Thus, data cannot be
generalized. Despite these limitations, the research provides an insight on the
degree to which perception on online learning has changed.

The research question posed was: Are post pandemic undergraduate
students more willing to use online learning? Data obtained from the survey
were put in a new framework employing a second research instrument meant
to extend the area for the initial research question. The aim is to correlate
undergraduate students’ willingness to study online with an educational offer.
Would such an initiative be regarded as justified? To find the answer to that
question we used SWOT, a type of analysis that was initially implemented in
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business to move forward with a strategic product. Its goal is to provide a template
that a business can use to identify strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and
threats for their product. In fact, the term SWOT is an acronym for these four
factors. In this type of analysis, the first two factors are internal (related to
organizational resources) whereas opportunities and threats, by contrast, are
external realities and refer to competition, the market, or changing trends that
could affect the company.

The first concern for the researcher was to find out if this type of template
could be used in a completely different field, namely, in education. The study of
online references related to the topic revealed that the SWOT analysis has been
employed as a trusted, reliable tool in education. Stoller (2020) used it as “a
time-honored tool for helping to formulate organizational strategy” in medical
education related research.

Orr (2013, 383) thinks that “A SWOT analysis of a teacher education
program or any program can be the driving force for implementing change. It is
one tool to use in a strategic planning process.” His suggestion is to use this tool
in any undergraduate or degree program to adjust curriculum, internships,
learning activities or education policies. In one of his articles Kundra (2018)
suggested that employing a SWOT analysis to give general solutions in planning
the post-elections course of education in Fiji would be beneficial. His opinion is
that, if SWOT is adapted for determining the objectives of educational planning
and identifying the internal and external factors that assist in achieving the set
objectives, it could be used as a reliable tool.

Results and discussion

The survey is made up of ten questions that can be grouped according
to their purpose in the following way:

¢ One set of questions has the aim to reveal respondents’ level of familiarity
with online learning before 2020 (Table 1);

e Three sets of questions aim to investigate respondents’ attitude
towards online learning before and after the coronavirus pandemic
(Table 2, 5, and Table 5);

e Two sets of questions want to explore the connection between the type
of online interaction the respondents used before 2020s and their ability
to access online learning during the pandemic (Table 3 and Table 4);

¢ One set of questions aims to reveal the respondent’s main difficulties in
accessing online learning (Table 7);
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e One set of questions wants to investigate respondents’ preference of
online learning activities (Table 8);

¢ One set of questions wants to explore respondents’ opinion on the crucial
element for successful online learning (Table 9);

e Onesetofquestions aims to find out respondents’ opinion on the importance
of including online courses in the education offer of universities (Table 10).

Table 1. Rating of respondents’ online learning abilities before the 2020 Covid pandemic

How would you rate your online learning abilities n (%)
before the 2020 Covid pandemic?
Particularly good 6 (14.3%)
Quite good 19 (45.2%)
Not good at all 17 (40.5%)

The purpose of this question was to determine if the respondents had
previous online learning experience. It must be mentioned that, before 2020,
online education was not accredited by the Ministry of Education in schools,
therefore the generalized type of learning was in-person. In Higher Education
it was accredited only for long distance and life-learning programs. This
peculiarity of the Romanian system of education made the step towards online
teaching extremely difficult for both teachers and students. In this context, the
reasonable high number of responders that admit to having particularly good
abilities (14.3%) and quite good abilities (45.2%) could be seen as comforting
for the class instructor and a good starting point for future online educational
endeavors. The three sets of questions in Table 2 and 5 and 6 are aimed at
revealing a change of attitude towards online learning.

Table 2. Respondents’ attitude towards online learning in 2020

How would you define your attitude towards online n (%)
learning before the 2020 Covid pandemic?
A useful way to acquire knowledge 11 (26.2%)
A way to acquire knowledge more useful in the future 12 (28.6%)
than it is now
A way of learning that could occasionally be used 24 (57.1%)
to enhance traditional methods

Table 2 contains the set of answers related to the year 2020. The results
here indicate that, at the time, the survey takers did not credit it as a useful way
to acquire knowledge (a low percentage of 26.2 agree with this statement).
Surprisingly, more than a quarter of them (28.6%) did not regard it as a way of
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acquiring new knowledge in the future. This could be an indication of the perspective
the responders, as learners, have on education, which was traditional, on-site and
in-person oriented. This could be the explanation for the fact that 57.1% of
them viewed online learning as a collateral tool for teaching that could have
been used occasionally to enhance traditional methods.

Table 5. The shift in responders’ attitude towards online learning in the last couple of years

Have the last two years changed your attitude n (%)
towards online learning?
Yes 30 (71.4%)
No 12 (28.6%)

Table 5 focuses on measuring if there is a shift in attitude after a two-
year online teaching and learning experience. The answers reveal an expected
and overwhelming “yes” (71.4%). This is a direct result of the fact that this type
of instruction was consistently used as the main educational tool in an
institutional framework during the pandemic.

Table 6. Respondents’ current attitude towards online learning

How would you define your current attitude n (%)
towards online learning?
A useful way to acquire knowledge 22 (52.4%)
A way to acquire knowledge more useful 1(2.4%)
in the future than it is now
A way of learning that could occasionally be used 19 (45.2%)
to enhance traditional methods

Table 6 contains the same set of questions as table 2 except for the year
of reference. This time the responders express their current opinion on the
same topic. Compared to the previous data 52.4% instead of 26.2% of them
think online learning is a useful way to acquire knowledge. However, 45.2 %
continue to see online learning as a way of learning that could occasionally be
used to enhance traditional methods. This fact could indicate a certain degree
of traditionalism combined with difficulties in adaptation.

Table 3 and 4 focus on finding data on the survey-takers’ usual type of
online interaction before 2020 with the purpose to reveal a connection between
this and the way they approach the online experience.
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Table 3. Respondents’ usual type of online interaction

On what purpose did you use online interaction n (%)
before 2020?
Drafting emails 25 (59.5%)
Social media 42 (100%)
Active citizenship (petitions, civic projects, 6 (14.3%)
correspondence with local authorities)
Others 5(11.9%)

In the set of questions from Table 3 multiple answers were allowed. As
results show, all the responders used online interaction to access social media,
an expected answer from a generation of young people that are very dynamic
users of Facebook, Instagram, Tik-Tok and other Apps of the kind. Second in
importance (59.5%) was the use of the Internet for drafting emails. A lower
percentage (14.3%) used it to get involved in community problems and act as
active citizens (by filling in petitions, writing to local authorities etc.). The
lowest percentage (11.9%) is rated for the use of the Internet for different
purposes, not mentioned.

Table 4. The rating of the degree to which respondents’ previous
online interaction affected their approach towards online learning

To what extent did the above-mentioned activities n (%)
help you approach online learning?
Significantly 13 (31%)
Quite a lot 24 (57.1%)
Insignificantly 5(11.9%)
Did not affect 0 (0%)

Table 4 shows the results for the set of questions regarding the degree
to which respondents’ previous online interaction affected their approach
towards online learning. As outlined in Table 3, the survey-takers did not use
the Internet for learning purposes. Nevertheless, they immersed themselves in
a virtual space presenting some features like those specific to educational
platforms (expressing opinions and feelings through chat, posts, emojis, video
options, group interaction). Therefore, it could be said that online activities
equip students with some of the prerequisite skills needed for online learning.
This assumption is supported by a substantial number of students (57.1%) who
agreed with the fact that their online activity helped them quite a lot in this
respect versus 11.9% who were insignificantly helped.
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Table 7 aims to reveal the respondents’ main difficulties in accessing
online learning. Multiple questions were allowed.

Table 7. Respondents’ main hurdles in online learning

In your opinion what were the main hurdles in online n (%)
learning?
Lack of technology (access to laptops, software, iPads) and 7 (14.7%)
technical problems (poor Internet connection)
Lack of educational apps and platforms 17 (40.5%)
Lack of initial induction training on using educational apps 20 (47.6%)
and platforms
Lack of socializing with peers 24 (57.1%)
Lack of self-discipline and difficulties focusing on learning 31 (73.8%)
tasks during classes

As the results show, the main hurdle for students was the lack of self-
discipline and difficulties related to focusing on learning tasks during classes. A
reason for this could be the lack of self-directed learning skills. These skills
include developing individual learning strategies that cover time management,
learning techniques, planning strategies, self-assessment, and self-reflection
(Harmer, 2001). It is important to focus on students’ autonomy, which should
be learned at school, but learning is always social. The next difficulty mentioned
in the paragraph confirms that the lack of socializing with peers (57.1%) was a
problem for most students. For many of them (47.6%) the lack of induction
training on using educational apps and platforms (40.5%) or the lack of educational
apps and platforms was a serious disadvantage.

Table 8 reveals respondents’ preference of online learning activities
(with multiple answers). The aim here is to have a roadmap of the most suitable
activities to use online. On top three we have whiteboard collaborative learning
and completing an individual project followed by presentation sharing the
same score (66.7%) followed by classroom debates (54.8%). The first preferred
activity shows that collaboration is enjoyed as part of online learning (and is
made possible with the proper platform) and the fact that this type of activities
could be used to “reinforce a sense of belonging among the group members”
(Harmer 2001:114). The second one is the opposite in interaction: individual work
on a project. The third one is a classical speaking activity that students enjoy
because it gives the opportunity to share their opinion while interacting with
peers. The lowest score is attributed to writing activities, a productive skill that
usually takes time and patience to develop.
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Table 8. Respondents’ preference of online learning activities

In your opinion, what activities are best suited for online n (%)
learning?
Case studies 21 (50%)

Classroom debates

23 (54.8%)

Whiteboard collaborative learning

28 (66.7%)

Pair work and group work in breakout rooms 6 (14.3%)
Completing an individual project followed by presentation 28 (66.7%)
Learning vocabulary by completing interactive tasks 8 (19%)

(fill in, quizzes, online games)

Reading and listening activities

11 (26.2%)

Writing activities

2 (4.8%)

The set of questions in table 9 aims to highlight the essential elements
of successful online learning (multiple answers). The answers give credit to the
teacher who is seen as having the leading role: 78.6% think that the teaching
strategy and activation techniques used by the teacher are the key factor of
success in online learning. The second place belongs to the personal motivation

to learn (73.8%).

Table 9. Respondents’ opinion on the crucial element for successful online learning

In your opinion what element is crucial for successful online
learning?

n (%)

Personal motivation to learn

31 (73.8%)

The educational apps and platforms used in teaching and learning 13 (31%)
The teaching strategy and activation techniques used by the teacher 33 (78.6%)
Others 0 (0%)

Table 10. Respondents’ opinion on the importance of including

online courses in the education offer of universities

In your opinion how important is it for universities to include
online programs and courses in their education offer?

n (%)

Particularly important

15 (35.7%)

Quite important

25 (59.5%)

Not important

2 (4.8%)

The goal of this question is to check if respondents are interested in
attending online courses in an institutional setting in a post pandemic age. This
way, the usefulness of online learning is related to an outcome that implies
recognition of academic effort. This could indicate how much respondents
correlate learning with an institutional framework. It could be deduced that the
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demands and rules established by the Ministry of Education are considered
when choosing an educational offer. As the results show, an important number
of responders (59.5%) confirm their interest in this type of course.

As a follow-up for the answers provided in the questionnaire, the SWOT
analysis is meant to reveal the degree of opportunity for any educational
institution to offer online courses/programs. The next table contains the four
specific elements to this type of inquiry: strengths (what an online course offers
to learners), weaknesses (what could lower the chances of success), opportunities
(the positive aspects that could make the course interesting) and threats (the
dangers for online learning). The analysis was performed referring to the
answers provided by the researched lot of undergraduate students. It could be
expanded by considering more responders. This fact would add an increased
number of items for each of the four elements.

Table 11. A SWOT analysis of online learning

STRENGHTS WEAKNESSES
A useful way to acquire knowledge Lack of technology and software
A way of learning that could be used in Lack of socializing with peers

addition to traditional learning

Lack of self-discipline in learning

OPPORTUNITIES THREATS
Personal motivation to learn Lack of online study programs from
universities

A positive change of attitude towards
online learning

Although the impact of the analysis is reduced because of the small
number of participants, it still gives a clue about the success that online learning
(seen as a strategic product) could have if implemented. To support this
affirmation, we will discuss the conclusions of a recent official EU (European
Union) document on how the pandemic’s impact has been valued for digital and
online learning practices. If we overlap our research and SWOT analysis findings
with the conclusions provided by the above-mentioned document, we notice
that they have some common elements. To mention just a few:

¢ “The COVID-19 pandemic has cultivated a new cohort of students who
were not interested in fully online learning previously, representing a
sizable new source of online learners” (Capranos et al. 2021), facts
revealed by the current study, see tables 2, 5 and 6.

¢ “The expansion of online offers needs further monetary investments, in
particular in digital infrastructure and personnel,” see table 7
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¢ The “innovative forms and formats of lifelong learning will only attract
potentially interested people permanently if an online certification is
recognized and/or valued in the labor market later” see table 10 in
which students express their wish to have online study programs included
in the education offer of universities.

Additional to these findings, a recent survey has reported that in the
European Higher Education Area, most HEIs have confirmed that they have
plans to enhance digital capacity (75%) and explore new ways of teaching
(92%) beyond the crisis (Gaebel et al. 2021).

Conclusions

The hypothesis launched at the beginning of the study was: Are post
pandemic undergraduate students more willing to use online learning? The
analysis of the data collected from many undergraduate student responders
provides a positive answer to the research question. This fact is highlighted by the
change of attitude discussed in Table 6, which is a clear indicator that most students
currently accept online learning as a useful way to acquire knowledge. The two
years in which they relied on online education have made them understand the
way learning could be achieved and practiced in a different environment. The
second argument in favor of a positive response to the same question is given by
the answers to the question in table 5 where 71.4% of the responders agree that
their attitude has changed. Could we say that their perception changed because of
the recent online teaching experience? We can only assume that such a logical
consequence exists but there is no direct data to support it.

We think these data suggest digital pedagogy should be considered as
the new paradigm in teaching, indicating a new direction to all educators. They
support the statement according to which: “Driven by the need to digitalize
education and training in record time, the disruption to face-to-face education
reshaped established educational practices fundamentally” (Hodges et al.
2020). What is important and we should consider as teachers is that digital
pedagogy is just another innovative way to engage students in learning.
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ABSTRACT. The Artist’s Website. Discourse Features of Online Identity and
Brand.2 The present study aims to reveal those discourse particularities displayed
by the artist’s home page/website (used interchangeably for our current purposes3)
as a device to create an artist’s online identity. Specific methods (and steps)
throughout the process of creating an online identity overlap with the advertising
strategies of branding. Our interest concerns the discourse strategies involved
in the two activities in the context of online communication. The particularities
of the artist’s home page have been studied from a genre analysis perspective.
The aim is to demonstrate that the genre features of the home page (as a cyber
genre) determine or at least influence the site’s content. The present research
also aims to determine how the content is negotiated within the website’s
structure to serve the communicative goals of establishing an online identity
and an artist’s brand. The findings reveal several discourse strategies at play to
reach the final purpose and that they belong to advertising and e-commerce,
on the one hand, and the specialized field of the visual arts, on the other.

Keywords. Internet communication, WWW, digital genres, discourse features,
artist identity and branding

1 Anda-Elena CRETIU is an Associate Professor with the University of Art and Design in Cluj-
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interests lie with the particularities of the art discourse within a genre analysis approach. Her
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between art and literature. Email: anda.cretiu@uad.ro.

2 The present study continues a previous one (2013), by the same author, regarding the discourse
particularities of the artist’s blog.

3 While it is generally understood that a home page is a kind of front cover of a website, the
present approach considers the two aspects as a whole, for an in-dept analysis of the structure
and content of this genre, as well as of its specific rhetoric.
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REZUMAT. Website-ul artistului. Trdsdturi discursive ale identitdtii sale
virtuale si brandului sau. Prezentul studiu are ca scop decelarea particularitatilor
discursului ce caracterizeaza website-ul artistului/pagina web (termeni folositi aici
interschimbabil) vazut/a ca instrument pentru crearea unei identitati artistice
virtuale. Metodele specifice (si unii pasi) ale procesului de creare a unei identitati
artistice virtuale se suprapun peste strategiile publicitare ale brandingului. Ne

comunicarii virtuale. Particularitatile paginii web a artistului sunt studiate din
perspectiva analizei genurilor. Scopul este de a demonstra ca trasaturile generice ale
paginii web a artistului (ca gen virtual) determing, sau cel putin influenteaza,
continutul site-ului. Prezentul studiu urmareste de asemenea sa afle cum este
negociat continutul in interiorul structurii site-ului, pentru a servi scopurilor
comunicationale de a crea identitatea virtuala a artistului si brandul sau. Rezultatele
prezentei cercetari disting diverse strategii discursive ce conlucreaza pentru
acest scop si faptul ca ele apartin atat sferei publicitare si a comertului online,
cat si domeniului artelor vizuale.

Cuvinte-cheie. Comunicare virtuald, WWW, genuri virtuale, particularitdti ale
discursului, identitate si brand ale artistului

1. Introduction

The birth of the Web (World Wide Web) in 1991 and its availability for
everyday use (starting from 1993-4) made a New Age of Information possible.
In the beginning, there were a few websites#* for general interest. Still, soon
their number increased exponentially, spreading information worldwide using
computers connected to the Internets. Today there are almost two billion
websites in cyberspace, and their number plummets with every secondé. The
quantity of information shared by them is hard to imagine. The types of
information may hardly be defined since data can be about anything. Therefore,
a simple classification of the websites seems to raise an unlimited number of
questions. There have been many attempts to classify them, but apparently, all
of them refer to the most common types. Some have distinguished 11 types
(blog, business, brochure, crowdfunding, educational, e-commerce, media or
entertainment, non-profit, personal, portal, portfolio) (Whitfield 2021). Some

4 The first website was created in August 1991 by Tim Berners-Lee at CERN.

5 The Internet is two decades older than the Web

6 1,933,428,700, on July 27,2022, 10:30, according to https://www.internetlivestats.com/total-number-
of-websites/#:~:text=Sources%20and%20References%20There%20are%200ver%201.5%
20billion,0f%20these%2C%20less%20than%20200%20million%?20are%?20active.
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have added more types, like the niche websites, which deal with specific topics
such as non-profit, magazine and news, forums, Wiki, and membership websites
(McKinnon 2022). However, it is generally agreed that the first genuinely digital
genre was the home page (including personal and corporate types?).

Each of the above types has its purposes for whose achievement the
most efficient strategies are put to work. They include designing a functional
structure, filling that structure with the most appropriate content, making it
functional, and adding any valuable media (images, videos, podcasts).

Probably one of the essential purposes a website may have is to offer its
audience an online identity of its owner and, in many cases, build a brand identity.
Establishing communication with the intended audiences is also crucial for each
website.

Itis generally believed that nowadays if you are not on the Internet, you
do not exist (in the eyes of possible and desired audiences). The last two pandemic
years made that presence an almost mandatory one. Not just businesses, research,
communication among and within organizations, education, etc., moved online.
Culture, art included, did that as well.

Itis also undeniable that artists could benefit from the generosity of the
Web to display their work(s) and enlarge their public and number of customers.
A typical device to achieve the goal is building an artist’s website. Some may list
it under the portfolio type, which aims to showcase the owner’s work(s) and
business products. However, it does more than just this, which makes it a more
complex genre than the portfolio type.

2. Theoretical Background

A website (or site) can be defined as a collection of web pages that may
include resources such as images, video files, text (multimedia), and code. The
start web page is known as the home page, displaying the different constituents
of the site and redirecting to those. The visitor can navigate through the site as
per design. One needs a browser to reach a certain website; a search engine is used
to search for something specific. The places one reaches this way are allotted web
addresses (or URL-s). Examples of some pages included on a business website may
include “products page”, “services page”, “about us”, “contact us”,” privacy policy”,
“career page”, “FAQ-s”, and sometimes even a blog page. The designer gives it a
specific appearance, a kind of “look-and-feel,” adds scripts that make it functional,
and different resources (like images, sounds, videos). All these may be true for

7 There are, however, many opinions according to which these two types have to be considered
as separate genres, due to their different arrays of functions.

241



ANDA-ELENA CRETIU

established genres, but virtual reality changes at such a speedy pace that new genres
appear, emergent genres that may or may not have the established structures or
audiences. Therefore, it may be a difficult task to catalog such new realities.

Web (or Internet) genres may be defined along such coordinates as
content, form, and functionality. In analyzing a web genre, the same attention
should be paid to the generic features as for the paper genres. Not surprisingly,
the communicative purpose is the most reliable coordinate for establishing genres.
Crowston and Miller (1997, 9-10) argue the importance of the purpose when
defining a web genre since forms are so diverse and audiences may be unpredictable.
Although genres are meant to address specific discourse communities, the Web
makes everything available to everyone. A random visitor of a home page (or a
web page, for that matter) may relate to its content if the purpose is recognizable.
The form me be utterly new to them.

There is an inevitable confusion in the Web genres research. Sometimes
the different web pages are considered genres or sub-genres (e.g., the “about
us” section, the “FAQ-s” section). An explanation could be that the creator of a
website has almost absolute control over its form, content, and functionality. It
may also be that a web page could be perceived as belonging to different genres.
We shall consider the artist’s website as the actual genre and its various web
pages as belonging to its structure. Each such page may indeed have its own
communicative purpose, but that is subscribed to the website’s general purpose/s.

In their research, Andrew Dillon and Barbara Gushrowski (2000) studied
over 100 personal home pages to determine whether or not they constitute a
genre. Despite the expected idiosyncrasy the “personal touch” is supposed to
bring, they discovered that their corpus shared common features such as title,
email address, update date, table of contents, short bio, images, etc. They concluded
that this genre has not derived from paper genres, being “the first uniquely
digital genre.” (Dillon & Gushrowski 2000, 202)

Genres have evolved and changed over the last decades. When, in 1990,
Swales spoke about them, all were conceived as paper-based. With time, some
moved online and changed a lot or received new functionalities. The classical
paper-based newspaper met a long evolution. Initially, the paper-based newspaper
was simply put (uploaded) on the Web, replicating the original, with some navigation
links. Then the number of columns increased, and sections were added. Today it
offers personalized news according to the user’s interests. Research articles
also changed to specific editing requirements, starting with research sources. If
up to a point, the blog may be considered the online translation of the personal
journal, the website is an entirely new genre born due to the vast potential the
Web offers. Therefore, an artist’s website has to be seen as a completely new
cyber (sub)genre, although it comprises several other former paper-based genres as
web pages.
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Besides a particular structure, Internet genres also employ language.
Susan Herring defines the language used on the Internet as “the human(-like)
language produced and displayed through computer-mediated communication
(CMC) systems”; some synonyms she suggests are computer-mediated language,
computer-mediated discourse, online discourse, and electronic discourse (Herring
2008, 1, accessed March 9 2022). She distinguishes two approaches to the respective
discourse: a prescriptivist one and a descriptivist one. The former expresses some
concerns regarding the danger of this non-standard type of language’s influence
on the quality of standard language. On the contrary, the latter appreciates this
discourse’s creativity, playfulness, and functionality (1-2). Herring suggests
that no matter how researchers of this type of discourse deal with it, it is safe to
look at it like the new generations of Internet users do: by treating it like any
plain language. However, the study of language and digital media will be relevant for
years to come. (4)

Studies of the Internet discourse are also interested in “e-grammar”
(including typography, orthography, morpho-syntax), multilingualism (e.g.,
language mixing, language alternation, English as a lingua franca, translations),
Web 2.0 (an approach converging text, images, videos, voice, emotes, avatars,
sharing devices, etc.8), or methodological approaches (using large corpora,
transcribing them, etc.). Any new methods of research and approaches to the
field of CMD?® should adapt to the extreme dynamism of the field. (Herring 2011)

However complex the CMD, due to its extensive use of different media,
activities, applications, groups/communities, etc., there is one thing not lost
through time: its recourse to language. The approaches dedicated to Internet
language use (in context) may reveal certain peculiarities, developments,
alterations, etc. Herring names this approach computer-mediated discourse
analysis (CMDA), “a methodological toolkit and a set of theoretical lenses through
which to make observations and interpret the results of empirical analysis”
(Herring 2004, 4). Such an analysis may concern the microlevel of this kind of
discourse or/and the macrolevel (revealing aspects connected to community,
identity, coherence, gender, etc.) when dealing with corpora of computer-mediated
texts. She considers that any CMDA should address the four levels: 1) structure
(e.g., word-formation, sentence structure); 2) meaning (of words, utterances—
speech acts, larger macrosegments; 3) interaction (turn-taking, topic development,
different interacting exchanges); and 4) social behavior (language revealing
such relations as, conflict, power, group membership) (3).

8 Facebook is a best example of this type of Internet discourse, combining text, different activities and
applications, offering “private Inbox messages, private chat, semi public ‘notes’ that resemble blog
entries, and several types of semi-public ‘wall’ communication: status updates, posting of links,
videos, and images, posts on others’ walls, and comments on all of the above.” (Herring, 2011, 3)

9 Computer-mediated discourse
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The theoretical backgrounds of CMDA rest on such assumptions as 1.
the fact that discourse exhibits recurrent patterns; 2. it involves participants’
choices; 3. it may be influenced or shaped by the CMC10 systems. The linguistic
content of CMD may be analyzed from qualitative and/or quantitative points of
view. (4) A fundamental concept of CMDA refers to the virtual community. The
very term “virtual community” has been questioned by many researchers of
Web communication, from considering that all participants on the Web form a
virtual community to denying it at all. Some believe the term is difficult to define
because of “the fluid membership, reduced social accountability, and lack of
shared geographical space that characterize most groups on the Internet”
(Herring 2004, 6). Susan Herring proposes a list of six criteria that shape a
virtual community, which should display the following traits:

1) active, self-sustaining participation; a core of regular participants

2) shared history, purpose, culture, norms, and values

3) solidarity, support, reciprocity

4) criticism, conflict, means of conflict resolution

5) self-awareness of the group as an entity distinct from other groups
6) emergence of roles, hierarchy, governance, rituals (Herring 2004, 14)

Research grounded in real-life (and virtual life, for that matter) is based on
corpora. As Lynne Flowerdew noted, “Corpus-based methodologies have been
informed by genre principles of text analysis, while at the same time it has been
shown that genre theories can profit from corpus-based methodologies”
(Flowerdew 2005, 329-30).

Maria José Luzén Marco (from the University of Zaragoza) analyses the
prototypical characteristics of corporate home pages as a dominant Internet
genre (Luzén Marco 2002, 42-56). Her corpus comprises 72 corporate home
pages belonging to the specific field of computing companies. She is interested
in how the interplay of purpose, functionality, content, and form generates
those features of the corporate home page that are perceived as genre-specific.
Those characteristics are grouped into four types, according to the functions they
are assigned in the economy of the home page. She distinguishes the following
functions: a) creating a positive image of the company; b) introducing and offering
products; c) strengthening the relationship with the customer; d) asking and
giving information about the page itself. She concludes that the corporate home
page is a genre with multiple purposes and shares some features with promotional
genres while incorporating many extra interactive and connectivity features.

10 Computer-mediated communication
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3. Method and Corpus

The research questions to be answered were:

a) May the artist’s website be considered a different (sub)genre?

b) If so, which are the typical features of the artist’s website that may
account for its generic status?

A corpus of artists’ websites was considered to answer these questions.
The analysis of the selected corpus was done through a combination of applied
genre analysis (following the guidelines offered by Swales, 1990 and Bhatia,
1993) and corpus-based CMDA. An ESP approach to the selected texts has also
been adopted to distinguish the specificity of the art discourse used by the
websites under scrutiny. The working thesis maintains that there are certain
particularities, both at micro- and macro-levels of CMD, specific patterns that
shape the artist’s website /home page, differentiating it from other websites /home
pages. To reveal those possible particularities, the web content analysis paradigm
suggested by Herring (2010) is adopted as well, primarily due to the expected
multimodal aspect of an artist’s website. The content analysis considers images,
themes, features, links, exchanges, and language (Herring 2010, 12). The home
page is a cover page that lists the website’s contents. However, since the two
cannot be separated, we shall look at them as a whole. Any element on the home
page needs to be further viewed through the page(s) dedicated to it.

Since any genre analysis also deals with a discourse community, a
question arises: is there a virtual community of artists, art institutions, and the
art public? While it is true that the artist’s website is a genre belonging to the
artistic discourse community, it is also true that its audience goes beyond a
specialized one. This feature is also shared with other genres of this discourse
community (e.g. the art review, the artist’s blog, the artist’s statement). For the
current purposes, we shall consider that we can speak about a virtual art
community comprising an undefined number of people (art creators and art
consumers) and institutions that are connected in different ways to art and
displaying most of the characteristics mentioned by Herring. This virtual art
community should necessarily share a common specific discourse, respectively
specific genres, like the artist’s website.

To distinguish the specificity of the discourse used by the artist’s
website, the corpus of 42 websites was selected from a list of “45 Examples of
Stunning Artist Websites” made up by Steve Benjamins, the founder of Site
Builder Report (“the best-known, most trusted name in website builder reviews”)
(Benjamins, 2022, accessed March 16, 2022). The art galleries’ websites were
excluded from the list. The artist websites were in existence at the beginning of
the current year and were created using different site builders.
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The analysis focused on the communicative purpose/s, the move structure
(adapted to the web designs), and rhetorical strategies involved in the content
creation of the respective websites. More specifically, they were analyzed along
the following coordinates: the purpose/s (declared or implied by the content);
the macrostructure (the content organization as displayed by the home page—in
direct relation with the chosen software/site builder—, navigation options/buttons,
user’s position); the microstructure (the content of the different pages: visual and
verbal elements, hyperlinks); the elements shaping the artist’s creative identity/
"brand”: the display of artist’s identity (as creator and business person), the
display of works (portfolio), business features (shop), other online presence
(hyperlinks to other personal social media accounts); communication tools
(contact, newsletter/mail lists); discourse particularities (other involved genres,
register, rhetorical devices, multimodality).

4. Findings and Discussion
4.1. Purpose/s of the artist’s website

Ofthe 42 websites, only 3 were group websites; the others were individual;
although many art groups share a common artistic identity, artists often see
themselves as individual creators. Just like a company, the artist clearly defines
their goals: to offer their audience a positive image, to present their creations
(both for visual enjoyment and, most often, for sale), to provide the kind and
amount of information the art public may need, and to keep and strengthen the
relationship with the audience.

As expected, the common purpose of the 42 websites was to showcase
the artists’ creations as part of their creative identity. A goal for which artists
build the websites is that, especially in this digital era, artists understand art as a
kind of personal business and prefer to develop their own (like a small company)
and directly sell their creations without necessarily involving galleries in the
process. In fact, the website functions as a personal virtual gallery. There are also
cases of studio services (usually in photography and film/video production). In
some cases, the services are educational: studio classes in different branches
are offered as part of the business, besides selling works - 6 instances. In one
case, the website also hosted the artist’s foundation, the workshop (“laboratory”),
and some charitable events (suggesting the complexity of his endeavors).

Even if the artist does not directly sell the creation on the website (9
cases), they suggest asking about such details using the contact form; some
images in the gallery are marked “sold,” or there may be suggestions of the
services the artist can provide, prompting the possible customers to inquire for
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a quote directly. In just a few cases, some hyperlinks and/or contact details of
the representing galleries are provided, suggesting the way to purchase the
works- 3 cases.

Therefore, although one might expect that the artist’s website is just
meant to display the artist’s creations, apparently, it has become a reliable
medium for building up a real art business, the artist’s private-owned company.
In this context, we can see the artist’s website as an instrument used to shape
the artist’s brand, not just an artistic identity, and promote their “small company.”
Thus, besides just showcasing creation, the artist’s website does more: it reaches
potential customers while also displaying credentials and expertise; it informs;
it educates; it is used for self-advertising and promoting the products of creation
and art events. These make the artist’s website a multi-purpose genre, sharing
features with promotional genres, corporate, academic, and personal websites.

4.2. The macrostructure

The moves of the artist’s website highly correspond to the home page
header buttons: identifying the website, indicating content structure, identifying
the artist, displaying credentials and expertise, displaying creations, selling
creations, and establishing relations with the public/customers.

The software site builders the artists used for their sites were as follows:
28% Squarespace (payable; one can use pre-built website templates and drag-
and-drop elements to create and modify webpages.); 26% Format (portfolio-
based), 21% - Wix (free, allowing plug-ins for social media, e-commerce, online
marketing, contact forms, email marketing, and community forums); the rest
were GoDaddy, Shopify, and Weebly.

The role of any home page is to function as a cover page by offering
visitors an overview of the website and as an official gateway to the website’s
content through the navigation menu. The title gives the very first information
provided by the home page. In 40 cases, the title contained the name of the
artist (or of the group - “The Tokyoiter”); the other two metaphorically or
rhetorically suggested the content (“Almost Real” displaying photography by
eleven artists; “Creature Creature” owned by a duo creating mural “creatures”).
In most cases, there was a subtitle indicating the type of art created by the
owner of the website (paintings, photography, sculpture, etc.) and even the
style (“American Hyper-Realist artist”; “Miss Aniela Surreal Fashion”). Some
subtitles suggested the preferred theme/s of the artist: “for Beauty & Truth”; “a
return to understanding as felt by the spirit”, some eco militantism (“create
more than you consume”), or even a welcoming message (“Welcome to Ben &
Julia studio. Film, Art & Joy”).
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One can navigate the site by clicking on the buttons provided by the
header (or tabs), which are intra-links to the different content pages. These
buttons may be lexical (words) or images (suggestive symbols such as “search”
or “cart”, or “log in”). Most often, there is a menu (a kind of table of contents)
leading to the site’s pages, but there are many cases when the artist directly
displays the content headers (tabs) on the home page.

The home pages also showcase samples of the artist’s work, using
different layouts (grids of thumbnails, animations, vertical or horizontal slideshows/
sliders). In two cases, the whole creation is displayed if one scrolls down.

The most typical structure of the websites included a menu, an “about”
button, a “gallery” button, “contact & newsletter,” cart, hyperlinks (as icons) to the
artist’s other web accounts/social media, or blog. In a few cases, at the bottom of
the page, one could access the necessary legal buttons, as displayed by any
corporate home page or e-commerce page, as well as some shopping tools
(“Privacy Policy,” “Delivery & Returns,” “Terms & Conditions” + cart+ secure pay).

Pt

4.3. The microstructure. Content pages

One can access any constituent page by clicking on the respective
button. The “About” button is meant to offer the visitors important information
about the artist. Usually, this is provided by the typical résumé. This genre text
includes details (the genre’s moves) about education, professional experience(s)
(e.g., internships, residencies, participation in creation camps, contests, festivals,
conferences, etc.), list of exhibitions (chronologically arranged or otherwise—
solo, group, at home or abroad), “press” (an exhaustive selection of texts/articles,
interviews, videos hosted by art magazines and other media, most often with
links, or providing additional proofs), awards (establishing the credentials and
expertise of the respective artist), collections (presence of the works in private
or institutional collections, also adding to the artist’s credentials).

Sometimes, when pressing the “About” button, one can find a small or a
more extended bio (a short or longer narrative text) and/or an artist statement
(sometimes a recorded video). Less official than the résumé, they are meant to
offer information about the artist while reducing social distance. In a few cases,
both a résumé (even a downloadable C.V.) and a bio are provided (so that the
necessary information finds its way to any recipient, private or institutional). In
one case, each member of the artist group is introduced through an interview,
and the visitor can access the necessary information by watching a short video
of the respective interview. Another original way of providing information
about the artist was, in one case, a FAQs section, where the artist imagined a set
of questions a potential audience might ask and provided the necessary
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answers. Under the same “About” button, one website displays, side by side
with the bio and artist statement, several “kudos to the artist” from recent
clients (e.g., “Your work is exquisite ... a mirror of you ... you're truly one of the
most wonderful human beings ever to grace this planet”, signed AMB, collector)

Together with the artist’s visual identity, the information provided
under this header, contained in different genre texts or video materials, is
meant to shape a strong, solid artistic and professional identity, even to build a
brand, which may influence potential customers.

Sometimes, the “press” information, the exhibition list, and even a list
of clients may be accessed by clicking on separate links under the same “About”
button if a complete résumé is not provided. There are a few cases (4) when the
“About” button is replaced by “Info.” Here visitors may get information about
the services provided by the artist, the skills/expertise, location of the studio,
and link to the shop/shops where they can purchase the works they like; in
another 3 cases, one can get information about the artist through the dedicated
“CV” or “Biography” buttons.

The most important page of the website is the one displaying the artist’s
works (under such headers as “Gallery,” “Works,” “Portfolio,” and “Projects”). This
page is also the richest in content. The works are showcased using different layouts:
a grid of thumbnails, sliders (vertically or horizontally moving), thematically or
chronologically grouped, or even displayed in a row, irrespective of any criteria.
Most often, the visitor can click on an image and obtain a larger view of it and
technical information (the technique, the dimensions). In some cases, an artist
statement regarding the clicked work is provided, too, to facilitate a visitor’s
better understanding and appreciation of the piece. Suppose the art product
was an installation, a fashion collection, or an on-place work (like a mural). In
that case, photographs of the respective work or groups of works are provided
and glichées!! after the pieces may be offered for sale; sometimes, slideshows
and recorded videos of the performance may be accessed. In one case, attached
to the work’s image is a short video in which the artist explains the creation
process. If the work is for sale, commercial information is provided, an “add to
cart”/”buy” option, or a link to the shop. One may even find this announcement:
“All paintings on this page are for sale. See Prices page for details”.

Although one might expect that such a “gallery” page is meant just to
showcase an artist’s creations, in practice, the displayed works (presented as
images/photographs) are most often to sell, whether directly from the gallery
or through a link to the shop. The art practice is not just about exhibiting
works but also about selling them. One website even displays a badge for an
“accredited business.”

11 fine art digital prints made on inkjet printers
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If the website does not include a shop and no other links to any exterior
shops are provided (9 cases), the artist expects the possible clients to reach
them via included contact tools. Sometimes this is stated in the contact form
(suggesting direct sales, commissions, orders). There is a “shop” button (or link) in
most cases. Visitors may access the works for sale via this button or directly
from the gallery. When an image of the desired art object is clicked, one can get
an enlarged version of it, details about the technique and the dimensions, and
some options. One can opt between different sizes, techniques (e.g., painting or
print), framings, and payment methods. Some other legal and commercial
details may also be included: deliveries; refund policy; privacy policy; terms of
service, similar to any online shop. There are three cases in which the artist sells
the works through other specialized art-selling platforms (with links), and
another two give links to the representing galleries.

When the artist also provides educational services (workshops of
different types), these are not included under the “gallery” header but usually
have a dedicated button where information about what is offered, schedules,
and prices is provided, as well as testimonials and even some teaching materials.
For other types of art services (e.g., post-production & Motion Design services),
those interested need to contact the artist directly or click on a dedicated link.

Strengthening the relationship with the audience while building a loyal
group of possible future customers is vital for any artist (similar to what a
company might wish). The website may facilitate that relationship. One way to
get in touch is the “Contact” button. Visitors will find an email address, sometimes
a phone number, and even a physical address. They might be asked to fill out a
contact form (for most of the researched websites), provide a name, and an email
address, formulate a message and then send it. Another way is by a newsletter
subscription form (or a mailing list), through which the artist’s fans can keep
updated about what is new and get new offers. Almost all the websites also
provide other instruments: links to the artist’s social media accounts (on
Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, Pinterest, LinkedIn, or YouTube), some sharing
tools, and even a “let’s chat” box. Sometimes, a blog button is integrated with
the header bar. Since blogs are supposed to be frequently updated and keep a
more familiar tone, the fans can find out the “latest news” about the artist’s practice!2.

4.4. Discourse features. A multimodal genre

The most relevant aspect of the artist’s website is its multimodality. As
expected, an artist’'s dominant mode of expression is visual. Therefore, that
mode will dominate all the pages of the site. In one case, five images (selfies)

12 For an analysis of the artist’s blog, also see Cretiu, 2013 a).
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are placed under the “About” button, and no text is attached. Images may be
still, or moving, arranged in different layouts; videos (even sets of videos) and
podcasts are often integrated. Written texts (belonging to different genres) are
also present (such as résumés, artist statements, bios, service descriptions,
advertisements, etc.). Forms are part of the website, too, as are the different
icons and links. Although the site builders somewhat prescribe the formats,
there is a certain freedom to choose between layouts, colors, and fonts. An
interesting observation about how creative artists can and should be when
building their sites is made by the reviewer of the 42 websites:

A good artist website should showcase your art. Think of how art
galleries are designed— they are functional and austere with plenty of
whitespace on walls. They do this to get out of the way and showcase the
art. Remember, people didn’t come to your website to look at an artistic
looking website— they came to look at art: paintings, sculptures or
photos. Don’t make the mistake of trying to make the website its own
piece of art— that rarely goes well. (Benjamins, 2022, accessed July 21)

So, apparently, no matter how much art is displayed on the artist’s website, the
website itself should keep “less artistic.” All 42 websites seem to obey this
guideline, although one cannot neglect the creativity the artists proved while
playing with all the available tools. Another interesting feature of this type of
website (probably a more recent one) is the commercial one. Artists learned
and borrowed a lot from the CHP (corporate home page), the academic pages,
and the online shop pages and adapted their discourse to serve their purposes.

One can notice a combination of formal and informal registers (even on
the same website) in the written texts; this mixture reveals the preoccupation
of the artist to look/sound professional (even “business-like”) while also trying to
bring the audience closer, by reducing social distance. In a few cases, the degree of
familiarity of the texts is a bit unnatural for this genre (probably due to confusion
between genres or a wrong understanding of appropriate standards). However,
most artists balanced a formal register with a less formal one. The formal register
is standard for the résumé genre; the biographical texts and artist statements tend
to be more familiar. The register also depends on the type of information the
artist needs to share, whether personal, professional, or commercial.

While résumés are formatted as lists with several headings, narratives
are to be found in biographies (some trying to sound “poetic”) and descriptions
(narrative descriptions), in artist’s statements, in process descriptions, in gallery
labels. There are even some advertorial-type small texts and sales pitches when
the artist wants to convince the possible buyers about the “good deal” they are
offering when selling an artwork (even announcing 30% sales and offering
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coupons). Imperatives like “don’t miss this opportunity” combine with such
qualitative descriptors like “this awesome painting” to influence and prompt an
expected action from the visitors (to buy the work).

Another interesting combination of discourse features refers to a mixture
of 1stand 3rd person pronouns on the same website, in direct relationship with the
degree of formality the artist tries to imply. Some biographies are written in the
3rd person, which indicates some objectivity (even if it is the same person
speaking about themself (1), see e.g.s. 1, 2, and 3 below); others use the 1st person
to sound more natural and seem more honest as well as to reduce social
distance and bring visitors closer (e.g.s. 4, 5 and 7 below). The latter rhetorical
device is sometimes sprinkled with some interjections (“yey!”), some adverbs

“awesome!”,” cool!”), even one or two “smiley faces”; the use of the 2nd person
(see e.g.s. 6 and 7 below) suggests more of a conversation-type of discourse.

e.g., 1 On the side of his Arctic endeavor, Benjamin has worked for over
five years for the Icelandic outdoor clothing brand [...]
(https://benjaminhardman.com/about, accessed July 27, 2022)

e.g., 2. Mel Volkman is a fine artist based on the rustic coast of Maine. She
is most known for her atmospheric perspective and nuanced approach
to seemingly insignificant moments. Her work communicates depth and
meaning beyond evident visuals. (https://melvolkman.com/pages/about,
accessed July 27, 2022)

e.g., 3. In her current body of work of process-based hanging sculpture
and installations, Andrea plays with color, paint, paper, plastics, and
fiber to explore the ways we construct identity. Andrea is dedicated to
building communities [...] (http://www.andreamanningart.com/bio,
accessed July 27, 2022)

e.g., 4. Hello, Philippa Rice here. I'm an artist, cartoonist, author, animator,
craft-maker??? I like making things! (http://philippajrice.com/about,
accessed July 27, 2022)

e.g., 5. Hey there! My name is Alex Tran and I'm a Montreal based
commercial and editorial photographer specializing in portraits and
headshots. (https://alextranphotography.com/info/, accessed July 27, 2022)

e.g., 6. If you want to see the finished picture, it’s here
http://www. flickr.com/[...] (http://philippajrice.com/about, accessed
July 27,2022)

e.g., 7. You're currently on my commercial website. I also have a second
website for my personal photography projects if you're interested in
checking it out. (https://alextranphotography.com/info/, accessed July
27,2022)
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For artist’s statements, the use of the 1st person is standard (“I am in love with
paint as a substance, in its viscous, muddy form and its dry, flexible skin. I build
with paint and with color...”) (http://www.andreamanningart.com/bio, accessed
July 27, 2022)

Another discourse feature of the artist’s website (although less present
than in other genres of art criticism and theory) is the Artspeak!3 . It includes
specialized vocabulary and typical rhetoric: “Sophie Kahn’s work investigates
the complexity, and the poetics, of capturing the female-identified body in the
digital age” (https://www.sophiekahn.net/bio, accessed July 27, 2022).

Three websites also offer partial bilingual texts (English and French)
since the artists are Canadian, Belgian, or French.

5. Conclusions

The present research concludes that the artist’s website is a complex,
hybrid cyber genre.

The CHPs (Corporate Home Pages) have been considered to manifest
what Fairclough refers to (in the context of intertextuality) as “hybrid information-
and-publicity discourse (or telling and selling discourse)” (1992, 116), a new
discourse type constituted through a mixture of existing types. In that case, we may
also look at the artist’s website as a manifestation of a hybrid discourse, especially
considering its multimodal appearance. The artist’s website displays features
belonging to CHP as well as a portfolio type of website. On the one hand, the artists
provide their “information”; they showcase their works (the “showing” part) while,
on the other, also trying to sell their artistic production (a sort of “showing and
selling”). Any successful CHP provides potential clients a list of previous (satisfied)
other clients (sometimes as testimonials). The artist’s website adds a list of
exhibitions, a list of collectors (private and public), some relevant professional
experiences, and prizes to increase the artist’s credentials and their art business
(but not dissimilar to academic home pages). The artist’s website is, to a large
extent, part of an art business these days, rather than just simply showcasing
the artistic creation (portfolio), so some newer features of the online shop
proved very helpful in this respect

Multimodality is adamant for this type of website with a stress on the
visual mode. Both images (of different styles and arranged in various layouts)
and texts, skilfully combined, are meant to build the story of the SELF, the artist’s
self, to proclaim their identity as a person, but most importantly, as a creator.

13 For more information about the Artspeak, also see Cretiu, 2013, b
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When business features are brought in, all these elements contribute to
constructing an artist’s brand. If a suggestive logo represents a company’s visual
identity, an artist’s visual identity is extremely vast: their whole portfolio. The
website provides an online identity that integrates that portfolio within the genre
frame. The artist’s website, though, goes beyond a portfolio-type of a website
because the purposes for which it is created reach beyond the simple showcasing
of the works, testing the realm of e-commerce. This may undoubtedly be considered
proof of the artists’ adaptation to the new digital era and economic conditions.
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ABSTRACT. Undergraduate Self-study: Discourse Analysis of Imagesets on
Student Blogs. Student writers’ relationship to the screen is initially grounded
in their writing experiences in social media, but they come to view their course
blog as a connecting space between themselves and their readership, a space
which becomes one on which they self-destruct and reconstruct their identity
as they learn to write (Serfaty 2004). By asking students to post a digital image
of themselves, Ethna Lay initiates an important dataset, one which suggests a
great deal about their relationship to writing. Through these images, students
construct their independent writerly identities and simultaneously express
membership in the class as a discrete discourse community. Students work
collaboratively on a discourse analysis of the imageset, categorizing the class’s
images as data about its relationship to writing. These imagesets are an
opportunity for student writers to stage themselves; they perform how they
would like to be seen (or not seen). This performing of the self is at once a
private act as well as a communal and public activity (Tifentale and Manovich
2015; Rettberg 2005). The screen then has a dual nature, functioning as either
a veil or mirror for student writers (Serfaty 2004). Students classify the
imagesets into categories or types, which are fairly consistent across classes.
Oftentimes students acknowledge the class had become its own discourse
community, its deixis enabled by blogging together and by investigating their
blogs, and decide that this result is only possible given the nature of the blog.
The students become participant-observers in this respect, and the end result
is an auto-ethnography of the pictured self in a social and academic setting.
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REZUMAT. Studentii si auto-cunoasterea: O analiza discursivd asupra
seturilor de imagini din cuprinsul blogurilor studentesti. Relatia studentilor-
scriitori Incepe cu experientele lor auctoriale pe retelele de socializare, ca mai
apoi sa descopere in blog (ca sarcina de curs) spatiul in care se produce
conexiunea dintre ei si cititori, precum si dezasamblarea si reconstruirea
identitatii proprii atunci cand invata sa scrie texte (Serfaty 2004). Trasandu-le
sarcina de a posta imagini cu ei insisi, autoarea initiaza crearea unui set
important de informatii In virtutea faptului ca acesta sugereaza multe despre
relatia studentilor cu scrisul. Prin aceste imagini studentul isi reconstruieste
identitatea de scriitor autonom, care isi exprim3, totodats, si calitatea de membru
al clasei, aceasta din urma constituind o comunitate discursiva distincta. Studentii
realizeaza colaborativ o analiza discursiva asupra setului de imagini, cu imaginile
clasei catalogate ca informatii despre relatia lor cu scrisul. Aceste seturi de imagini
le ofera studentilor-scriitori oportunitatea de a se pune in scena; ei se prezinta
in rolul in care isi doresc a fi vazuti sau dimpotriva. Acest joc de sine este,
simultan, un act privat si o activitate comuna publica (Tifentale and Manovich
2015; Rettburg 2005). Ecranul, prin urmare, capata o natura dualg, el functionand
fie ca un vdl, fie ca o oglinda pentru studentul-scriitor (Serfaty 2004). Seturile de
imagini sunt clasificate drept categorii sau tipuri, care se regasesc cu relativa
constantad in toate cursurile parcurse de studenti. Adesea studentii observa
clasa transformandu-se ea insasi Intr-o comunitate discursiva, deictica fiind
facilitata de activitatea de blogging colaborativ si de studierea blogurilor colegilor.
In final, acestia ajung la concluzia ci rezultatul se datoreazi tocmai naturii
acestui tip de blog. Astfel, studentii devin observatori-participanti iar rezultatul
final - 0 auto-etnografie In imagini in cadrul mediului social si academic.

Cuvinte-cheie: blogging; comunitate discursivd; imagini; auto-cunoastere; sinele
auctorial

Student writers’ relationship to the screen is initially grounded in their
writing experiences in social media, but they come to view their course blog as
a connecting space between themselves and their readership, a space which
ceases to be a phatic social arena, becoming one on which they self-destruct and
reconstruct their identity as they learn to write (Serfaty 2004). By asking
students to post a digital image of themselves representing their writerly
selves, I initiate an important dataset, which suggests a great deal about their
relationship to writing. Through images, students construct their independent
writerly identities and simultaneously express membership in the class, which
becomes a discrete discourse community. Using this data (images and reflections
about their significance), students work collaboratively on a discourse analysis
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of the imageset, categorizing the images as data about the class’s relationship
to writing. These images are an opportunity for student writers to stage
themselves; they perform how they would like to be seen (or not seen). This
performing of the self is at once a private act as well as a communal and public
activity (Tifentale and Manovich 2015; Rettberg 2005). The screen then has a
dual nature, functioning as either a veil or mirror for student writers (Serfaty
2004). The veil is a kind of dubious protection that may reveal as much as it
conceals; the mirror is a kind of disingenuous reflection that may distort as
much as it reflects.

Using their own imagesets as data, students create a user-generated
categorization of image types, classifying them into categories, which appear
to be consistent across classes and years. Some classes reject the veil-mirror
binary, concluding that writing on blogs - and in fact all writing - is an act of
exhibitionism. Others acknowledge that the class becomes its own discourse
community, its deixis enabled by blogging together and by investigating their
blogs, and decide that this result is only possible given the nature of the blog
(Yancey 2005; Brooke 2005; Krause 2006). Through this self-study, student
writers recognize and reflect on their relationship to writing, a necessary step
in learning to write.

Students write, portray, and imagine themselves into a variety of
multimodal spaces, and, for this study, [ will focus on their presentation of
themselves in image. Initially, I found students made peculiar choices in the
images of themselves that they chose in order to represent their writing self.
They are caught between two modes of making - word and image - one for their
own social purposes, one for school. Their signals are crossed, making for their
selection of odd images which do not effectively represent their relationship to
writing. This discrepancy stems from the dual nature of the screen, which
enables all sorts of controversial and peculiar discourses, in text and image, on the
Internet. This can be related to Viviane Serfaty’s findings in her study of American
bloggers and diary writers, and traces this discrepancy to the paradoxical screen
environment:

The screen seemingly offers a protection against the gaze of others,
enabling each diary writer to disclose intimate thoughts and deeds, thus
attempting to achieve transparency and breaking the taboo of opacity
regulating social relationships. The screen, which mediates Internet
access, thus establishes a dialectical relationship between disclosure
and secrecy, between transparency and opacity (2004, 223).

This notion is useful here in a study of student bloggers, who frequently admit
they simultaneously want and do not want attention for their postings. There is
a strange desire to be heard and not heard, to be seen and not seen. Writing
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online for an academic setting reinforces the lesson that writing is not an
isolated, solitary endeavor but instead a social negotiation. This notion is
relevant to this study in that students are constructing what they know based
on their own experiences in social media and adapted for a class setting. In other
words, writers think they own their writing, when in fact they are participating in
a dialectal process that they create. John Gallagher in Update Culture, writing
about the influence of commentary on online posters, reinforces this importance
of participatory culture (2020, 9). By introducing problem-solving, collaborative
activities into a curriculum, I propose that students can collaboratively develop
arguments of negotiation, persuasion and inquiry. This can be problematic “as
much of the work of the writing classroom depends upon a certain amount of
social cohesion” (Brooke 2005, http://cconlinejournal.org/brooke /brooke.htm),
which is likely absent, or at best, hard-won in the first-year classroom. Blogs
become small-world networks for the students as they read and write to each
other. The blogging experience, both text and images, fosters a community of
writers who feel capable to practice communication in new ways. It is
incumbent upon instructors to allow students space and media to teach us how
these ways function for them rhetorically.

First-year writing students have limited experience with the networks
of disciplinary knowledge and limited understanding of writing practices.
Additionally, their perspective of first-year writing is skewed by whether or not
they self-identify as writers. Most often, students regard first-year writing class
as a series of obligatory chores, a series of experiences that do not at first glance
seem relevant to the real work of their prospective majors. As a result, the
teaching of writing involves “subject[ing] our students to a certain, necessary
degree of standardization -- shared texts, assignments, activities, evaluation
criteria, ... the ethos of centralization and expertise underwrites this [learning]
space” (Brooke 2005, 11). The professional at the center puts novice writers at
a distinct disadvantage, making student writers feel at times fraudulent or
unqualified to contribute, and at times belated, left out of the process of making
and knowing. It is a weird climate for learning - in part David Bartholomae’s
idea of “inventing the university” (2005), part Harold Bloom’s “anxiety of
influence” (1973/1997).

In the awkward social space of the first-year writing classroom, students
respond to these notions of invention or anxiety with respect to writing in their
writing. In the writing classroom, student blogs are an efficient means for
cultivating the dynamic agency supporting what Collin Gifford Brooke claims
constitutes a necessarily deictic system - deictic in the sense that the collective
knowing of the class as expressed in language is dependent on its context
(2005). The collection of student blogs on the blogroll “provide a relatively
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stable space for variation, a deictic system for writing, that only partly overlaps
with the expectations typically found in the writing classroom. Blogs allow for
a proliferation of discursive gestures, both inward and outward ...” (Brooke
2005, 14).

In this research study, students prepare the work - the writing on their
blogs - that becomes the object or problem of study. I have taken the “Writing
About Writing” charge very literally, for students glean primary research from
the writing of their peers (Downs and Wardle 2007). The kinds of primary
research students can accomplish in a semester are limited. Because the proposed
research was not outside of the room but rather in it, students can conduct
research on their own writing and that writing is readily accessible to them on
their blogs. In the blogosphere - the interstitial space between the screen and
the minds of students - students re-identify themselves as writers and learners.
On their blogs, they are authorized to respond and question the class discussion,
to respond and question other students' writing in productive ways, and, most
importantly, for this discussion, to respond and question each other’s images of
writerly self. When instructors ask students to interpret the collective blogwork
of a course, they are enlisting students as participant-observers. When students
revisit what they have made and what their peers have made from a distance,
they learn even more. The content of student invention blogs is often uneven,
given its nature as a place to invent and to generate meaning. Student blogs often
exhibit an overwhelming amount of developmental, unrevised writing. Certainly,
when students turn to evaluate each other’s work, they are understandably
unsure how to proceed. Having students include images of writerly self changes
their relationship to writing dramatically. These images lead students to textuality
when they explain them independently and collaboratively. In this way, the
textual explication remediates the imagesets. The text lends credibility to their
images, giving voice to their rhetorical choices. This is a productive remediation
and not merely an annotation of the image but instead another representation
(or re-presentation) of the student writer’s self.

The prompt is an invitation to claim the blog’s space by posting an image
representing themselves as writers. Its intention is to give student writers
another medium to communicate, another way to write themselves in. But these
students are the children of social media, and they already have attached certain
ideas about how to perform in an online space. This particular assignment is both
familiar and novel, familiar as their Instagram accounts and novel in its academic
setting or situation. This is why these images are true essais into an often-failed
identity performance, one often communicating a partial identity, the wrong
message, or a dishonest one. This exploration attempts to unpack what these
student writers intended to convey by their selections. Traditional portraits and
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self-portraits are coded messages, situating the subject in a particular manner
that will achieve the renderer’s goal. Most often, portraits invite the favorable
opinion of the viewer, showcasing the subject as desirable, either in appearance
or social status. Portraits are imbued with clues that project attributes for the
viewer’s consideration. In the case of the images shared on student blogs, it may
be argued that the production of or selection of digital images is not as thoughtful
nor time consuming as a commissioned portrait, so these comparisons have no
parity. However, students’ experiences with social media - as both consumers
and producers - have prepared them or predisposed them to make rhetorical
choices that resonate and are effectively meaningful and consistent with their
purposes as makers. I argue that, by their first year of college, they likely have
more experience in the produsage of images than with writing. They inscribe
the world via imaging well before they write long-form texts. [ would also argue
that contemporary students create, curate, and post so consistently that they
are absolutely mindful of their sharing’s impactand are their own brand managers.
Given their expertise as image-makers, students are equally expert image
assessors.

The first part of my argument then is that students are better prepared
to compose (or at least more experienced) in images and self-portraits than
they are to write. Whether or not they select an image that appropriately
responds to the prompt’s invitation is the next consideration. My students make
a blog with an [About] page hosting a digital image that suggests something of
the student writer’s relationship to writing. The assignment prompt follows:

Your first assignment is to set up your own blog dedicated to the work
of this course. Use wordpress.com and choose a title for your blog that
suggests something about the blog’s purpose as a space to generate,
develop, and present ideas and arguments. Next, you should draft a
short [About] page that indicates something about your writerly self.
You may also wish to include a digital image of yourself, especially one
that suggests something about the way you feel about writing.

Having blogged with students since 2009, | have a great deal of data that shows
how student writers benefit and grow from the variety of opportunities to
compose in a social platform. However, I focus this investigation on the images
students use to represent themselves as writers, and, when available, I pair
them with their written explanations and their peer collaborative analyses of
those images. For this study, I share data from three time periods: (i) group who
can opt to post a non-required image representing their writerly self (2009 -
2011); (ii) group who posts a required image representing their writerly self
with accompanying explanation (2015); and (iii) group who posts a required
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image representing their writerly self with accompanying explanation and with
the added collaborative self-study of the class imageset (2016). The students of
the latter groups, 2015 and 2016, become participant-observers in this respect,
drawing keen distinctions realized between the student writers who post singly
and those who self-study. The end result is an auto-ethnography of the pictured
self in a dual setting, equally social and academic.

Beginnings 2009 - 2011

Before the assignment to post an image of writerly self was mandated,
less than half the students elected to share one. Using a sample of 165 student
blogs over four semesters (Fall 2009, Spring 2010, Spring 2011, and Fall 2011),
only 43% of students posted an image (see Figure 1). Willingness to post an
image representing one’s writerly self divided sharply along gender lines, with
women twice as likely to share an image than men. This ratio is consistent with
gendered social media practices of the time, with women more readily sharing
their digital portraits than men (Subrahmanyam and Smahel 2011).

Number of total blogs 165
Number of blogs with images 71
Number of blogs without images 94
Percentage of blogs with images 43%
Number of blogs by women 102
Number of blogs by women with images 54
Percentage of blogs by women with images 52.9%
Number of blogs by men 63
Number of blogs by men with images 16
Percentage of blogs by men with images 25%

Figure 1. Data from four semesters: 2009 - 2011

During this period, students treated their images like other social media
photos, glamorized shots which presented them as attractive but not actually
representing their relationship to writing. Female-identifying students favored
direct poses. When male-identifying students shared images, they were often
obscured, picturing themselves in costume, in groups or substituting their
selves with inanimate objects. Moreover, what students were representing via
their selected images was often undecipherable and unresponsive to the
assignment prompt. In the first years of blogging (2009 - 2011) with students,
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many used attractive representations of self that were optimized for some
other purpose but did not effectively fulfill the assignment’s prompt. Students
anticipated how they would have liked to be perceived, and they presented or
staged themselves for a variety of readers. But who did they think they were
writing to? They sidestepped the academic situation. Curious about their
intentions, I introduced an assignment asking them to reflect on the images. By
asking students to explain their own image, [ would learn a great deal about the
correlation of image to the student writer’s identity. In their reflections,
students would similarly learn a great deal about their writing practices as well.

2015

The next stage of this investigation began in spring 2015. Forty students
in two sections of the second course of the first-year writing sequence
participated. As part of their blog project, students were asked to include an
image of their writerly self with accompanying explanatory text. It should be
noted that 7/40 (or 17.5%) students did not complete this assignment, which
is a sizable non-compliance rate. For these non-participating students, there
may still have been residual hesitation about how social media is used in a
classroom environment. Note, however, that while all the students blogged
publicly, 17.5% of students chose not to post images representing their writerly
selves. A review of these posts, including images of writerly self from that semester,
shows certain types of images that emerged, which were consistent with earlier
years. In my estimation, students staged themselves in the following categories:
(i) idealized, (ii) awkward/not idealized, (iii) in costume, (iv) in a group, and (v)
via substitution. This assessment seemed to ask certain research questions,
including: Why are their images of the same types? Are they derivative? Or, are
they representative of a larger cultural influence of the images they post in
social media elsewhere? These, however, are my observations and my questions,
and not the ones that my future students would ask. I will return to this in my
discussion relevant to 2016. My investigation reconsidered my assessment of
the student writer’s intentions. By asking students to reflect on their images, |
might learn how these photos are legitimate commentaries on their relationship
to writing. I would learn to think differently about their images. Maybe these
images are not commentaries, but instead, serve as writing itself and appropriately
represent their relationship to writing and the way these students inscribe the
world. In 2015, I decided to make the assignment required. In this section,  will
share a descriptive sample of the images students chose in order to represent
themselves as writers.
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What I observed is that students opted to share idealized and perfected
images of themselves to claim the blog’s space as a way to socialize. Their over-
determined images of writerly self ultimately do not share something of
themselves as writers. Instead, this rhetorical move gestures toward another
understanding of blogwork that is related to the presentation of the self on other
social media platforms. Other students crafted more responsive images to
represent their writerly selves, including substituting images of themselves
enacting other creative activities such as playing the violin or using a camera.
They seemed to be suggesting that they were not writers, but that they inscribed
the world using other apparatus and with other modes of inscription. These,
too, were idealized, offering a comparable substitution for the assignment.

Students also use images with awkward compositions, acknowledging
the limits of their choice in their written reflections about them. Awkward
compositions mimic or correlate with the social media practices of users on
sites like Finsta (aka fake Instagram) or B-Roll; both social media sites add
another layer, a produced reality that purports to be more authentically
representative of the real. These sites are limited to discrete communities of
followers or insiders.

Students who post deliberately awkward images of self are not
ostensibly addressing their inner circle of friends but rather a new community,
located in the classroom and occupied by peers, as well as by the instructor.
Such postings might also correlate with their feelings of writing apprehension
in that such a not-idealized image parallels their awkward status as a
developing writer, signaling an acceptance of the constraints - whether skill or
time - that limit their ability to write. One particularly awkward composition
has the student writer, Steph T, presented while hugging another person whose
face is not visible. The two are wrapped in a plush, blue blanket. The image does
not reveal much of the student’s body, but her face in profile is clearly smiling.
The composition of the photo seems incidental, with the student’s head
centered in the layout. At first glance, the photo is not memorable, but her
writing enlarges its import. She notes:

The image of my writerly self isn’t anything special. The blanket I cover
myself in is meant to hide myself because I don’t identity myself as a
writer, but at the same time you can clearly see me smiling. I guess the
best way to explain how I feel about writing, and how it relates to this
image in general is that even though I don’t identify myself as a writer,
[ still secretly enjoy writing. [ know that sounds a little complicated, but
I guess I've just never thought my writing was any good, and I think that
being a writer means something a little more professional than writing
essays for class. Writing in the traditional sense isn't something
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[ particularly enjoy, I don’t know anyone who looks forward to writing
an essay for a class, but I enjoy expressing thoughts through unconventional
forms of writing. In relation to the image the blanket hides how I feel
about writing outwardly, but the facial expression and clear view of my
countenance expresses my feelings for other types of writing through
images and movies.

EXPLAINING MY WRITERLY SELF, April 24, 2015. Retrieved June 14, 2022
https://anotherwaywithwords.wordpress.com/2015/04 /24 /explainin
g-my-writerly-self/

The student discloses that while she does not identify as a writer, she “still
secretly enjoy[s] writing.” Her relationship to writing is contradictory, or, as she
explains, “complicated.” Perhaps she co-opts the metaphor of the blanket to
cover and conceal in the same way that Jill Walker Rettberg adopts the
metaphor of the veil (Blogging 2014). But the concealment is disingenuous, for
this student writer secretly enjoys writing. How can both be true? Is this an
invitation for the reader to find the writer and give her back to herself? Can her
revelation that she is a writer in other media - in images and film - be key to
making sense of her presentation? What is fascinating about this set of students
in 2015 is that they are coy about writing. And yet, they are performing their
various selves unabashedly, on their own terms, even though the assignment is
required. At this time, these are low-stakes assignments. No one is required to
post them, but most students do. This participation suggests that the interface
matters, as does the time. Because students have become more accustomed
to working in social media in the context of the academy, they accept the
assignment more readily.

They also adopt the practices familiar in social media, like selfies, for
academic purposes. Not all images recorded are selfies, but the majority are. In
recent years of blogging with my students, there has been a movement away
from idealized images of self towards a progressive use of selfies. Those
pictures never actually nor accurately represented how the student writer felt
about writing or about their writing self, but that identity can be secured by
reading their reflective posts in combination with viewing their images. But the
selfie occupies another space in that it permits the student writer or maker
some autonomy in its making. And this making of the self-portrait reveals an
important stage for the student writer. Selfies return agency to the student writer
in that they manage their self-representation. Rettberg (Seeing Ourselves Through
Technology 2014) discusses the changing nature of self-representation with
digital technologies, especially as it relates to the idea of self-documentation.
She shares that selfies, as self-portraits, employ a device that can “simultaneously
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see our reflection and record it” (11). This is an important distinction, as selfies
permit the maker some control in the image-making. Rettberg contends: “A
selfie also exists in a social context, once shared. But just as importantly,
creating and sharing a selfie is a form of self-reflection and self-creation” (12).
The images of writerly self that students post are akin to the profile photos
posted on various social media platforms (e.g. Facebook), except that student
bloggers usually post their image only once and not serially. Rettberg explains
the role of profile photos as visual identity this way: “We often use photographs
taken by other people for our profile pictures, so they are not always selfies, but
a profile picture is a visual expression of our identity, and our choice of profile
photos is clearly a form of visual self-representation” (Seeing Ourselves Through
Technology 2014, 40). The serial nature of these images is a reflection of change,
that an individual is growing. In a course setting, a fourteen-week period, it is
less likely that a student will feel compelled to offer multiple profile pictures.
Serial profile pictures suggest an evolution in identity, one that student writers
do not readily present in academic settings, but the single image is reflection
enough for the purposes of this study. The images put forward are curated, with
exigences that do not always correlate with writing. What they always do offer
is a kind of wishful thinking, a wistfulness perhaps, a wish-fulfillment strategy
whose purpose is clear: “I want to be seen this way.” More than this, they seem
to present the idea that their reasons do not need to be explicit, or “My reasons
are clear to me, even if they do not seem related to the prompt.” While students
are not necessarily responding to the assignment prompt from the instructor’s
perspective, they believe their response is appropriate, reasoning perhaps that
their image of writerly self indeed embodies their identity for this context.

On occasion, the images represent and perhaps even reject text by
embracing some other way to inscribe the world, some other sequel to literacy.
For instance, Dylan L, a non-native English speaker, reveals himself as an expert
photographer on his blog, communicating effectively across language and culture
through his camera’s lens. For his image of writerly self, Dylan poses against a large
wall, brightly covered in graffiti. His slim form seems a kind of dark exclamation
point across a wall of text which is equally word and image, hybrid writing that
is unconventional and stylized. What this photo’s composition suggests to me is
the swelling of language into enlarged, bright, colorful shapes. In short, text
becomes image. Moreover, the posture of the student against the wall declares
- or rather dares - the viewer-reader to contradict the power of the image.
Indeed, in this instance, writing yields.

Similarly, Alessandro I, another non-native English speaker, presents
himself as a young child, posing as iflifting a large boulder, to depict his writerly
self. The student’s agency in this image is more powerful than at first glance.
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The child is just tall enough for his fingertips to brush the lintel’s overhang.
There is pride, true sweetness, in the child’s expression, some coyness that
suggests he is well pleased. Indeed, this student writer is delighted with himself.
Alessandro’s blog title, “Write or be written,” evinces this determination as well.
This signals determination to get the job - this first-year writing class - done.
He has committed to doing the work at hand, but he also flirts with his readers
via the posted image. Posing as a small child with lofty ambitions, the student
offsets his bravado, counterbalancing it with cuteness.

There are students in this cohort who elect not to include images, and
they suggest reasons for their non-compliance. Brenden M declares: “I really
don’t have a writerly self. It is more like some random dude who shows up
sometimes and does writing assignments when he needs to and spaces out in
other classes to write dumb stories...” He presents himself as “some random
dude,” an intellectual vagrant who “shows up sometimes” and performs itinerant
labor on demand. This character, who “does writing assignments,” seems a
lackluster, uncommitted player. He makes an interesting declaration, using the
modal “do” to contrast “I do writing assignments.” with the declarative “I write.”
or perhaps with “I am a writer.” There is little agency in Brenden’s [About] page
and, of course, no image of writerly self shared. While Brenden does confess to
enjoyment in writing, especially with respect to sharing the many “dumb ideas
that float around in my head,” he puts himself forward as a writer and then
hastily retreats. He is at once engaged and not engaged. He is performing both
roles. His [About] page concludes poignantly: “... but I am kind of a weaker
writer so the writings don’t contain all I want to share.” This moment, when he
declares his writing apprehension, is worth waiting for.

Another student, Brianna O, is clearly overthinking her presentation of
writerly self. In her [About] page, 21 out of 144 of the words she employs are
personal pronouns. The preponderance of pronouns suggests the writer’s desire
to denote perspective and point of view for her readers. She is tentative about
what her blog will and will not do. She is effectively illogical, employing circular
reasoning: “I've never blogged before but writing is a way to express yourself and
your ideas about the world, so I guess this is what my blog will do.” Her blog will
do, not her. The blog has agency. No writer here, just the medium, and the writer
isinvisible or rather a non-entity. Brianna O acknowledges the disconnect between
herself and her writing. She is pictured in her image of writerly self, but she is quite
reduced and practically indiscernible. She does not distinguish herself in the
outdoor café setting, admitting instead how she prefers to remain unobtrusive:
“In my image of writerly self, my face is hidden, facing away from the camera. [ am
far from the camera and seem fairly small in comparison to the surroundings.”
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She is indeed camouflaged, but she is direct in her writing about her concealment.
Her writerly self is not for viewing, but her text is.

The texts of student blogs afford the possibility of an authentic audience.
In online spaces, students initially perform some other version of self,
something close to what they have already constructed as their online persona
or presentation of self. They reveal this relationship to the screen in image and
in text. For instance, Dylan’s [About] page does not express his relationship to
writing at all. Instead, it is a clever play on a personal ad: “Made in China....” But
paired with his image - one dominated by street art - his message is clear: I
have no textual identity to share at this time. He reinforces this in his short
second paragraph, which is wrought with generalities and is noncommittal.
While his text lacks fluency, his text in concert with his image evinces clarity.

What are these students professing about their views of themselves as
writers? Are they responding to some activity that I did not fully understand
and thus could not interpret? What am [ (and other readers) to make of such
presentations? It seems that the ways student writers see themselves respond
to a cultural moment. Alise Tifentale and Lev Manovich’s Selfiecity (2015)
demonstrates the way selfies conform in international macro-settings, and this
data helps me understand what happens in my classroom micro-setting. The
creative mind evaluates the opportunity to present and puts forward what it
thinks best fits. But what is fitting is up for interpretation. Note that fit-ness or
suitability of an image is variable. These images are not always responsive to
the prompt which asks students to visualize themselves in relation to writing.
Student writers in 2009-2011 responded in a particular way, distinct from student
writers in 2015 and 2016. (Post-COVID, student writers in 2021 are different
again, but that is a subject for another study.) Student writers are perpetually
in new territory when writing in social media for the university, regardless of the
year. Students’ control of their self-presentation suggests an important departure
from their former ideas of school and assignments. Because students compose
in this non-academic and radically un-school space, they abandon whatever prior
knowledge they have about school genres and present something simultaneously
more honest and more deceptive. Their response to the prompt “who am [ when
[ write online?” seems to be “I am who [ want to be.” They inhabit a new literacy
moment, informed by their frequent, ludic experiences in social media. Nonetheless,
this presentation of self is somehow bounded, some hybrid self. Two selves meet
and generate a curious misfit, and I can see what fitting images they have
crafted after all.

For their last assignment, I asked them to collaborate in small groups to
share what they observed about the imagesets students posted. They made
some stunning observations. For instance, in the case of Alessandro I's image of
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writerly self as a child pretending to lift a boulder, one group responded that he
looks strong. They did not remark on the facetious pretense of the child lifting
the stone but instead noted the young boy’s alleged presentation of strength.
This observation strikes me as generous but also important. This student writer
adopted a picture that, on the one hand, claimed that he is young and inexperienced,
but on the other hand, portrayed him as strong. In other words, his image of
writerly self announces that he may be a young writer, but he imagines himself
a capable one.

Another group was surprised that family was not represented more
frequently in the images. The group argued that family should have been pictured
more frequently, given the origins of literacy. This absence, the group decided, was
a glaring omission. They questioned why student writers — themselves included -
failed to recognize and thus represent their family members as literacy partners
in the images of writerly self. This was another odd moment for me. They were
applying new values and a new awareness of literacy to what could be presented
in the images and potentially based on what they had reviewed in the class.

A third group categorized the images by creating a description for each.
Afterwards, the group sorted and generalized the images into five representative
categories, although their categories often overlapped and intersected in
interesting ways. Their categories (i. personal, self-reflection; ii. calming, good
vibes; iii. emotion; iv. chaos within perfection; and v. determined, showing within)
were not systematically coded, making for slippage among the types. I was
going to have to work with future students on the formation of more meaningful
categories. However, I did not want to be overly prescriptive in doing so; I
wanted to learn what only they could teach.

2016

In spring 2016, [ adopted a new approach. During a class meeting in late
April, far enough into the semester that there was an established sense of
community among class members, each student revised her [About] page to
include an image of her writerly self and added language in her [About] page
articulating the meaning of the image. Small groups peer reviewed each other’s
[About] pages. Students sorted the images of writerly self into two categories,
namely “mirror” (as a reflection of actual, physical self) or “veil” (as areplication
or re-appropriation of a concealed, disguised self). The class considered whether
or not these visual arguments were rhetorically consistent. In other words, the
class discussed whether or not these two distinctions necessarily or consistently
documented a positive or pejorative view of one’s relationship to writing. In
other words, if a student writer shared an image of writerly self categorized as
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a mirror, did they necessarily signal or correlate to a positive relationship to
writing? This discussion was fruitful on many levels, most especially in how
effectively students discussed the ways the images both reveal and conceal. In
the next meeting, the class complicated its understanding of these images as
mirrors or veils through reading two brief excerpts from Serfaty’s The Mirror
and the Veil: An Overview of American Online Diaries and Blogs (2004). After
discussing the excerpts, the groups separated the images into new categories
and re-sorted the images into their own, newly prescribed categories.

Kathryn’s Group| Tia’s Group | Emma’s Group | Anthony’s Group | Shelly’s Group
self artsy natural self with nature phy51f:al self -
mirror
nature thought hidden self | with technology natu.re i
provoking veil
L with personal
inanimate . . . : technology -
objects writerly interest information/ veil
hobbies/interests
abstract(ion) | transparent concept with blog title |interest - mirror

Figure 2. Group Categories of Imagesets (2016)

Serfaty expresses the difference between the veiled and mirrored
aspects of computer and digital presentation, rightly calling this mirror-veil
binary “the paradoxical twofold metaphor” (13). Indeed, by asking students to
post images of their writerly selves, | have crossed wires. Students readily
assessed this interference, with Kathryn’s group noting: “A computer is a veil
because nobody can actually see the person who posts something online. Users
know that the writer is there, but they will never see them in person.” In this
way, my request to stage themselves online is transgressive. Students re-sorted
categories along the mirror-veil rubric, which they initially splintered into many
categories, just as their 2015 predecessors had done. Ultimately, they settled on
the categories for the imagesets in Figure 2. Kathryn D’s group denied the overt
veil distinction, favoring instead a four-part categorization that essentially only
reveals: self, nature, inanimate objects, and abstract[ion]. Kathryn D’s group
concluded that the symbolism of many of the images is a substitution for and not
a cover for writerly identity, stating that: “On a symbolic level, the screen veils an
author’s face yet offers a blank slate where fantasies and dreams can be projected
and come to life.” While this group’s last three categories might be deemed veil-
like, Kathryn D’s group did not interpret them this way. The group declared
that, by the end of the semester, they could read each other’s signs and interpret
the objects pictured as stand-ins for one’s writerly self (e.g. a basketball equals
Erin T; a book, Emma S).
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Tia D’s group also crafted four categories for the same imageset, which at
first glance appear wildly different. Tia D’s group assessment initially seemed much
less sophisticated, given that 