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[T]he familiar . . . is made “strange” in order that it can be 
systematically analysed and explored. Hence taken- for- granted 
assumptions . . . are subjected to a sociological gaze . . . where 
familiar understandings of social life are challenged.

— Amanda Coffey, Reconceptualizing Social Policy, 21
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Preface

Ever since first reading Benjamin Lee Whorf in 1971,1 I have 
been fascinated with the relation between language, thinking, 
and culture. When I applied to graduate school later that year, 
I even listed “sociology of language” as my main area of inter-
est. Yet only in the early 1980s, while working on my book The 
Seven- Day Circle: The History and Meaning of the Week, did I 
first explicitly focus my scholarly gaze on the semiotic act of 
marking, using the distinction between what I came to identify 
as “marked” and “unmarked” days to capture the pronounced 
asymmetry between the sacred Sabbath and the six so- called 
“profane days” of the traditional Jewish week, as well as be-
tween the two- day “weekend” and the five “weekdays” in its 
modern secular form.2 Later, however, while working on Time 
Maps: Collective Memory and the Social Shape of the Past, effec-
tively inspired by the work of my wife Yael Zerubavel,3 I further 
realized that such distinction between “special” and “ordinary” 
time periods actually captures the very essence of the funda-
mental difference between not only Sundays and Wednesdays 
but also the parts of the past we conventionally consider memo-
rable and those we collectively forget.4 As so vividly evidenced 
in our history textbooks as well as annual holiday cycles, the 
underlying structure of our collective memory basically boils 
down to the fundamental distinction between the culturally 
marked and unmarked parts of our shared past.5
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x Preface

My growing interest in this seemingly ubiquitous cultural 
distinction between the special and the ordinary soon became 
one of the staples of my “Cognitive Sociology” seminar, as also 
evidenced by the work later done by some of my students ( Jo-
hanna Foster, Jamie Mullaney, and especially Wayne Brekhus) 
on markedness and unmarkedness.6 In fact, it even led me to 
begin my book Social Mindscapes: An Invitation to Cognitive 
Sociology with the question “Why does adding cheese make 
a hamburger a cheeseburger whereas adding ketchup does not 
make it a ketchupburger”?7 Furthermore, while writing Ances-
tors and Relatives: Genealogy, Identity, and Community, I also 
became aware of the major role that marking plays in the cul-
tural construction of ethnoracial identity, and even opened the 
book by asking why we consider Barack Obama a black man 
whose mother was white rather than a white man whose father 
was black.8

My original plan for this book was to examine the three sib-
ling notions of unmarkedness, backgroundness, and taken- for- 
grantedness, but I soon gave up on the idea and decided to split 
this project into two separate books. And only in 2014, indeed, 
after having completed writing Hidden in Plain Sight: The Social 
Structure of Irrelevance, which focuses specifically on the no-
tion of the “background,”9 did I finally feel fully ready to begin 
working on a book dealing exclusively with unmarkedness and 
taken- for- grantedness.

Fairly early in the process of writing the book I had already 
identified the pronounced semiotic asymmetry between the 
marked and the unmarked as perhaps its most important 
under lying theme. But as I was writing about it I also started 
to notice a rather disturbing new asymmetry within my very 
own body. In February 2016 I was in fact formally diagnosed 
with Parkinson’s disease, which soon led me to become aware 
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Preface xi

of yet a further irony. Not only did I notice a progressive decline 
in the functioning of my right limbs, I also began to realize 
that I could no longer take hitherto simple motor tasks such as 
swallowing, buttoning, or typing for granted, which was par-
ticularly ironic given that I was in the middle of writing a book 
about the phenomenon of taking for granted! While having 
to deal with both the physical and psychological challenges 
of learning to live with my new predicament, I was therefore 
nevertheless also gaining a new, effectively experiential per-
spective on the traditionally strictly theoretical themes about 
which I was writing.

I should add here, however, that, especially given its very 
topic, I made considerable efforts while writing the book to 
avoid as much as possible taking my own default assumptions 
for granted. Yet despite all those efforts I finally realized that 
there is simply no way that, as a white, male, straight, middle- 
class baby boomer, my own outlook on the world can ever be 
absolutely free of certain fundamental cultural biases that, like 
many other white, male, straight, middle- class baby  boomers, 
I habitually take for granted, yet that many other people 
might not.

Several colleagues, students, and friends played a critical 
role in my efforts to produce this book. I am especially indebted 
in this regard to Asia Friedman, Stephanie Peña- Alves, and Ara 
Francis, whose indispensable advice helped me tremendously 
in bringing it to look the way it does. I am also particularly 
grateful to Wayne Brekhus, whose own work on markedness 
and unmarkedness I consider the most ambitious effort yet to 
explore their social foundations, as well as to Tom DeGloma, 
Brittany Battle, Barbara Katz Rothman, Judy Gerson, Richard 
Williams, Johanna Foster, Debby Carr, Alexandra Gervis, Lynn 
Chancer, Rachel Brekhus, Lisa Campion, Christine Galotti, 
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xii Preface

Jamie Mullaney, John Levi Martin, Hana Wirth- Nesher, Cath-
erine Lee, Allan Horwitz, Yaacov Yadgar, Viviana Zelizer, Iddo 
Tavory, and Terence McDonnell, who read early versions of the 
manuscript and provided me with excellent feedback.

Special thanks also go to Ilanit Palmon for contributing the 
illustrations for the book, Linda Truilo for copyediting the 
manuscript, Alan Prince for providing various clarifications 
regarding language, and Jennifer Waller for giving me some 
very useful bibliographical tips. And I am particularly grateful 
to Meagan Levinson for inviting me to publish the book with 
Princeton University Press as well as for her terrific editorial 
comments and suggestions. Her great enthusiasm was a tre-
mendous boost during the final stages of completing the book.

Last but not least, endless thanks to my wife, Yael, my daugh-
ter, Noga, and my son, Noam. Not only did they read various 
earlier versions of the book and spent many hours discussing 
it with me, they also continue to provide me with the great 
psychological support I so much need as I enter this new non- 
taken- for- granted stage of my life.

East Brunswick, New Jersey,  
August 2017
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1
The Marked and 
the Unmarked
The unmarked . . . carries the meaning that goes without saying— 
what you think of when you’re not thinking anything special.

— Deborah Tannen, “Marked Women, Unmarked Men”

When telling people that he was studying suburban gays, writes 
Wayne Brekhus, “I was often asked if I am gay. No one ever 
asked, however, if I was suburban,”1 thereby tacitly revealing 
the far greater cultural salience conventionally attached to cer-
tain aspects of one’s identity than others.

Yet why, indeed, is being gay conventionally considered 
more culturally salient for determining “what” one is than being 
suburban? Furthermore, why is the term openly gay used far 
more widely than its nominally equivalent lexical counterpart 
openly straight?

Answering such questions calls for a thorough examination 
of the concepts of markedness and unmarkedness.

As their etymology implies, the distinction between the 
“marked” and the “unmarked” is essentially the distinction 
between the remarkable and the unremarkable. In sharp con-
trast to the former, which figuratively “stands out,” the latter 
is viewed as lacking any distinctive features and, as such, is 
considered “nondescript.” The distinction thus captures the 
supposedly fundamental difference between “holy” places (a 
shrine), “formal” attire (a tuxedo), or “festive” food (a birthday 
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2 Chapter 1

cake) and their effectively “mundane” cultural counterparts. 
As further exemplified by the difference between the occur-
rences we deem “uneventful” and those we consider “news,” 
it is basically a distinction between the ordinary, or “plain,” 
and the special.

In sharp contrast to the marked, which is explicitly accen-
tuated, the unmarked remains unarticulated.2 As such, it is 
exemplified by the default options on a computer menu. Re-
flecting what we assume by default, it is thus effectively taken 
for granted.

The distinction between the marked and the unmarked dates 
back to a 1930 letter from Nikolai Trubetzkoy to fellow lin-
guist Roman Jakobson pointing to the fundamental contrast 
between pairs of phonemes, one of which possesses a certain 
feature that the other does not.3 Naming the one possessing 
that feature the marked member of the pair and the one im-
plicitly defined by its absence the unmarked one,4 Jakobson 
immediately took Trubetzkoy’s observation one step further, 
noting that “every single constituent of any linguistic system” is 
in fact “built on . . . the presence of an attribute (‘markedness’) 
in contraposition to its absence (‘unmarkedness’).”5

Furthermore, Jakobson also realized that the fundamental 
distinction between markedness and unmarkedness actually 
transcends linguistics, indeed noting its overall cultural signif-
icance,6 but it took another half- century before it was explicitly 
incorporated into a somewhat broader semiotic framework— a 
critical intellectual leap made by his student and collaborator 
Linda Waugh. Concluding her 1982 article “Marked and Un-
marked: A Choice between Unequals in Semiotic Structure” 
with a special section explicitly titled “Examples from Other 
Semiotic Systems” featuring culturally salient contrastive se-
miotic pairs such as blackness/whiteness and homosexuality/
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The Marked and the Unmarked 3

heterosexuality,7 Waugh thus proposed a full- fledged semiotic 
theory of markedness and unmarkedness.

The act of marking sets the special apart from the ordinary 
either physically (putting a “One Way” traffic sign to mentally 
separate a given street from “ordinary,” two- way ones), ritu-
ally (making a toast on “special” occasions), or institutionally 
(formally rewarding “exemplary” behavior or an “outstand-
ing” accomplishment). Yet it is most spectacularly exemplified 
lexically.

After all, the all- too- common dismissive expression “It’s just 
semantics” notwithstanding, language certainly reflects the way 
we think about things, as the actual words we use often reveal 
our cognitive defaults.8 The term menstrual cycle, for example, 
clearly reveals the considerably greater significance culturally 
attached to the menstrual phase of women’s hormonal cycle 
than to its reproductively far- more- critical yet nevertheless 
semiotically unmarked ovulatory counterpart.9 By the same 
token, consider the term white trash, which to this day “still 
flies with little self- conscious hesitancy on the part of the user 
[and] continues to be sustained socially by an almost uncon-
scious naturalness.”10 Although originally designed to mark 
poor whites who do not conform to their expected and thus 
unmarked middle- class racial image and are therefore con-
sidered “not quite white,”11 in fact it actually marks not only 
“white trash” but also “white trash”! After all, as an adjective, it 
is indeed the word white that is ultimately designed to modify 
the default meaning of the noun trash rather than the other 
way around, and the term white trash thus actually marks not 
only white people who are considered “trashy” but also “trashy” 
people who happen to be white. If they were black, or so goes 
this essentially racist default assumption, the term black trash, 
for example, would have been considered redundant.
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4 Chapter 1

That certainly exemplifies the important role of labeling, the 
most effective form of marking, in establishing and maintaining 
the fundamental cultural contrast between what we explicitly 
mark and what we implicitly assume by default and take for 
granted. Given the existence of the Black Entertainment Tele-
vision cable network and the Women’s National Basketball As-
sociation, for example, the very absence of a “White Entertain-
ment Television” network and an explicitly gendered “Men’s 
National Basketball Association” thus underscores the fact that 
whereas blackness and femaleness are conventionally marked 
in America, whiteness and maleness are not. By the same 
token, given the presence of “Arab Affairs” newspaper, radio, 
and television correspondents in Israel, the glaring absence 
of “Jewish Affairs” journalists likewise implies that, in sharp 
contrast to Arabness, Jewishness is conventionally considered 
ordinary there. In a similar vein, in sharp contrast to its lexical 
counterpart male nurse, the term female nurse is conventionally 
considered redundant, “for saying nurse already implies that.”12

The extent to which something is conventionally considered 
ordinary, in other words, is inversely related to the availability 
of cultural labels to denote it. The taken- for- grantedness of the 
unmarked is thereby evidenced in its semiotic superfluity, as 
manifested in the paucity of cultural labels denoting what is 
conventionally assumed by default. Being regarded as literally 
un- remarkable, it is not considered worth mentioning.

It would therefore be useful to compare the actual vocabu-
laries culturally available for denoting marked versus unmarked 
phenomena in a given speech community. As we shall see, the 
relation between such vocabularies is indeed pronouncedly 
asymmetrical, with terms denoting marked phenomena being 
much more widely available than ones denoting their unmarked 
counterparts.
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The Marked and the Unmarked 5

Thus, for example, given the historical closetedness of homo-
sexuality in America, one would expect the term openly gay to 
be far more widely used there than its nominally equivalent 
counterpart openly straight. By the same token, the term work-
ing mom reflects the traditionally marked status of middle- class 
working mothers, which sharply contrasts with the effectively 
unmarked status of working fathers. Conventionally assumed 
by default and thus taken for granted, the latter thereby re-
quire no special marking, and a term such as working dad, for 
instance, would actually seem redundant.

Along similar lines, we thus also “have the career woman . . . 
but not the career man. Men by definition have careers, but 
women who do so must be marked. . .  . A man can also be 
a family man, but it would be odd to call a woman a family 
woman. Women are by definition family women.”13 Indeed, by 
lexically marking traditionally “special” people (male nurses, 
the openly gay, middle- class working moms), we tacitly also 
characterize their “ordinary,” unmarked counterparts by the 
very absence of presumed and thereby seemingly superfluous 
adjectival qualifiers such as female (for nurses), openly (for 
straights), and working (for dads) to denote them.14

Such pronounced cultural asymmetries can in fact be 
demonstrated empirically by measuring actual lexical usage 
through frequency counts of the words and phrases people use, 
with glaring statistical gaps between nominally equivalent lexi-
cal pairs exemplifying the fundamental semiotic asymmetry be-
tween the marked and the unmarked. Whereas a simple Google 
search for the term openly gay, for example, yields 3,740,000 
hits, a parallel search for its nominally equivalent counterpart 
openly straight yields only 32,800.15 While the former denotes 
what is conventionally deemed “special” and therefore liter-
ally remark- able, the latter denotes an “ordinary,” culturally 
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6 Chapter 1

unremark- able phenomenon conventionally assumed by de-
fault and thereby taken for granted.

In a similar vein, whereas a search for the term working 
mom, for example, yields 8,520,000 hits, a parallel search for 
its nominally equivalent lexical counterpart working dad yields 
only 117,000.16 And while a search for the term first- generation 
students yields 282,000 entries, a parallel search for its nom-
inally equivalent counterpart third- generation students yields 
only 6,880.17 Similar searches yield significantly more results 
for abnormal psychology (3,290,000) and seafood (174,000,000) 
than for their respective nominally equivalent lexical counter-
parts normal psychology (37,600) and landfood (25,900).18

Effectively exemplifying the pronouncedly asymmetrical 
amounts of cultural attention respectively paid to the marked and 
the unmarked, frequency counts of the actual words and phrases 
people use thus represent collective attention patterns.19 And in-
deed, whereas the marked is by its very definition highly notice-
able and thereby culturally “visible,” the unmarked represents 
the “background” regions of our phenomenal world,20 which 
typically escape our attention.21 It is in fact its cultural invisibility, 
therefore, that so distinctly characterizes the unmarked.

Whether one considers something marked or unmarked 
is by no means just a matter of personal opinion. Yet nor is 
anything inherently marked or unmarked. Specialness and 
ordinariness are in fact but social constructions, products of 
particular semiotic norms, traditions, and conventions that we 
share as members of specific “thought communities.”22 And as 
we shall see, what we assume by default and therefore take for 
granted indeed varies across cultures as well as among differ-
ent subcultures and across different social situations within a 
given society.
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The Marked and the Unmarked 7

As we mark things, thus effectively implying that they can-
not be assumed by default and therefore taken for granted, we 
actually “abnormalize” them, thereby tacitly also normalizing 
what remains unmarked. Marking (and thereby abnormaliz-
ing) female ness, blackness, homosexuality, or disability, for 
example, is thus effectively inseparable from the conventional 
semiotic tradition of presuming the normality of maleness, 
whiteness, straightness, and able- bodiedness.

As we shall see, normality plays a major role in establish-
ing as well as maintaining social dominance, which in fact in-
volves the power to affect what others come to take for granted 
by tacitly leading them to make certain default assumptions 
without their even realizing that they are making them! Such 
dominance is manifested in the power to actually set the very 
standards of normality as well as to abnormalize, through a 
politico- semiotic process of “othering,” whatever deviates from 
them. Indeed, it is the fact that they are conventionally consid-
ered “self- evident” and thereby assumed by default and taken 
for granted that allows certain ideas, practices, and identities 
to maintain their cultural dominance.

In fact, the more dominant a social group, the more likely 
is its identity to remain unmarked. It is thus socially dominant 
identities such as maleness, whiteness, straightness, and able- 
bodiedness that are conventionally assumed by default and 
taken for granted, and their bearers who therefore often be-
come culturally invisible.

A full- fledged sociology of markedness and unmarkedness23 
thus reveals the way in which structures of power are socially 
produced, maintained, as well as reproduced. But as we shall 
see, in so doing it also helps reveal the ways in which those very 
structures are sometimes challenged and subverted.
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8 Chapter 1

The present book is an attempt to draw explicit attention to 
what we implicitly assume by default and therefore take for 
granted. Yet how, indeed, are we to actually “take account 
of . . . the banal, the quotidian, the obvious, the common, the 
 ordinary . . . the background noise, the habitual?”24

Anybody who ventures to study the taken- for- granted inev-
itably faces a formidable epistemic challenge. After all, as we 
are reminded by Friedrich Nietzsche, “what we are used to is 
most difficult . . . to see” as an actual object of inquiry.25 The 
unmarked regions of our phenomenal world are therefore “elu-
sive and slippery things, providing . . . no outside perspective or 
scaffolding” on which to figuratively stand.26 Indeed, it actually 
took social anthropologists Daniel Miller and Sophie Wood-
ward six months of studying the cultural practice of wearing 
blue jeans to realize that those pants’ most significant property 
is in fact their ordinariness:

While it was always obvious that denim could be described 
as ordinary, the suggestion that this might be the key to 
our findings didn’t occur to us . . . until around six months 
into our fieldwork. . . . Initially the word ordinary seemed 
so banal, more a taken- for- granted background than a pre-
tender to the crown of accomplished research. For the same 
reason, arriving at a sense of the profundity and importance 
of ordinariness took even longer.27

As a result, the unmarked has rarely been studied per se,28 
thereby still remaining an intellectual blind spot.29 Despite the 
many studies involving heterosexual sex, for example, hetero-
sexuality itself has until relatively recently been assumed by 
default and thus taken for granted, thereby effectively escaping 
analysis.30 The same, indeed, has been true of maleness, white-
ness, and able- bodiedness.
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The Marked and the Unmarked 9

Furthermore, given the fact that the unmarked distinctly 
lacks certain properties characteristically possessed by the 
marked,31 studying it thus also involves the epistemic challenge 
of having to observe absence, thereby making it methodologi-
cally elusive. Acts of omission, after all, are much harder to no-
tice than acts of commission (which is why neglected children 
are often unaware of what they are not getting), and whereas 
the disabled often provide vivid accounts of the challenges 
they face, the experience of being able- bodied is not so read-
ily articulable.32

Exploring the very phenomenon of unmarkedness thus re-
quires the ability to actually notice what is “conspicuous by 
its absence” and thereby “see” and “hear” the conventionally 
invisible and inaudible. And given the fact that the unmarked is 
effectively inarticulable, exploring it requires being particularly 
attentive to what linguists call lexical gaps. As we encounter 
the terms male nurse, working mom, and openly gay, for exam-
ple, we thus need to be able to also “hear” the absence of their 
nominally equivalent counterparts— female nurse, working dad, 
and openly straight.

Studying the unmarked, in short, requires exceptional 
self- reflectiveness about what we habitually and thus pre- 
reflectively take for granted!33 Given such a formidable meth-
odological challenge, the paucity of actual studies of taken- for- 
grantedness therefore comes as no surprise.34 Such studies, 
however, nonetheless promise us “a startling new view of a 
previously invisible, taken- for- granted, ‘normal’ . . . universe.”35 
And in so doing they may therefore “unsettle forever” our very 
idea of normality.36
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2
Semiotic Asymmetry
The social marking process is metaphorically illustrated in Nathaniel Hawthorne’s 
Scarlet Letter [wherein] Hester Prynne’s community literally marks her with a 
scarlet letter “A” [that] symbolizes her identity as an “adulteress” and sets her 
apart from the unmarked category of “marital loyalists.” In a similar fashion, 
Nazi Germany used pink triangles to accent the identity of “homosexuals” as 
distinct from the unmarked category of “heterosexuals.” . . . [Yet] Germany 
did not require “heterosexuals” to wear a different colored triangle, nor did 
Prynne’s neighbors wear an “ML” to signify their identity as “marital loyalists.” 
These categories were defined in default by their absence of any mark.

— Wayne Brekhus, “Social Marking and the Mental Coloring of Identity,” 500

The main purpose of marking is the establishment of a fun-
damental semiotic asymmetry between “marked” and “un-
marked.” Such asymmetry is manifested, for example, in the 
pronouncedly uneven semiotization of streets that are spe-
cifically marked with “Do Not Enter” signs and ones that are 
not marked with “Please Enter” ones, food products that are 
explicitly labeled “organic” and ones that have no labels spe-
cifically marking them as tainted by the use of pesticides, and 
explicitly marked bike lanes and ones that are not specifically 
designated “car lanes.” By the same token, in stark contrast to 
parking spots and public- restroom stalls specifically designed 
for people with disability, there are none specifically designed 
for the able- bodied. Like the term openly straight, the latter 
member of each of these nominally symmetrical semiotic pairs 
is assumed by default and therefore taken for granted. As such, 
unlike its nominally equivalent counterpart, it is effectively 
considered semiotically superfluous.
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Semiotic Asymmetry 11

As one might expect, having established such fundamental 
semiotic nonequivalences, many of the distinctions we make 
between otherwise seemingly symmetrical conceptual pairs 
(“right” and “left,”1 “life” and “death,” “healthy” and “sick”) 
are therefore effectively lopsided. And it is precisely such pro-
nounced asymmetry that most distinctly characterizes the 
relation between the marked and unmarked regions of our 
phenomenal world.2

That, of course, is a result of the fact that the contrast be-
tween the two ultimately boils down to a fundamental asym-
metry between the highly pronounced presence of certain fea-
tures in marked semiotic objects and the equally pronounced 
absence of those features from their nominally equivalent 
unmarked counterparts.3 That is why we have, for example, 
“wheelchair- accessible” doors and buildings yet no specifi-
cally designated “foot- accessible” ones, special “quiet” cars 
on trains yet no explicitly marked “noisy” ones. By the same 
token, while there is a special road sign indicating a curvy road 
ahead, there is no such sign similarly indicating a straight one. 
And whereas Google searches for the terms bisexual and bi-
racial yield 153,000,000 and 6,350,000 results respectively, 
parallel searches for their nominally equivalent counterparts 
monosexual and monoracial yield only 65,300 and 42,300 (not 
to mention that my word- processor’s automatic spell- checker 
immediately flags them as typos, thereby tacitly exemplifying 
their semiotic superfluity).4

Such asymmetries, of course, reflect the pronouncedly un-
even distribution of cultural attention we respectively pay to 
the marked and unmarked regions of our phenomenal world. 
And since the former are culturally attended to significantly 
more than the latter, they also come to carry much greater 
“weight.”
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Semiotic Weight

Tacitly invoking the image of a tilted scale in an effort to cap-
ture the very essence of semiotic asymmetry, it was sociologist 
Jamie Mullaney who first called attention to the pronouncedly 
lopsided distribution of semiotic weight we respectively attach 
to culturally marked and unmarked human behavior.5 After 
all, as so evocatively exemplified by the fundamental cultural 
asymmetry between kissing someone on the lips and “only” 
on the cheek (and thereby respectively signifying roman-
tic versus “merely” platonic relations),6 marked acts clearly 
“count”7 more (that is, are more “weighty” and thus cultur-
ally significant) than unmarked ones. By the same token, the 
nominally equivalent acts of drinking a bottle of whisky and a 
bottle of water are nevertheless respectively associated with 
marked, noun- like (“a heavy drinker”) and unmarked, verb- 
like (“he drank it in one gulp”) identities,8 with the former, 
supposedly signifying what people “are” rather than just what 
they “do,” effectively carrying much greater identity- salient 
“weight” than the latter.9 As so aptly captured by the collo-
quial notion of “losing” one’s virginity, one’s very first sexual 
intercourse, for example, is thus conventionally regarded 
as actually affecting one’s very essence far more than one’s 
seven- hundred- and- fifty- eighth one.10 And whereas a single 
marked act such as murdering someone is considered highly 
salient for identity attribution, even four thousand instances 
of unmarked ones such as raising one’s eyebrows or wiping 
one’s nose are not. In sharp contrast to being identified as a 
murderer, after all, no one is ever identified as an “eyebrow 
 raiser” or a “nose  wiper.”11

The way we respectively define femininity and masculinity 
further exemplifies the pronouncedly asymmetrical distribution 
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of semiotic weight between marked and unmarked identities. 
Women’s clothing, for example, is far more gendered (and 
therefore culturally marked) than men’s clothing, and women 
who wear pants today clearly do not jeopardize their perceived 
femininity to the same extent that men who wear dresses might 
jeopardize their perceived masculinity.12

In a similar vein, consider also the highly uneven cultural 
salience conventionally attached in America to “white” and 
“nonwhite” ethnoracial identities. Americans are thus much 
more likely to be cognizant of the Puerto Rican (or at least 
“Hispanic”) roots of Jennifer Lopez or Ricky Martin, for exam-
ple, than of the Finnish roots of Jessica Lange or Matt Damon. 
And as so poignantly exemplified by the infamous “one- drop 
rule” (whether in its traditional legal or modern informal form), 
whereas blackness implies the genealogical presence of rela-
tively recent African ancestors (lest one forget, we all descend 
from non- recent ones), whiteness implies their genealogical 
absence rather than the presence of European ones.13 Thus, 
whereas having even a single recent African ancestor often 
suffices to establish one’s blackness, having several European 
ancestors may not always suffice to establish one’s whiteness. 
In short, while African and European ancestors are effectively 
equivalent in terms of what they actually contribute to their 
descendants’ genetic makeup, they nevertheless differ consid-
erably in their respective semiotic contributions to their racial 
identity, since descending from the former is conventionally 
considered much weightier than descending from the latter 
(which is why Barack Obama, for example, is usually consid-
ered a black man whose mother was white rather than a white 
man whose father was black).

The basic logic underlying such “one- drop” semiotics also 
helps account for the inclusion of the letter “B,” which stands 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:43 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



14 Chapter 2

for bisexuality, in the acronym “LGBT.” As we shall see, se-
miotically speaking, homosexuality “weighs” far more than 
heterosexuality. As a result, despite the fact that bisexuality is 
actually a blend of both homo-  and heterosexual tendencies, 
bisexual individuals tend to be lumped with homosexual rather 
than heterosexual ones. The homosexual component of one’s 
bisexual identity, in other words, thus clearly “counts” far more, 
and is therefore culturally weightier, than its nominally equiv-
alent yet evidently “lighter” counterpart.

Tacit Assumptions and Cognitive Defaults

When something is taken for granted, it is effectively consid-
ered self- evident, or axiomatic.14 As such, it actually remains 
unquestioned15 and therefore also undisputed.16 What we take 
for granted, in short, is basically taken as a “given.”17

The act of taking something for granted, given its funda-
mentally pre- reflective nature,18 is ultimately done habitually19 
and therefore pretty much automatically. The essence of the 
unmarked is thus best captured by the notion of default, which 
basically implies the idea of tacit, implicit assumptions that re-
main in effect until explicitly overridden.20 Unless something 
is specifically marked, in other words, we therefore tend to 
assume by default that it is unmarked. Thus, unless we have 
reason to suspect that new people we meet might actually be 
illiterate, disabled, or mentally ill, for example, we usually give 
them the benefit of doubt, thereby presuming them to be liter-
ate, able- bodied, as well as mentally healthy, that is, bearers of 
unmarked identities normally assumed by default.

One of the distinctive features of the things we take for 
granted is the fact that they do not need to be explicitly artic-
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ulated. In other words, they “go without saying.”21 Since they 
are essentially presumed, they are considered semiotically 
superfluous. Given the conventional assumptions that nurses 
are female and that male adults work, for example, the terms 
female nurse and working dad, as we saw, are indeed culturally 
redundant. By the same token, given the fact that romantic 
relationships are conventionally presumed to be monoga-
mous, it is hardly surprising that whereas a Google search for 
the term polyamory yields 2,230,000 results, a parallel search 
for its nominally equivalent yet effectively assumed- by- default 
and therefore conventionally taken- for- granted counterpart, 
monoamory, yields only 2,490.22

By tacitly revealing what we habitually and therefore auto-
matically take for granted, unmarkedness thus provides a lot 
of information about our cognitive defaults (such as our basic 
assumptions that nurses are typically female, that male adults 
usually work, and that romantic relationships tend to be mo-
nogamous). Markedness, by contrast, implies an explicit devi-
ation from such defaults.23

In order to be able to assume something by default and 
thereby take it for granted we first need to consider it “ordi-
nary” rather than “special.” After all, the assurance that what 
we are about to deal with is in no way “out of the ordinary”24 
provides us with some measure of predictability, thereby effec-
tively making it easier for us to develop some expectations25 on 
which we can then base some tacit assumptions. Such sense of 
presumed ordinariness is therefore disrupted, of course, when-
ever we encounter the unexpected.26 Since people are conven-
tionally presumed to be straight, for example, we are far more 
likely to be surprised to learn that somebody is gay than to find 
out that he is actually straight, which is what we had assumed 
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by default and therefore taken for granted, after all. Learning 
that someone’s identity is unmarked, in other words, does not 
surprise us because it does not disrupt any prior expectations 
we had and therefore also any prior assumptions we might have 
tacitly made.

As a result, while unmarkedness is implicitly taken for 
granted, markedness actually needs to be explicitly accounted 
for. Whereas greeting an acquaintance (let alone a friend), for 
instance, requires no special explanation, failing to do so nor-
mally does.27

That explains the pronouncedly asymmetrical manner in 
which we respectively manage information about our marked 
and unmarked identities. Since the latter (being sighted or hav-
ing a home, for example) are typically assumed by default and 
therefore “go without saying,” their bearers can normally expect 
their ordinariness to be taken for granted. Bearers of marked 
identities (such as being blind or homeless), on the other hand, 
are actually expected to “announce” their specialness.

Sharing personal information about oneself is thus organized 
according to its degree of markedness, and items that simply 
confirm default assumptions are indeed rarely considered “no-
tifiable.”28 Whereas gays and lesbians, for example, often feel 
compelled to “come out,” straights, by contrast, are rarely ex-
pected to “announce” their sexual orientation (which, after all, 
is conventionally presumed). By the same token, unlike veg-
etarians and vegans, nor are other dinner guests expected to 
proactively notify their hosts in advance that they do eat meat.

By the same token, since it is conventionally presumed that 
one is not terminally ill, one is rarely expected to simply vol-
unteer such noninformation, although it is certainly tacitly 
assumed by one’s family and close friends, for example, that 
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one would actually notify them if one is indeed terminally ill. 
Claiming later that they did not explicitly ask one about that 
or that the subject simply “never came up” is unlikely to be 
accepted as a legitimate account for one’s failure to proactively 
“announce” one’s markedness.

Consider, for example, in this regard the scene from the film 
The Crying Game in which Fergus discovers to his great horror 
that Dil, the woman with whom he is about to go to bed, is 
actually a man, or the following exchange in School Ties right 
after David’s hitherto “unannounced” Jewishness, an excep-
tionally marked feature at an exclusively Christian prep school, 
is suddenly revealed:

Chris: “What do you expect me to say?”
David: “That it’s no big deal.”
Chris: “If it’s no big deal, why didn’t you just tell me in the 

first place? I am your roommate.”
David: “You never told me what religion you are.”
Chris: “I’m Methodist.”
David (sarcastically): “You’re Methodist, and all the time 

I didn’t know it!”
Chris: “That’s different.”

The difference, of course, lies in our pronouncedly asymmetri-
cal implicit expectations regarding the notifiability of people’s 
marked and unmarked identities. Whereas the latter (being 
Christian in an exclusively Christian prep school, or a woman if 
one is dressed and behaves as one) are presumed and therefore 
do not need to be specifically accounted for, the former (being 
Jewish in that same school, or a transwoman), by contrast, are 
by no means taken for granted. And as such, they are conven-
tionally expected to be properly “announced.”
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The Common and the Exceptional

The fundamental asymmetry between the marked and the un-
marked is also manifested in the pronouncedly uneven manner 
in which the referential scopes of marked and unmarked terms 
are respectively delineated. As so starkly exemplified by con-
trasting front door with door, volleyball with ball, ethnic food 
with food, or women’s literature with literature, the former tend 
to be more specific (that is, more narrowly delineated) and 
therefore more semantically exclusive than the latter, which, 
being less semantically restrictive, tend to have an inherently 
wider denotative potential.29

By the same token, whereas marked terms such as short, 
young, narrow, and shallow have a single, unambiguously spe-
cific meaning, their unmarked counterparts (tall, old, wide, and 
deep) can actually assume a specific as well as a generic mean-
ing. Such nominally equivalent lexical pairs, after all, “are not 
completely symmetric. . . . [I]f one asks How tall is Harry? one 
is not suggesting that Harry is tall, but if one asks How short is 
Harry? one is suggesting that Harry is short.”30 In other words, 
tall can be used more specifically, as in He is very tall, thereby 
excluding short, as well as more generically, as in How tall is 
he? thereby also including it.31 And in a similar vein, in sharp 
contrast to its nominally equivalent marked counterpart night, 
the term day can actually be used to refer not only to a specific 
part of a twenty- four- hour period, as in he works during the day 
and sleeps at night, but also to that entire period, as in it rained 
for three straight days.

As one might expect given their broader referential scope, 
unmarked terms also tend to be more widely distributed.32 
After all, being less semantically determinate than their marked 
counterparts, they can also be used in a wider range of contexts. 
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Terms “that have a relatively focused and specific meaning will 
tend to be used in narrowly defined ways,” whereas ones “that 
have relatively less focused and more generic meanings will 
have a wider range of uses . . . resulting in their broader distri-
bution.”33 Markedness is thus inversely related to statistical prom-
inence, as what we choose to mark tends to be proportionally 
smaller than what remains unmarked.34

I have thus far defined markedness and unmarkedness in 
strictly experiential terms, yet marked semiotic objects actu-
ally “stand out” not only experientially but also statistically. We 
therefore need to characterize the unmarked and the marked 
not only as ordinary and special but also as common (that is, 
usual or typical) and exceptional (that is, unusual or atypical).

As exemplified by our tendency to mark that which is less 
frequently encountered,35 it is the statistically aberrant that 
usually draws our semiotic attention. A widely used term, after 
all, implies that, perhaps counterintuitively, the phenomenon 
it denotes is culturally atypical. Had it been more commonly 
encountered, we would have most likely taken it for granted 
and not felt the need to explicitly label it. We thus use the terms 
male nurse, working mom, and openly gay, for example, much 
more frequently than their nominally equivalent counterparts 
female nurse, working dad, and openly straight precisely be-
cause the cultural phenomena they denote have traditionally 
not been as commonly encountered as being a female nurse, a 
working dad, or openly straight.

Such a specifically statistical conceptualization of marked-
ness and unmarkedness also allows for a better understand-
ing of the way we conventionally view normality. Indeed, as 
Emile Durkheim, effectively equating the normal with “the 
most frequently occurring,” put it, the statistical prominence 
of a phenomenon ought to be considered the very “criterion of 
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[its] normality.”36 That would in fact explain, for example, why 
we conventionally regard wearing eyeglasses (in sharp contrast 
to using a wheelchair) as “normal” rather than as a generally 
accepted mark of “disability.”

Theorizing markedness as an essentially statistical phenom-
enon also helps us realize that nothing is inherently marked or 
unmarked, let alone “normal.” And it is to such a pronouncedly 
social constructionist critique of the very notions of marked-
ness and unmarkedness that we now turn.
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3
Social Variations 
on a Theme
After all, being ordinary might be represented by bright 
yellow if everyone else is wearing it.

— Daniel Miller and Sophie Woodward, Blue Jeans, 115

Marking Traditions

What we mark as well as leave unmarked may vary from one 
individual to another, as evidenced by the contrasting manner 
in which different people tend to envision the proverbial glass 
as half- empty or half- full or view the world as fundamentally 
dangerous or safe. As exemplified by the ultimately pessimis-
tic habit of vigilantly waiting for the figurative “other shoe” to 
drop, some people, for instance, adopt an effectively cautious 
approach, essentially presuming that things are dangerous un-
less actually proven safe. Operating on such fundamental de-
fault assumption, argues Ruth Simpson, they specifically mark 
“safe” persons, objects, places, and activities while taking po-
tentially “dangerous” ones as a given. Others, by contrast, adopt 
a diametrically opposite, trusting approach, effectively presum-
ing that things are safe unless actually proven dangerous. As-
suming safety by default, they specifically mark “dangerous” 
persons, objects, places, and activities while considering “safe” 
ones a given.1 The difference between those two fundamentally 
contrasting approaches, of course, lies in what each one’s users 
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specifically mark and what they take for granted and thereby 
leave unmarked.

Yet while our tendency to make either of those default as-
sumptions is partly personal, it is by no means strictly so. After 
all, it is in our specific capacity as socially trained and formally 
licensed drivers, for example, that we learn to assume safe road 
conditions unless we encounter special road signs (“Falling 
Rocks,” “Sharp Curve Ahead,” “Deer Crossing”) specifically 
warning us about potential hazards.2 Such learning is part of 
our semiotic socialization, thereby reminding us that we actu-
ally set our cognitive defaults not only as individuals but also as 
social beings.

The act of taking something for granted, in other words, 
“has its origin beyond the individual, and it is this sociocultural 
basis that forms the interpretive background of our individual 
minds.”3 What may seem at first glance to be a strictly personal 
act ultimately explainable in terms of individuals’ personal ten-
dencies thus turns out to actually be a product of essentially im-
personal,4 non- idiosyncratically patterned default assumptions 
that are not unique to particular individuals.

In fact, we often share those assumptions with others as parts 
of an intersubjective and therefore social reality to which we 
have been semiotically socialized, thereby presuming that oth-
ers take for granted what we do.5 As exemplified by the special 
Kosher labels used to mark grocery food products that do not 
present a potential danger for observant Jews who follow the 
strict dietary laws of kashrut, the assumption that things are 
fundamentally dangerous unless specifically designated safe is 
often a collective one. Thus, when Woody Allen told his audi-
ence, “My mother used to say to me when I was younger, ‘If a 
strange man comes up to you, and offers you candy, and wants 
you to get into the back of his car with him . . . go’ ” and they 
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found it funny,6 it was because they shared the common pre-
sumption that children actually ought to stay away from such 
tempting yet potentially dangerous situations.

To further appreciate the way we are sometimes actively 
socialized to presume that things are fundamentally dangerous 
and that we therefore need to be particularly vigilant, consider 
also “defensive driving” courses specifically designed to train 
motorists to proactively anticipate potentially hazardous sit-
uations, or the special classes people need to take in order to 
obtain a gun- carry permit. Such classes, reports author Dan 
Baum, are essentially

about recruiting us into a culture animated by fear of violent 
crime. . . . [W]e watched lurid films of men in ski masks 
breaking into homes occupied by terrified women. We stud-
ied color police photos of a man slashed open with a knife. 
Teachers in both classes directed us to websites [in which] 
the gun- carrying community warns, over and over, that 
crime is “out of control.”7

[G]un carriers are evangelizing a social philosophy. Belief 
in rising crime . . . amounts to faith in a natural order of 
predators and prey.8

In other words, it is in their specific capacity as members 
of “the gun- carrying community,” and thereby having been 
socialized into (and thus internalized) its collective default 
worldview, that gun carriers, like formally certified “defen-
sive drivers,” learn to view the world as fundamentally dan-
gerous and thereby consider safety the exception rather than 
the rule.9

The semiotic socialization of concealed gun carriers and 
“defensive drivers” underscores the pronouncedly impersonal 
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“styles” of marking we come to share as members of particular 
semiotic communities. They usually take the form of specific 
marking traditions, such as envisioning epidemics in terms of 
mortality rather than survival rates,10 presenting labor statis-
tics in terms of unemployment rather than employment rates, 
featuring ground meat (by contrast to, say, milk or yogurt) 
as being 96% lean rather than as containing 4% fat, attach-
ing greater weight to the nonwhite ancestors of “multiracial” 
Americans than to their white ones,11 or, for that matter, 
considering the act of communicating with invisible entities 
normal (and, as such, unmarked) in the case of “God” yet 
delusional (and therefore effectively marked) in the case of 
“ghosts.”

Marking Conventions

Given its impersonal, let alone collective, nature, one might get 
the impression that markedness is actually an inherent property 
of the semiotic objects with which it is commonly associated 
and that, as such, it is universally attached to them.12 By the 
same token, when taking the unmarked for granted, we tend to 
presume that it is also assumed by default and taken as a given 
by everyone else.

And yet, in reality, nothing is inherently marked or un-
marked.13 Both markedness and unmarkedness, indeed, are 
but products of specific and therefore nonuniversal marking 
conventions, which vary across cultures as well as among differ-
ent subcultures and across different social situations within the 
same society. And it is precisely such variability that attests to 
their conventional and therefore fundamentally social nature.14

Given all this, the idea that marking patterns are fundamen-
tally personal is clearly not the only illusion we need to abandon. 
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It is just as important, in fact, to also give up the diametrically 
opposite illusion that they must therefore be universal.15

For starters, cultures may vary in what their members come 
to take for granted. Although many languages, for example, 
consider masculine the default gender, not all actually do.16 By 
the same token, while Costa Ricans and New Zealanders are 
likely to assume peace by default, Afghans and Iraqis are far 
more likely to define it only residually, as the absence of war. 
And whereas Cameroonian children are effectively socialized 
to assume that strangers are fundamentally “safe,” German chil-
dren are not.17

Cultures also differ from one another in the default assump-
tions underlying juridical traditions such as whether defendants 
are presumed innocent unless proven guilty, and it is the prose-
cution who therefore bears the burden of proving their guilt, or 
presumptively guilty, and it is the defense who therefore needs 
to prove their innocence. Whereas American defamation laws, 
for instance, stipulate that the burden of proof rests upon the 
plaintiff, their British counterparts put it on the defendant, so 
that libelous or slanderous statements are presumed to be false 
unless the defendant can prove their truth.

By the same token, when visiting a foreign country, one 
may often not be able to tell whether smoking is permitted 
anywhere unless there is a sign indicating that it is prohibited, 
or only in places specifically marked as designated smoking 
areas. Nor, for that matter, can one know for certain whether 
to presume beaches to be public unless there are special signs 
indicating that they are private, or private unless there are signs 
specifically marking them as public.

As exemplified by what we choose to display in our mu-
seums, cultures vary in what they consider “special.” And as 
one might expect, such variability often reflects contrasting 
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statistical realities. Whereas in Yemen and Saudi Arabia, for 
example, the sight of a veiled woman passes as ordinary, in 
Uruguay or Lithuania, by contrast, it is highly unusual and 
therefore effectively marked. By the same token, whereas Joe 
Lieberman’s 2000 nomination for vice- president was marked 
by many Americans as a historic first, the notion of a Jewish 
president is actually considered by Israelis a given. And unlike 
in Austria and Finland, it is actually the use of silverware rather 
than chopsticks that is marked in Japan and Korea as special.

In a similar vein, whereas in America the far less com-
mon non- free- choice form of marriage is specifically labeled 
 arranged, in India it is the standard practice and thereby as-
sumed by default, and it is actually unarranged marriage, 
therefore, that is specifically dubbed there as love marriage. It 
is likewise vegetarianism that is often assumed there by default, 
and meat- based dishes that are thus residually referred to as 
non- vegetarian.

Situational Variability

Yet what we assume by default and thereby take for granted 
varies not only cross- culturally but also subculturally. After all, 
while people often take able- bodiedness for granted, first re-
sponders, for instance, rarely do. And as Durkheim famously 
proposed, in “a community of saints . . . crime as such will be 
unknown, but faults that appear venial to the ordinary person 
will arouse the same scandal as does normal crime in ordinary 
consciences.”18

By the same token, it is ethnicity-  as well as class- based con-
ventions, for example, that affect whether corporal punishment 
of children is considered ordinary or special, and regional ones 
that account for why armadillos, which are considered little 
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more than roadkill in the Southwest, are nevertheless specifi-
cally showcased in East Coast zoos.19 And even within the same 
city the most special day of the week (its “peak,” so to speak)20 
may very well be Saturday for Jews, Sunday for Christians, 
Friday for Muslims, and Monday for those who work on the 
weekend and take it as their regular day off.21

What we actively mark or tacitly take for granted thereby 
leaving unmarked also varies across different social situations. 
Thus, whereas shouting back at a preacher would constitute a 
most unusual and therefore highly marked event at a Catholic 
service, for example, it is actually considered quite normal in 
many black churches.22 By the same token, while remaining 
silent during a chamber- music concert is in fact expected and, 
as such, taken for granted, during a job interview or cross- 
examination it would most likely be considered rather odd and 
therefore highly marked.

The same semiotic object thus often carries different weight in 
different situations. A woman who attracts no special attention 
as a pre- school teacher or beautician, for instance, would most 
likely stand out at a construction site or coal mine, just as a 
young boy is much more likely to self- identify as white if he at-
tends an ethnoracially diverse rather than an all- white school.23 
And an ordinary backpack that is unlikely to draw any special 
attention at a small college library might actually cause great 
alarm if left unattended at a busy train station.

In fact, there are various situations in which the common 
designation of something or someone as marked or unmarked 
is effectively reversed. Whereas being sick, for example, is con-
ventionally considered a marked identity and being healthy an 
unmarked one, in hospitals it is actually the former that is taken 
for granted and the latter that would most likely be consid-
ered marked. By the same token, whereas “[i]n the unmarked 
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context of an everyday occasion, formal wear is marked and 
casual clothes unmarked . . . in the marked context of a festive 
occasion, the markedness values of formal and casual clothes 
are reversed.”24 And in places “where everyone else is striving 
to be in fashion and wears brands or designer clothing, not 
wearing brands or fashion” may very well turn out to be the 
most effective way of dressing “extraordinarily.”25

Marking Battles

The nonuniversal, effectively conventional nature of marked-
ness is also evidenced by the fact that it is often contested, 
as exemplified by various semiotic battles over competing and 
often conflicting notions of what ought to be marked and what 
should remain unmarked. The dispute over whether to fund 
only students whose academic performance is exceptionally 
strong or any student whose performance is not exceptionally 
weak, as well as differences over whether the term terrorist at-
tack ought to refer only to acts perpetrated by foreign attackers 
or also include those perpetrated by “homegrown” ones are 
some classic examples of such battles. So, indeed, is the de-
bate over the very use of the terms reverse racism and reverse 
discrimination. While some people argue that the terms racism 
and discrimination by themselves cannot be used to denote 
acts committed by nonwhites against whites and therefore 
should also include the adjective reverse, others insist that they 
most certainly can, and that the latter is therefore effectively 
redundant.

Consider also the terms ordinary Americans and every-
day Americans. Since they are effectively vague, one can of 
course use them as highly inclusionary signifiers of unmarked 
Americanness, which is indeed the way they are often used by 
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politicians who try to appeal to a maximum number of poten-
tial supporters.26 At the same time, however, they may actu-
ally signify not only unmarked averageness but also marked 
mediocrity. As columnist Frank Bruni in fact mocked then- 
presidential candidate Hillary Clinton’s use of the term every-
day Americans,27

is “everyday” a signifier that a voter really craves and feels 
complimented by? Is it the ideal epithet? You, kind sir, are 
utterly unexceptional and thus have my devotion. You, dear 
madam, recede into the cornfields, unnoticed and unnotice-
able, but I will find and meet you among the stalks.28

As exemplified by the debate over the use of the terms re-
verse racism and reverse discrimination, however, of particular 
political significance are the cultural battles over whether to 
use the specific (and therefore marked) or the generic (and thus 
unmarked) forms of culturally “sensitive” semiotic objects. Dis-
putes over whether to name politically “progressive” academic 
departments “Women’s Studies” or simply “Gender Studies,” 
and their heads chairwoman or simply chairperson or chair, are 
some classic examples of such battles. So, for that matter, is 
the annual heated debate over whether to use the effectively 
Christian- specific (and therefore semantically more exclusive) 
greeting Merry Christmas or its generic (and thereby semanti-
cally more inclusive) counterpart Happy Holidays.29 Semantic 
exclusivity and inclusivity, of course, also signify social exclu-
sivity and inclusivity, the latter greeting thereby representing 
a conscious effort to be more socially inclusive.

Another classic example of such cultural battles between 
marked specificity and unmarked genericity is the heated 
debate between advocates of the explicitly particularistic 
slogan Black Lives Matter and its purportedly universalistic 
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counterpart All Lives Matter, which is in effect a battle be-
tween “Marked Lives Matter” and “Both Marked and Un-
marked Lives Matter.”30 Rejecting the seemingly inclusionary 
veneer of the counter- slogan All Lives Matter, members of the 
Black Lives Matter movement keep pointing to the fact that 
African Americans are disproportionately targeted as well as 
actually killed by the police. As philosopher Judith Butler, for 
example, has put it,

When some people rejoin with “All Lives Matter” they mis-
understand the problem. . . . It is true that all lives matter, 
but . . . not all lives are understood to matter which is pre-
cisely why it is most important to name the lives that have 
not mattered, and are struggling to matter. . . . If we jump 
too quickly to the universal formulation “all lives matter,” 
then we miss the fact that black people have not yet been 
included in the idea of “all lives.” . . . [T]o make that universal 
formulation . . . one that truly extends to all people, we have 
to foreground those lives that are not mattering now, to mark 
that exclusion, and militate against it.31

Such explicitly anti- generic argument has likewise been voiced 
by political activist Donna Brazile:

Of course ALL lives matter. But there is no serious question 
about the value of the life of a young white girl or boy. Sadly, 
there is a serious question . . . about the value of the life of a 
young black girl or boy. So those who are experiencing the 
pain and trauma of the black experience in this country don’t 
want their rallying cry to be watered down with a generic 
feel- good catchphrase.32

Adopting an explicitly pro- specific stance, she then added, 
quoting political commentator Van Jones: “When you have a 
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specific pain, you want a specific slogan,”33 that is, a specifically 
marked one.

The semiotic battles over reverse discrimination, Women’s 
Studies, Merry Christmas, and Black Lives Matter offer us a 
glimpse into the considerable political implications of both 
markedness and unmarkedness. And it is to this critical relation 
between semiotics and politics that we now turn.
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4
The Politics of 
Normality
In any dyadic relationship . . . [i]f the parties are equal in power, we see 
them as equally different from each other. When the parties are in a 
relationship of domination and subordination we tend to say that the 
dominant is normal, and the subordinate is different from normal.

— Mari Matsuda, “Voices of America,” 1361

As we saw earlier, what we mark tends to be proportionally 
smaller than what we leave unmarked. Yet as exemplified by the 
fact that women, who are at least as statistically prominent as 
men,1 are nevertheless conventionally marked (and thereby sym-
bolically “minoritized”) to a much greater extent, the relation 
between semiotics and statistics is considerably more complex.

Indeed, unmarkedness is a function of not only statistical 
(and therefore experiential) prominence but also social domi-
nance. At least in formally egalitarian social systems, the more 
dominant a group, the more its identity tends to remain un-
marked2 and thereby assumed by default and taken for granted.3

Having thus far discussed markedness and unmarkedness in 
strictly experiential and statistical terms, let us now also exam-
ine their political underpinnings. As we shall see,  semiotic asym-
metry is often a product of the differential distribution of power 
between marked and unmarked social groups. While marked 
identities carry greater semiotic weight, it is nevertheless the 
unmarked ones that tend to carry greater political weight.
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Studying the way political inequality and social privilege are 
semiotically produced, maintained, and reproduced calls for 
considering not only semantics (the branch of semiotics that 
deals with the relations between signs and their meanings) 
and syntactics (the one that deals with the relations among 
the various signs within any given semiotic system), but also 
pragmatics, the branch of semiotics that deals with the way 
signs are actually used in practice.4 In other words, it calls for 
examining not only the respective logics of markedness and 
unmarkedness but also the actual mechanics of the process 
of marking.

Consider, for example, the politico- semiotics of gender. 
After all, one of the most striking, albeit deceptively elusive, 
manifestations of men’s social dominance over women is the 
taken- for- grantedness of maleness, as embodied in the con-
ventional tendency to regard it as more “basic” than female-
ness5 and thereby assume that a person is presumably male 
unless specifically designated otherwise6— a default assumption 
aptly identified by Hildegard Keller as andronormativity.7 Such 
a pronouncedly asymmetrical cognitive bias explains, for ex-
ample, why ungendered fictional characters are often pre-
sumed to be male.8 It also underlies Rudyard Kipling’s other-
wise odd characterization of San Francisco as a city inhabited 
“by perfectly insane people whose women are of a remarkable 
beauty”9— a statement exemplifying the way in which even a 
gender- neutral term such as people may actually be used spe-
cifically to denote men.

Such glaring asymmetry also characterizes the way we 
think about ethnicity, and especially its particular form we 
call “race.”10 Thus, for example, in white- dominated societies, 
whiteness tends to remain unmarked11 and therefore be taken 
for granted. In such societies it is therefore conventionally 
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assumed that a person is presumably white unless specifically 
designated otherwise12— a default assumption I identify, using 
the Greek word for “white,” as leukonormativity.

By the same token, consider also the conventional tacit as-
sumption, famously dubbed by Michael Warner as heteronor-
mativity,13 that a person is presumably straight unless specifically 
designated otherwise. The fact that straightness is conventionally 
assumed by default, and therefore taken for granted,14 explains, 
for example, why male teenagers are often asked whether they 
already have a girlfriend, and female ones whether they already 
have a boyfriend.

Consider also, along these lines, the conventional default 
assumption, identified by Wayne Morris as able- bodied norma-
tivity,15 that a person is presumably able- bodied unless specifically 
designated otherwise. Indeed, it is often only the presence of a 
guide dog, a hearing aid, or a wheelchair ramp that reminds us 
not to take able- bodiedness as a given.

Effectively taking maleness, whiteness, straightness, and 
able- bodiedness for granted, these are the cultural default as-
sumptions underlying the pronouncedly asymmetrical man-
ner in which we conventionally envision the glaringly different 
definitions of identity involved in being male and female, white 
and nonwhite, straight and gay, and able- bodied and disabled. 
In examining them, I specifically emphasize their common 
characteristics in a self- conscious effort to identify the formal, 
transcontextual features of unmarkedness. Rather than focus on 
the distinctive features of maleness, whiteness, straightness, or 
able- bodiedness, I therefore refer to gender, race, sexual orien-
tation, and physical ability almost interchangeably.16 After all, 
as essentially analogous cultural default assumptions distinctly 
associated with unmarkedness,17 andronormativity, leukonor-
mativity, heteronormativity, and able- bodied normativity all 
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embody our taken- for- granted expectations regarding what we 
conventionally consider “normal.”

Normality and Deviance

Needless to say, the very terms andronormativity, leukonorma-
tivity, heteronormativity, and able- bodied normativity under-
score the critical role of normality in the process of taking for 
granted.

Strictly statistically speaking, “normal” is what characterizes 
the entirety, or at least a majority, of a given population. Yet as 
Somerset Maugham once quipped, it can also be “the rarest 
thing in the world.”18 After all, “commonly held ideas about 
‘normal people’ with ‘normal families’ do not reflect a statis-
tical middle. Instead, ‘normal’ is a moral and political category 
that serves to elevate some families and delegitimize others.”19 
Indeed, rather than normality being defined by how statistically 
prominent something is, it is the fact that it is considered nor-
mal that actually makes it statistically prominent!

In other words, rather than being simply a statistical matter, 
normality is often determined culturally. By the same token, as 
we shall see, abnormality or “aberration” too implies more than 
just strictly statistical out- of- the- ordinariness.

It may be useful to consider in this regard the notion of devi-
ance, which, despite their obvious common etymology, should 
not be conflated with the statistical concept of deviation.20 
Whereas the number of standard deviations from the mean 
is a strictly statistical matter, whether or not we consider an 
act (or, for that matter, a person) “deviant” is a pronouncedly 
moral (and, as such, cultural) one.

In sharp contrast to its statistical counterpart, the cultural 
notion of normality adds a pronouncedly evaluative dimension 
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to the way we conceptualize it.21 After all, whereas the strictly 
statistical notion of abnormality is value- neutral, the cultural 
notion of deviance is unmistakably negative. While both “A” 
and “F” students deviate statistically from the norm, only the 
latter are considered academically “deviant.”

Conflating the statistical and cultural notions of normality 
may therefore explain why so many people are “driven by the 
desire . . . to know that [they are] normal”22 (to the point of even 
raising the specter of a “tyranny of the normal”),23 as well as why 
“the form that information must take to convince [them] that 
they are normal is statistical.”24 Indeed, as Warner points out,

what faith was to the martyrs . . . normalcy is to the contem-
porary American. . . . One reason why you won’t find many 
eloquent quotations about the desire to be normal in Shake-
speare, or the Bible, or other common sources of moral wis-
dom, is that people didn’t sweat much over being normal 
until the spread of statistics in the nineteenth century. Now 
they are surrounded by numbers that tell them what nor-
mal is: census figures, market demographics, opinion polls, 
social science studies, psychological surveys, clinical tests, 
sales figures, trends . . . the common man, the man on the 
street, the “heartland of America,” etcetera. Under the con-
ditions of mass culture, they are constantly bombarded by 
images of statistical populations and their norms, continually 
invited to make an implicit comparison between themselves 
and [others].25

The fundamental difference between the strictly statistical 
and distinctly cultural notions of normality raises the question 
whether the very terms normal and abnormal even belong 
in a scholarly vocabulary.26 Indeed, as we are reminded, for 
 example, by Alfred Kinsey, at least some of the sexual acts we 
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label abnormal “prove, upon statistical examination, to occur in 
as many as . . . 75 per cent of certain populations,” and it is there-
fore “difficult to maintain that such types of behavior are abnor-
mal because they are rare.”27 That is also true of the way we use 
the prefixes over-  and under-  in words such as overweight and 
underachiever, thereby tacitly attributing the cultural stigma 
of deviance to phenomena that, strictly statistically speaking, 
may nevertheless still be “within normal limits.”

Whereas culturally “abnormal” phenomena are semiotically 
marked, “normal” ones tend to remain unmarked.28 As such, 
they come to be taken for granted.

That explains the pronouncedly asymmetrical manner 
whereby unmarked social identities come to be considered the 
standard or touchstone against which marked ones are char-
acterized in terms of the extent to which they deviate from 
them,29 as when actual bodies are compared against “cultural 
expectations about how human beings should look and act.”30 
A classic example of such glaringly asymmetrical semiotic con-
struction of identities is the conventional view of same- sex mar-
riage as “a marked parallel to the unmarked, generic concept 
of marriage with its implicit assumption of heterosexuality.”31 
Ironically, so is the way culture “reverses the markedness re-
lations of biology” whereby an embryo “develop[s] into a fe-
male unless additional genetic information is supplied,”32 so 
that men come to be conventionally considered “simply ‘nor-
mal’ people, unremarkable and unremarked upon,”33 whereas 
women, while “born unmarked,” are nevertheless “everywhere 
in the chains of markedness.”34

By the same token, in America, whiteness is conventionally 
considered “a cultural default setting, the automatic point of 
comparison for any kind of difference,”35 thereby constitut-
ing the standard of normality against which other ethnoracial 
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identities come to be conceptualized.36 Whites are thus con-
ceived as “phantom figure[s] against whom differences become 
visible,”37 the glaring asymmetry between the term nonwhites 
and its nominally equivalent yet rarely used counterparts 
non- blacks and non- Asians thereby underscoring the cultural 
normality of whiteness and abnormality of blackness and 
Asianness.

Consider also, along these lines, the pronouncedly asym-
metrical conventional view of whites’ speech as the unmarked, 
standard, “normal” form of American English yet nonwhites’ 
speech as “accented”:

Everyone has an accent, but when an employer refuses to 
hire a person “with an accent,” they are referring to a hidden 
norm of non- accent— a linguistic impossibility, but a socially 
constructed reality. People in power are perceived as speak-
ing normal, unaccented English. Any speech that is different 
from that constructed norm is called an accent.38

The contrast between “standard” (“good,” “correct”) and “non-
standard” (such as Black or Puerto- Rican) English39 exempli-
fies the unmistakably asymmetrical manner in which nonwhite 
Americans are conventionally marked as “having an accent” 
whereas white ones are considered unmarked, “normal” Amer-
icans who therefore have “no accent” at all.

To be unmarked thus means to be “the self- evident standard 
against which all differences are measured,”40 the “baselin[e] 
against which to compare purportedly ‘deviant’ others”41 in 
terms of their distance from it. As evidenced even morpholog-
ically, unmarked terms (father, host, true) tend to be less con-
ceptually complex than their marked counterparts (stepfather, 
hostess, untrue),42 and cognitively processing them therefore 
requires less mental effort (as manifested in shorter processing 
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time),43 since they actually constitute the foundational figu-
rative baseline from which the latter are evidently derived.44

Marking, indeed, is “the way language alters the ‘base mean-
ing’ of a word.”45 As perfect exemplars of “base words,” un-
marked terms (man, male, he) are therefore “fundamental and 
originative,”46 whereas their marked counterparts (woman, 
female, she) are, after all, derived from them. The distinction 
between the unmarked and the marked thus captures the fun-
damental difference between the semiotically basic and the 
semiotically derivative.

Needless to say, marked terms are typically introduced into 
the language only after their unmarked counterparts, from which 
they are evidently derived. The term documentary film, for in-
stance, could not have even been conceived earlier than its 
unmarked counterpart film, from which it was in fact derived. 
Nor could the introduction of the terms watermelon, polar bear, 
and Memorial Day parade have possibly preceded that of their 
unmarked counterparts melon, bear, and parade.

At the same time, however, note the glaring paucity of 
terms designed to denote phenomena we conventionally con-
sider normal thereby tacitly assuming by default and taking 
for granted. Effectively regarded as literally un- remarkable, 
such phenomena are clearly not considered worth mention-
ing. Since they are essentially presumed, the terms that denote 
them therefore seem culturally redundant and thus semiotically 
superfluous.

That explains the inverse relation between normality and 
nameability. Whereas the normal needs no mentioning, the 
abnormal attracts considerable cultural attention and is thus 
specifically labeled. The term Black English (let alone Ebonics), 
for instance, has therefore no equivalent racialized counter-
part such as White English, a term that, given the presumed 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:43 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



40 Chapter 4

normality of whiteness, would most likely be considered cul-
turally redundant and thus semiotically superfluous.

Such glaring asymmetry also characterizes the semiotic 
relation between homo-  and heterosexuality. Thus, whereas 
a  Google search for the term homoerotic, for instance, yields 
760,000 results, a parallel search for its nominally equivalent 
counterpart heteroerotic yields only 11,700.47 And indeed, 
given our cultural default assumption of heteronormativity, it 
is clearly considered culturally redundant and therefore semi-
otically superfluous. By the same token, whereas searches for 
the terms gay- friendly and gay marriage yield 19,400,000 and 
22,200,000 results, parallel searches for their nominally equiv-
alent yet evidently culturally redundant counterparts straight- 
friendly and straight marriage yield only 65,400 and 89,500, 
respectively.48

Furthermore, only heteronormativity can explain the sharp 
contrast between the conventionally used term same- sex mar-
riage and its nominally equivalent yet evidently culturally re-
dundant and therefore semiotically superfluous counterpart 
different- sex marriage. Such striking disparity implies that the 
former term denotes an abnormal (and therefore literally re- 
markable) phenomenon in contrast to the “normal,” culturally 
expected form of marriage denoted by the latter.49

The Shape of Normality

Although originally conceived in either/or, all- or- nothing 
terms, as so dramatically manifested in the strictly binary dis-
tinction between presence and absence of certain features, 
this way of thinking nevertheless represents only one possible 
way of theorizing markedness and unmarkedness. Both, after 
all, can also be conceptualized in terms of varying degrees of 
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markedness, whereby a forty- sixth- birthday dinner party 
would be considered more marked than an ordinary dinner 
party yet less so than a fiftieth- birthday one. Furthermore, the 
marked can also represent the “extremes that stand out as either 
remarkably ‘above’ or remarkably ‘below’ the norm,” whereas 
the unmarked can represent “the vast expanse of social reality” 
between them.50

Needless to say, the latter way of conceptualizing marked-
ness and unmarkedness presupposes attributing structural 
equivalence to both the “positively” and “negatively” marked, 
thereby implying a fundamental asymmetry between the 
“edges” of a semiotic spectrum, which are considered special 
and therefore marked, and the rest of it, which is considered 
ordinary and therefore left unmarked. That is indeed why we 
have well- articulated cultural images of both excellence and 
deficiency yet no corresponding images of averageness. And 
while using labels such as slut and virgin to mark women who 
have “too much” or “exceptionally little” sex by conventional 
cultural standards, we have no cultural label to characterize 
those who are averagely- experienced:

What do we call people who are at the other end of the 
spectrum from sluts? Prudes, perhaps. But “prude” too is 
a marked category. . . . There is no meaningful word for the 
middle of that . . . space that most people occupy most of the 
time. Nameless and characterless, the space we can loosely 
characterize as ‘normal’ is almost completely undefined.51

In a similar vein, we normally skew our moral attention52 
 toward the “good” and the “bad” (thereby rewarding the former 
and punishing the latter) while remaining culturally indifferent 
toward what we consider morally neutral. We thus mark the 
exceptionally moral as well as the exceptionally immoral while 
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leaving the amoral effectively unmarked. “ ‘Saints’ and ‘sin-
ners’ ” are thereby marked, whereas “the morally ‘average’ are 
not.”53 In short, “morally ‘inferior’ behavior, such as commit-
ting a crime, and morally ‘superior’ behavior, such as rescuing a 
person from a fire, are both marked; morally neutral behavior, 
such as walking on a city sidewalk, remains unmarked.”54

Such profound semiotic asymmetry is even more elementary 
than the cognitive asymmetry between positivity and negativ-
ity,55 which, after all, are both marked. As we are reminded by 
Durkheim, the distinction between the moral and the immoral 
pales in significance to the fundamental distinction between the 
sacred, which includes both of them, and the profane or amoral:

In the history of human thought, there is no other example 
of two categories of things . . . as radically opposed to one 
another. The traditional opposition between good and evil 
is nothing beside this one: Good and evil are two opposed 
species of the same genus, namely morals. . . . [B]y contrast, 
the sacred and the profane are always and everywhere con-
ceived . . . as separate genera, as two worlds with nothing 
in common.56

Any cultural asymmetry, in short, pales when compared to the 
one between the semiotically distinctive, or marked, and the 
semiotically neutral, or unmarked.

Such an effectively ternary model of marking, whereby 
both the “hyper- ” and “hypo- ” values of a semiotic object are 
marked, is fundamentally different from the binary model so 
perfectly embodied by the image of a tilted scale I have tacitly 
been using here in an effort to capture the notion of asymmet-
rically distributed semiotic “weight” (see figure 4.1). As such, 
it calls for an altogether different image to best capture its es-
sentially threefold character.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:43 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



The Politics of Normality 43

It might be helpful, therefore, to consider the historical 
context in which the very notion of normality was in fact in-
troduced. And indeed, as one might expect given our earlier 
discussion of markedness and atypicality, it is actually a product 
of the nineteenth- century advent of statistical thinking, and 
in particular of Carl Friedrich Gauss’s vision of the so- called 
normal distribution so famously captured in the image of the 
bell- shaped “normal curve” along which we conventionally en-
vision the way reality tends to be statistically distributed (see 
figure 4.2).57 Indeed, as epitomized in Adolphe Quetelet’s con-
cept of “the average man,”58 normality implies the fundamental 
contrast between averageness and “outlierness” so perfectly 
captured by this image.

Such an effectively ternary model of marking also reminds 
us that despite the fact that we valorize courage yet stigma-
tize cowardice, they are nevertheless semiotically parallel in 
that both of them are culturally marked. Although the moral 

Figure 4.1. The Asymmetrical Distribution of Semiotic “Weight”
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qualities conventionally associated with each of them are pro-
nouncedly antithetical, both of them nevertheless “stand out” 
in our minds.

Such an effectively ternary way of envisioning reality also 
helps us theorize the middle- aged, who are neither young nor 
old; emotional indifference, which involves neither love nor 
hate; and the middle class, who are neither rich nor poor. It like-
wise helps us envision intersubjectivity, which is neither sub-
jective nor objective, let alone a cognitive sociology that avoids 
both the personal and universal aspects of the way we think.59

Normalizing and Othering

As so compellingly exemplified by the cross- cultural as well 
as intracultural variability in what is conventionally assumed 
by default and thereby taken for granted, nothing is inherently 
normal (or, for that matter, abnormal). Rather than being an 

Figure 4.2. The “Normal” Distribution of Cultural Significance
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inherent quality of maleness, whiteness, straightness, or able- 
bodiedness, for example, normality is socially attributed to 
them as part of a politico- semiotic process fittingly identified 
by Michel Foucault as normalization.60

Normalizing the unmarked involves naturalizing61 (and 
thereby effectively essentializing) it by highlighting the sup-
posedly universal as well as timeless nature of conventional 
standards of normality.62 In fact, it is on the basis of its being 
presented to us as natural that we come to presume the un-
marked and thereby take it for granted as “normal.”

Yet the act of normalizing the unmarked is usually also ac-
companied by a parallel sociocognitive act of abnormalizing or 
pathologizing the marked. The process of establishing normal-
ity, in other words, is semiotically complemented by a process 
of abnormalizing “deviational ‘special case[s]’ ” effectively char-
acterized as something other than the unmarked.63

By marking something, we thus imply that it cannot be as-
sumed by default and taken for granted, and as such is essen-
tially “abnormal.” And by so doing we thereby tacitly attribute 
normality to what remains unmarked.

In fact, ever since Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel,64 we 
have been theorizing the self in relation to “the other,” and its 
identity as involving the attribution of alterity, or otherness, 
to various “others,” as so perfectly exemplified in the case of 
gender.65 By the same token, the notion of being “straight,” for 
example, would have been utterly meaningless without its twin 
notion of “gay.” Indeed, we cannot “conceptualize or define 
normality without reference to something from which ‘normal’ 
deviates.”66

That explains the sociocognitive process aptly dubbed by 
Gayatri Spivak othering,67 as exemplified by the use of the no-
tion “animal” to help define “human.” It likewise underscores 
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the semiotic exclusion of the supposedly deviant, as when 
groups establish scapegoats68 or conjure up monsters, those 
“spectacle[s] of abnormality” that seem to help delineate “the 
fault- lines of [their] identity.”69

A classic case in point is the pathologization of the “corpo-
real other,”70 conventionally stigmatized as deviant71 (as so dra-
matically displayed in “freak shows”),72 as part of the semiotic 
construction of “normal” bodies. A “narrative of universality 
surrounding bodies that correspond to notions of the ordinary” 
is thereby complemented by a “narrative of deviance surround-
ing bodies considered different.”73 And like homosexual psyches 
undergoing “reparative therapy,”74 culturally abnormal bodies 
are indeed often surgically “corrected”:

What is imagined as excess body fat, the effects of aging, 
marks of ethnicity such as supposedly Jewish noses, bodily 
particularities thought of as blemishes or deformities, and 
marks of history such as scarring and impairments are now 
expected to be surgically erased to produce an unmarked 
body. . . . This flight from the nonconforming body translates 
into individual efforts to look normal, neutral, unmarked, to 
not look disabled, queer, ugly, fat, ethnic, or raced.75

Ironically, we thus often consider surgically altered bodies “nor-
mal,” and unmodified ones “abnormal.”76

Language plays a major role in the process of othering:

The terms Chinese American, Fundamentalist Protestant, 
Reagan Democrat, and Welfare Mother all imply . . . that 
the person is not really the . . . “typical” form of American, 
or Protestant, or Democrat, or mother. By making a com-
pound form for a special type we also passively construct the 
normative case . . . by its absence of any linguistic qualifiers.77
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Furthermore, the term Chinese American is more than just a 
lexical manifestation of an already- existing extrasemiotic, sup-
posedly “real” asymmetry between Chinese Americanness and 
unmarked, “normal” Americanness. In fact, it helps establish 
such an essentialized sense of asymmetry in the first place!

To further appreciate the important role of language in the 
process of othering, consider also the unmistakably exclu-
sionary term non- Western. Whereas a Google search for this 
term yields 3,020,000 results, a parallel search for its nomi-
nally equivalent counterpart non- Eastern yields only 19,900,78 
thereby tacitly exemplifying the conventional Western taken- 
for- grantedness of Westernness. Like the phrase the West and 
the rest, the very term non- Western implies the presumed nor-
mality (and therefore also cultural dominance) of everything 
Western79 and corresponding abnormality of everything non- 
Western. As such, it is certainly one of the distinctive products 
of the pronouncedly Western- centric “Orientalist”80 politico- 
semiotic project of effectively exoticizing “the Oriental other.”

The symbiotic relationship between the twin processes of 
normalizing and othering is further exemplified by the way 
pathologizing same- sex desire helps normalize straightness. 
Given the fact that gays and lesbians are conventionally con-
sidered culturally abnormal “sexual others,” it comes as no sur-
prise that we have come to view heterosexuality as “the unre-
markable outcome of a ‘natural’ process of growing up to feel 
desire for the opposite sex.”81

As a result, the very same behavior that is considered un-
remarkable when performed by straights is often regarded 
as “flaunting” one’s sexuality when performed by gays or les-
bians.82 And while a search for the term flamboyant homo-
sexuality yields 7,220 results, a parallel search for its nom-
inally equivalent yet culturally odd- sounding counterpart 
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flamboyant heterosexuality yields only 89.83 Indeed, as Bruni 
points out, “[a] straight woman puts a photograph of herself 
and her beloved on her desk at work and it’s merely décor. 
A lesbian displays the same kind of picture and it’s an act of 
laudable candor or questionable boldness: a statement,  either 
way you cut it.”84 “I have every right to walk the streets of my 
neighborhood,” he adds, “no matter whose fingers are inter-
laced with my own. Our clutch isn’t a taunt or provocation. 
It’s just an expression of tenderness— of basic humanity. In a 
world altered and advanced enough, it would be an innocu-
ous, unnoticed part of the scenery.”85 In other words, it would 
be considered part of “the background”86 and, as such, cul-
turally unmarked.

The tremendous semiotic significance of the generalized 
“barbarian” for the ancient Greeks, the gadjo for Romanis, the 
odar for Armenians, and the goy (gentile) for Jews likewise 
exemplifies the inseparability of ethnic (or, for that matter, 
ethnonational) normality and abnormality. A perfect case in 
point is the cultural construction of unmarked, “normal” Amer-
icanness along with a parallel, contrasting notion of marked, 
“abnormal” Americanness implicit in the following tacitly 
anti- elite, populist remark made by the 2008 Republican vice- 
presidential nominee Sarah Palin: “We believe that the best of 
America is in these small towns . . . and in these wonderful little 
pockets of what I call the real America.”87 Such “real” Ameri-
canness is often equated with nativeness, thereby effectively 
excluding immigrants and descendants of recent immigrants, as 
exemplified by the use of quotation marks as well as the subtly 
condescending adjective new to mark and thereby “otherize” 
such “abnormal” Americans in the following statement made 
during the 2014 World Cup by right- wing commentator Ann 
Coulter:
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If more “Americans” are watching soccer today, it’s only 
because of the demographic switch effected by Teddy 
Kennedy’s 1965 immigration law. I promise you: No Amer-
ican whose great- grandfather was born here is watching 
soccer. One can only hope that, in addition to learning 
English, these new Americans will drop their soccer fetish 
with time.88

Yet as ironically evidenced by those literally labeled “Native 
Americans,” while non- nativeness is clearly a most distinc-
tive characteristic of such “abnormal” Americans, so is their 
nonwhiteness. After all, Coulter’s soccer- watching, quotation- 
marked “new” Americans were most probably Latinos, while 
the implicitly white small- town and rural dwellers of those 
“wonderful little pockets” of Palin’s “real America” tacitly 
provided a striking, spectacularly evocative contrast to the 
ethnoracially “abnormal” Democratic presidential candidate, 
whom she evidently considered at best nominally yet certainly 
not “really” American. (Indeed, soon after Obama assumed the 
presidency, the Tea Party slogan “I want my America back” 
was born.) Given the cultural dominance of leukonormativity, 
“real,” “normal,” unmarked Americans are presumably white.89 
While their whiteness may be “unspoken,” it is nevertheless 
assumed.90

Indeed, members of different ethnoracial groups are actually 
inducted into “normal,” unmarked Americanness quite differ-
ently depending on their group’s envisioned proximity to or dis-
tance from whiteness. Had Donald Trump lived at the time of 
Martin Van Buren, Theodore Roosevelt, or Franklin Roosevelt, 
for example, he most probably would not have so adamantly 
insisted that they actually produce their birth certificates as he 
in fact demanded that Obama do, as their Dutch roots would 
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clearly not have clashed with his presumed notion of “normal” 
Americanness the way Obama’s African ones evidently did.

The fact that, unlike many other descendants of immigrants, 
neither Van Buren nor the Roosevelts evidently felt compelled 
to “Americanize” their noticeably Dutch last names further in-
dicates that the social pressure to shed one’s ethnicity in order 
to become fully assimilated into what Israel Zangwill so aptly 
dubbed the American “melting pot” is applied asymmetrically, 
as only nonwhite immigrants are actually expected to “melt” 
their own ethnoracial identity91 in order to become qualified 
to assume a “normal,” unmarked one. Whereas Dutch (not to 
mention English) immigrants have been granted full- fledged 
Americanness almost immediately upon arrival, that has 
certainly not been true of those conventionally considered 
nonwhite— the Jews, Irish, and Italians until not that long ago,92 
or Africans, Asians,93 and Latinos to this day. That also explains 
why many Americans know very well who was their country’s 
first African American president yet have no idea who was the 
first Dutch American one.

Representativeness

Albert Einstein once quipped that “[i]f my theory of relativity 
is proven successful, Germany will claim me as a German and 
France will declare that I am a citizen of the world. Should my 
theory prove untrue, France will say that I am a German and 
Germany will declare that I am a Jew.”94

Indeed, we tend to view people as somehow “representa-
tive” of others who share their marked identities. Members 
of culturally marked social categories are thus often seen as 
“representing” other members of those categories (which is 
why fat characters, for example, are played by fat actors),95 
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whereas members of unmarked ones tend to be seen as repre-
senting “people in general,” thereby reinforcing the illusion that 
women, African Americans, gays and lesbians, and people with 
disability, for instance, constitute various deviations from nor-
mality, whereas men, Euro- Americans, straights, and the able- 
bodied, by contrast, are simply ordinary, “normal” people.96

That certainly provides a window into the extra- logical, un-
mistakably sociosemiotic underpinnings of generalizability. 
It thus explains, for example, why findings of medical studies 
done on women are rarely generalized to conclusions about 
humans in general whereas those of studies done on men often 
are.97 It also explains why during World War II the United States 
interned Japanese-  but not German-  or Italian- Americans, as 
well as why after Timothy McVeigh’s bombing of the Murrah 
Federal Building in Oklahoma City no one demanded tighter 
security measures against Christian Americans.98

By the same token, as Peggy McIntosh has famously charac-
terized the condition of being white in America, “I can swear, 
or dress in second hand clothes, or not answer letters, without 
having people attribute these choices to the bad morals, the 
poverty, or the illiteracy of my race.”99 For the same reason, 
we rarely view white serial killers as “reflecting the ‘socio-
pathic tendency’ of ‘white culture,’ ”100 or expect “moderate 
whites” to publicly condemn mass shooters the way “moder-
ate Muslims” are often expected to publicly condemn Muslim 
terrorists, despite the fact that both serial killers and mass 
shooters tend to be white. Indeed, we often attribute mass 
shootings to mental illness, which we conventionally consider 
an individualized condition rather than one that characterizes 
an entire group.

Nonwhites, however, tend to be viewed as “representa-
tive” of other nonwhites,101 and when a character’s ethnoracial 
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identity is not specified in a play or a script, white actors, for 
example, are far more likely than nonwhite ones to be cast in 
that role.102 Indeed, when black actress Noma Dumezweni was 
cast in the role of Hermione Granger in a theatrical production 
of J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter and the Cursed Child, the author 
felt compelled to remind her fans that “white skin” was actually 
“never specified” in her book.103

As so plainly exemplified by Halloween costumes and ethnic 
jokes, perhaps most revealing in this regard is the pronouncedly 
asymmetrical abundance of stereotypes of marked identities 
compared to those of unmarked ones. We thus have very dis-
tinct cultural stereotypes of Asians, lesbians, and drug addicts, 
for example, yet rarely ones of straights, law- abiding citizens, 
the mentally healthy, or the able- bodied— a glaring asymmetry 
that underscores the relative semiotic ease at which we evi-
dently construct stereotypes of cultural abnormality compared 
to those of cultural normality.

Neutrality and Invisibility

Since first theorized by Trubetzkoy and Jakobson, unmarked-
ness has been associated with the absence of identifiable char-
acteristics (“distinctive features”) and, thus, with its generic, 
effectively neutral character. As exemplified by the semiotic 
battles over “Merry Christmas” and “Happy Holidays” or “Black 
Lives Matter” and “All Lives Matter,” whereas markedness im-
plies specificity, normalizing the unmarked (and, as we shall 
see, solidifying its cultural dominance) involves genericizing 
or “neutralizing” it.104

A perfect example is the conventional view of maleness as 
a supposedly gender- neutral “standard or norm for . . . the 
species as a whole,” and femaleness as but a “deviation from 
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that . . . standard.”105 Thus, whereas the words woman or she, 
for instance, denote only females, their masculine equivalents 
(man, he) are also used to denote humans in general, as in Man 
has the capacity to reason, or in When someone is sick he needs 
a lot of rest.106

As exemplified by generic drugs, genericity is often mani-
fested in namelessness. Conventionally regarded as a standard 
of normality, the unmarked therefore often remains nameless, 
as only that which deviates from the standard is considered 
remark- able enough to actually be labeled. In sharp contrast 
to the term women’s literature, for instance, the term men’s lit-
erature thus sounds semiotically superfluous, and whereas a 
Google search for the former yields 425,000 results, a parallel 
search for the latter indeed yields only 21,600.107 By the same 
token, whereas searches for the terms women candidates and 
women’s history yield 522,000 and 17,600,000 results, parallel 
searches for their nominally equivalent yet culturally redundant 
counterparts men candidates and men’s history yield only 27,100 
and 76,400, respectively.108

Consider also, along these lines, the conventional generici-
zation of heterosexuality, as so spectacularly exemplified by the 
glaring asymmetry between the emergence of the field of “gay 
and lesbian studies” and the utter absence of a nominally equiv-
alent yet nonetheless culturally redundant field of “straight 
studies,”109 or the fact that, in sharp contrast to the term gay and 
lesbian literature, the term straight literature seems semiotically 
superfluous. Indeed, we rarely even consider heterosexuality 
a sexual “orientation,” a notion we tend to associate with sex-
ual preferences that deviate from the supposedly generic ones 
conventionally deemed “normal.”

By the same token, consider also the genericization of 
whiteness (such as in America),110 so that whereas being black 
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or Asian, for example, is conventionally racialized, being white 
is considered racially “neutral.”111 After all, as one is reminded 
by the common etymology of the French and Spanish words 
for “white” (blanc, blanco) and the word blank, white is not 
even considered a color,112 and “[t]he idea of whiteness as 
neutrality [therefore] suggests its usefulness for designating 
a social group that is to be taken for the human ordinary.”113 
Indeed, like other unmarked identities, whiteness is often 
defined in terms of absence,114 with whites being considered 
essentially colorless, as so perfectly exemplified by the very 
term people of color:

Consider the phrase “people of color.” . . . [W]hat is its un-
marked equivalent? . . . [T]here is no such thing as a colorless 
person. “People who are not of color” are the baseline, the de-
fault, the unexceptional, the normal. The unmarked category 
against which “people of color” are tacitly opposed are “not- 
colored” people; in other words, whites.115

As a result, in America, one’s race is somehow considered 
far more salient when one is black or Asian, for example, than 
when one is white, just as one’s gender or sexual orientation 
is considered far more salient when one is female or gay than 
when one is male or straight. And just as we tend to associate 
gender primarily with women, thereby conventionally con-
sidering them somehow more “gendered” than men, we also 
tend to view race as something that “people of color have” 
yet “white people lack.”116 Indeed, “[t]o be white in America 
is not to have to think about it.  .  .  . [T]he meaning of being 
white is having the choice of attending to or ignoring one’s 
own whiteness.”117

Conventionally equated with being white, being simply 
“American” thus implies being ethnoracially “neutral.” Hence 
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the notion of the “generic American”118 implicit in the pro-
nouncedly asymmetrical conventional distinction between 
“hyphenated” (that is, marked) and “unhyphenated”119 (that 
is, unmarked), supposedly ethnoracially neutral forms of 
Americanness, as when people of English or German, yet 
rarely West African or Filipino, descent are considered sim-
ply “Americans.” As an Asian American teenager explains, “An 
American is white. [When] people say, hey, so- and- so is dating 
an ‘American,’ [y]ou know she’s dating a white boy.”120 By the 
same token, in sharp contrast to Jewish American or Indian 
American weddings, for instance, Anglo- American ones are 
conventionally associated with the so- called “general customs” 
of American society,121 thereby effectively being perceived as 
“ordinary,” supposedly generic, ethnically neutral “American” 
weddings.

Such notion of generic, ethnically “neutral” Americanness 
is implied, of course, in the very idea of cultural assimilation, 
a process specifically characterized by Ashley Doane as “the 
shedding of ethnicity amid absorption into the ethnically neu-
tral ‘larger society.’ ”122 In undergoing such a process, immi-
grants indeed try to shed their ethnic identities (as manifested 
in their pronouncedly marked names, food, garb, and tradi-
tional customs), thereby displaying their readiness to assume 
an unmarked, “de- ethnicized” one. The fact that traditionally 
Italian foods such as spaghetti and macaroni, for instance, are 
not relegated to “ethnic” sections of American supermarkets 
(unlike, say, gefilte fish or tikka masala sauce) is thus indicative 
of the extent to which they have in fact been assimilated into 
the unmarked, generic, supposedly ethnically neutral “Amer-
ican” cuisine.

Since they “serve as the standard by which others [are] 
marked by their difference,” people whose identities are 
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culturally unmarked “often experience the sense that they 
lack an identity”123 (for the same reason that only cultures that 
are “different from [the] norm” are actually “marked as ‘cul-
tures’ ”).124 Given their supposed “neutrality,” many whites are 
therefore less likely than blacks, Asians, or Latinos, for exam-
ple, to identify themselves as members of a distinct ethnora-
cial category. As a result, they do not even view themselves as 
having a distinct ethnoracial identity.125

In fact, unmarked identities are not even considered identities 
(which explains the lack of a special term for people who, in 
sharp contrast to the distinctly marked “homeless,” do have a 
home, regardless of whether or not they own it). Rarely, for 
example, would we ever characterize someone as “able- bodied” 
or “averagely experienced.”126 And as exemplified by the fact 
that a Google search for the term the LGBT community yields 
4,360,000 results whereas a parallel one for its nominally equiv-
alent yet culturally redundant counterpart the straight commu-
nity yields only 38,900,127 nor does straightness constitute a 
distinct cultural identity.128

As but a manifestation of cultural inattention, unmarkedness 
implies a certain degree of cultural invisibility.129 And indeed, 
as ironically captured by the metaphor of a whiteout, which 
makes it “difficult to see anything except very dark objects,”130 
unmarked features such as whiteness are often culturally 
invisible.131

Yet while whites’ ethnoracial membership may in fact be 
inattended to by (and thereby effectively invisible to) group 
members themselves,132 nonwhites are actually quite aware 
of it.133 Thus, while Israel’s culturally and politically dominant 
Ashkenazim, for example, may indeed not consider themselves 
a distinctly identifiable group, their ethnicity is by no means 
invisible to the “Mizrahim, Ethiopians, Palestinians, and . . . all 
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the ‘others’ who do not benefit from the same advantages as 
Ashkenazim do.”134 After all,

in an ethnicized social system, all actors are ethnicized, includ-
ing the ones who do not perceive themselves as such. The lack of 
ethnic consciousness does not indicate that ethnicity is not a 
relevant category in their lives. Rather, the . . . “nonethnic” 
self- definition suggests that many Ashkenazim regard them-
selves as the benchmark of Israeliness, representing the na-
tion in its entirety. By denying their ethnocultural visibility, 
[they] conflate Ashkenaziness with the national collective.135

This brings us back to the relation between unmarkedness 
and social dominance. As exemplified by the way in which the 
absence of a distinctive country code marking American web 
addresses tacitly reflects America’s Internet dominance, one of 
the major privileges enjoyed by dominant groups is that of re-
maining nameless136 and, more generally, culturally invisible,137 
which therefore helps them evade scrutiny. Being essentially 
taken for granted, their privileged status is thereby effectively 
kept from being questioned, let alone explicitly challenged, 
since it is hard to question what is hidden from view.138 Their 
very dominance, in other words, thus partly depends on their 
cultural invisibility.139

Social dominance, in short, involves the privilege of being con-
sidered “normal” and thereby assumed by default and taken for 
granted. As such, it entails the ability to protect a group’s as-
sumed normality from being challenged.

Being culturally invisible (such as by effectively inhabiting 
unmarked, supposedly generic and therefore “neutral” bod-
ies) is thus critical to the way maleness, for example, both es-
tablishes and maintains its social dominance.140 It is likewise 
critical to the by- and- large similar dominance of straightness. 
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Straights, after all, “have the unparalleled privilege of being able 
to go about [their] lives without [their] relationship attract-
ing notice,”141 and such cultural invisibility therefore makes 
“hetero sexual pairing . . . difficult to reflect on objectively as 
simply one of many possible ways of organising social life.”142 
To be straight, in other words, is to have the option of effec-
tively disregarding one’s straightness:

One main way privilege works is for heterosexuals to view 
their identities as neither identities nor forms of privilege. 
Since heterosexuals are able to take for granted their un-
acknowledged privilege, heterosexual rituals, social norms, 
and other behaviors go unseen as mechanisms through which 
heterosexual identity is made dominant in daily and institu-
tional life.143

Such cultural invisibility is also critical to the way white-
ness both establishes and maintains its social dominance144 by 
having white people essentially portrayed “as ‘individuals,’ not 
members of a privileged racial group marked with the social 
status and prestige of normality.”145 As a result, we come to 
view race and other forms of ethnicity as almost exclusive at-
tributes of “minorities,” thereby effectively marking nonwhites 
as “ethnic”146 or “raced” while considering whites ethnoracially 
“neutral,” with race supposedly playing no role in their lives.147

Self- Evidence and Cognitive Hegemony

By both establishing and maintaining such effectively he-
gemonic sense of normality,148 social dominance thus helps 
achieve cognitive hegemony,149 so spectacularly characterized 
by the power to otherize anything that deviates from a certain 
standard of normality as well as the power to affect what others 
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take for granted by essentially leading them to almost habitually 
make certain tacit assumptions without even realizing that they 
are making them.150 And the fact that such ultimately conven-
tional sense of normality is nevertheless culturally assumed by 
default and thereby taken for granted is indeed what makes 
such hegemony so striking.

Default assumptions are formidable mechanisms of estab-
lishing as well as maintaining cognitive hegemony, as it is much 
harder to question, let alone challenge, the implicit.151 As exem-
plified by terms or phrases such as naturally, surely, obviously, 
of course, or needless to say, taken- for- grantedness projects a 
sense of self- evidence.152 Based on some implied prior agree-
ment supposedly shared with everyone else, it is effectively 
“exempt from the need for supporting evidence” and thereby 
relatively shielded from challenge.153

And indeed, despite its merely conventional nature, hege-
monic normality (what we consider “common sense”)154 is never-
theless presented in absolute terms,155 which makes it seem in-
disputable, as “[r]ival views become unimaginable.”156 The term 
alternative medicine, for example, thus presumes the absolute 
validity of Western medicine (which we in fact convention-
ally refer to as simply medicine), whereas the terms alternative 
newspaper and alternative music, let alone alternative lifestyle 
and alternative family structure, tacitly presume the absolute 
normality of their unmarked, “mainstream” counterparts.

By marking some regions of our phenomenal world while 
leaving the others unmarked, cognitive hegemony thus involves 
the power to both abnormalize and normalize. As we shall now 
see, however, it is in fact possible to also resist it, ironically 
enough, by abnormalizing what we conventionally consider 
normal as well as normalizing what we conventionally consider 
abnormal.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:43 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



5
Semiotic Subversion
To whom have you disclosed your heterosexual 
tendencies? How did they react?

— Martin Rochlin, “Heterosexual Questionnaire”

Despite their hegemonic grip on our minds, however, conven-
tional marking patterns are sometimes also challenged, as ex-
emplified by various efforts to deliberately subvert conventional 
semiotic asymmetries. Such subversion involves the use of one 
of two major semiotic tactics specifically designed to alter the 
relative “weights” of the upper and lower pans of the proverbial 
scale featured in figure 4.1 vis- à- vis each other.

Marking the Unmarked

The more common such tactic involves marking the hitherto 
unmarked1 thereby making it semiotically “weighty” (see figure 
5.1), as exemplified by Ivanka Trump’s attempt to recast her 
father as an equal- opportunity rather than a specifically misog-
ynous insulter: “People ask me . . . ‘He said this and this about 
women,’ and I’ve said, ‘Have you looked at the things he’s said 
about men?’ ”2 Doing that entails turning the proverbial spot-
light on what we habitually ignore thereby making it an object 
of our explicit awareness. Such a gestalt switch3 makes things 
seem to “jum[p] out of the background enough to be perceived 
consciously rather than just being part of [our] surround-
ings.”4 Effectively reversing our habitual way of experiencing 
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the background- like regions of our phenomenal world, it thus 
involves foregrounding.5

As exemplified by the ratio of the gendered parts of our 
body to the gender- neutral ones,6 or holidays to ordinary days, 
what we mark and therefore explicitly notice is proportionally 
smaller than what is left unmarked and thereby implicitly ig-
nored.7 The marked regions of our phenomenal world thus re-
ceive glaringly disproportionate amounts of cultural attention 
relative to their size, while the typically larger unmarked ones 
hardly receive any notice.8 Marking, in other words, “strangles 
[our] awareness [by] limit[ing] us to seeing only a fraction of 
what there is to be seen.”9 Like fisheye lenses that help broaden 
our peripheral vision,10 foregrounding, by contrast, expands 
what we notice.

As the semiotic equivalent of the background- like, habitu-
ally inattended to components of our phenomenal world11 (our 
ordinary surroundings, the constant sound of our breathing), 

Figure 5.1. Semiotic Subversion I: Marking the Hitherto Unmarked
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the unmarked is unremarkable and, as such, effectively unno-
ticeable. Nevertheless, it is not inherently so, and can in fact 
become quite noticeable.

That, however, requires a deliberate effort to actually notice 
what we habitually take for granted by refraining from presuming 
what we normally do. Given the implicit nature of what we as-
sume by default and thereby take for granted, that presupposes 
an effort to make the implicit explicit. In other words, it requires 
paying conscious attention to, being explicitly aware of.12

This calls for “educat[ing] the senses to see the ordinary as 
extraordinary [and] the familiar as strange,” as the early Roman-
tic poet Friedrich von Hardenberg, or Novalis, so aptly put it,13 
since only when the familiar is estranged can we actively no-
tice it. Such fundamental assumption reversal presupposes the 
cognitive process referred to by Viktor Shklovsky as defamil-
iarization or estrangement.14 As a conscious effort to achieve “a 
new look at the same old world,” it involves “invert[ing] . . . the 
everyday ways of looking [that] render the world a . . .  familiar 
place.”15

That, of course, calls for a more deliberative mode of think-
ing16 than our habitual and therefore fundamentally automatic 
one.17 In other words, it presupposes a process of cognitive 
deautomatization,18 which entails refraining from taking our 
default assumptions for granted19— a process effectively analo-
gous to the one comically featured in Gary Larson’s “Far Side” 
cartoon Basic Lives, which foregrounds via thought balloons 
the tacit thoughts20 of a man walking (“Left foot, right foot, 
left foot, right foot”), a frog hopping (“Hop, rest, hop, rest”), 
a bird flapping its wings while flying (“Up, down, up, down, 
up, down”), and a dog barking (“Bark, don’t bark, bark, don’t 
bark”),21 thereby reminding us that what we have come to regard 
as inherently and therefore inevitably unmarked is anything but.
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The Politics of Foregrounding

Foregrounding plays a major role in the epistemically subver-
sive process of consciousness-  or awareness- raising.22 While 
the 32,800 results yielded by my previously mentioned Google 
search for the culturally redundant and therefore semiotically 
superfluous term openly straight are indeed considerably fewer 
than the 3,740,000 results for its nominally equivalent counter-
part openly gay, the very fact that such a term is nevertheless 
featured on 32,800 websites is actually quite remarkable. The 
lexical marking of such a traditionally unmarked notion as “open 
straightness” is an unmistakably political statement specifically 
designed to challenge its presumed cultural redundancy.

Consider also, along these lines, the deliberate attempt to 
semiotically subvert leukonormativity by marking the tra-
ditionally unmarked notion of whiteness, as when using the 
term historically white colleges23 to foreground (and thereby 
tacitly challenge the presumed normality of ) the culturally 
redundant and therefore semiotically superfluous equivalent 
of the common term historically black colleges, or for that mat-
ter when Morgan Freeman, having been asked about Black 
History Month, wryly shot back, “Which month is White 
History Month?”24 His sarcastic allusion to this nonexistent 
month was an attempt to subversively foreground the glaringly 
asymmetrical tacit portrayal of black American history as dis-
tinct and therefore separate from “American” history yet white 
American history as essentially synonymous with it, thereby 
deeming the very notion of a “White History Month” cultur-
ally redundant and the term itself semiotically superfluous. 
Such asymmetry, of course, tacitly also deems African Amer-
icans distinct from “ordinary,” unmarked ones thereby effec-
tively othering them. By defying the very distinction between 
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American and black American history, Freeman therefore 
challenged the tacit exclusion of African Americans from the 
category “American.” By mockingly alluding to a “White His-
tory Month” he thus helped lay bare the presumed normality 
of whiteness in America.

Foregrounding whiteness also helps lay bare the glaring 
asymmetry whereby black criminals are conventionally re-
duced to their blackness whereas white ones are afforded “the 
privilege of individualization.”25 As Tim Wise pointed out after 
the Columbine massacre, the fact that the school shooters were 
all white

has gone without mention. . . . [W]e hear [that] all the shoot-
ers were boys; all the shooters used guns; all the shooters 
talked openly about violence; all the shooters played vio-
lent video games [yet] the racial similarities between [them] 
was irrelevant. While we can rest assured these kids would 
have been “raced” had they come from black “ghetto ma-
triarchs” . . . it seems as though no one can see the most 
obvious common characteristic among them: namely, their 
white skin.26

Such glaring asymmetry has likewise led political commentator 
Chris Hayes to mockingly blame “the white community” for 
not being more outspoken against violent crimes committed 
by whites.27

Consider also, along these lines, the explicit cultural emer-
gence in the 1970s and 1980s of the proverbial “straight white 
male.” Sally Robinson describes the relatively recent fall of 
straight white maleness from its traditional position as the 
embodiment of heteronormative, leukonormative, and an-
dronormative visions of normality (that is, as “a disembod-
ied universality,” the unmarked, supposedly neutral standard 
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against which all other identities were otherized) to its current 
one as but “an embodied specificity”:28

Whereas white male novelists . . . might have until recently 
been read simply as “novelists,” many might now find them-
selves categorically defined as white male novelists: they 
might find themselves marked, not read for their expression 
of a personal, individualized vision but, like women writers 
or African American writers, habitually read as the exemplars 
of a particularized— gendered and racialized— perspective.29

A somewhat similar semiotic calculus in fact also led tel-
evangelist Jerry Falwell to deliberately name and thereby 
foreground the hitherto unmarked and therefore culturally 
invisible conservative social movement he helped launch in 
1979 “The Moral Majority.”30 It likewise led the 2011 Occupy 
movement to use the term The 99 Percent to explicitly fore-
ground the hitherto unmarked millions of Americans effec-
tively excluded from the culturally marked income category 
“The Top 1 Percent.”31

Language clearly plays a pivotal role in the process of fore-
grounding. As exemplified, for instance, by the way Whole 
Foods stores mark their nonorganic food products with the 
sign “Conventional,” foregrounding the hitherto unmarked 
often involves simply naming it.32

Consider also, along these lines, the tremendous cultural and 
political significance of the actual introduction of the term sex-
ual harassment. As we are reminded by Catharine MacKinnon, 
“Until 1976, lacking a term to express it, sexual harassment was 
literally unspeakable, which made a generalized, shared, and 
social definition of it, inaccessible.”33 It was the very act of label-
ing it, therefore, that actually gave this hitherto unmarked and 
therefore still preconceptualized phenomenon a cultural life.
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As a semiotic “eye- opener,”34 naming, in short, helps make 
the hitherto unmarked culturally “visible.”35 Given the fact that 
while unplanned pregnancies have traditionally been referred 
to as “accidents” there is still no equivalent term for planned 
ones, for instance, the tremendous politico- semiotic signifi-
cance of the very name “Planned Parenthood,” indeed, is quite 
obvious. By the same token, the terms carnism36 (or vegapho-
bia37) and speciesism38 are specifically designed to foreground 
(and thereby challenge the presumed normality of ) the tra-
ditionally unmarked cultural opposites of vegetarianism and 
animal- rights activism.

As further evidenced by the use of the term heterosexual 
or straight to semiotically mark and thereby effectively abnor-
malize a sexual orientation conventionally considered normal, 
naming also helps de- naturalize it.39 Using this term essentially 
defies the givenness and therefore axiomatic presumption of 
straightness.40 As such, it challenges the very “rhetorical op-
position of what is . . . ‘natural’ and what is ‘derivative’ or ‘con-
trived’ ” by demonstrating that heterosexuality “must itself be 
treated as a dependent term.”41

The same is also true of the use of the term able- bodied to 
tacitly challenge able- bodied normativity. Like characterizing 
anyone who is not autistic as “neurotypical,” using this term 
treats “ordinary” individuals as objects of explicit cultural at-
tention thereby tacitly putting them on an equal semiotic footing 
with disabled ones. This is even more pronounced in the case 
of terms such as non- blind42 or non- wheelies,43 let alone non- 
disabled,44 which, like not homosexual,45 effectively transform 
conventionally unmarked “normal” individuals into an explic-
itly marked and therefore semiotically abnormalized category, 
thereby tacitly challenging their conventionally nonderivative 
(that is, “basic”), taken- for- granted epistemic status.
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Indeed, not only are conventionally unmarked “normals” 
marked as “able- bodied” or simply “abled,” but they are some-
times also labeled temporarily abled,46 a term specifically de-
signed to blur the very distinction between “able- bodied” and 
“disabled.” As “a stark reminder that each of us stands vulner-
able to the physical diminishments provoked by disease, acci-
dent, or simply the inevitable processes of aging,”47 it tacitly 
defies the supposedly binary distinction between our conven-
tional notions of able- bodiedness and disability.48 After all,

[t]he fact is that most citizens will have some level of im-
pairment. . . . Most humans, as they age, will find themselves 
less able to see, hear, walk, or think so well as they did be-
fore. One disability activist recently spoke at a convention 
to “normal” people and said, “. . . Come back in twenty years 
and a lot of you will be with us!”49

Marking the hitherto unmarked often involves adding an 
adjective thereby effectively “abnormalizing” what is habitually 
assumed by default and therefore taken for granted. Consider, 
for example, in this regard the semiotically subversive use of 
the term vanilla sex50 to denote “ordinary” sexual practices. By 
explicitly marking them, using this term thus defies their con-
ventionally presumed normality. In other words, by the very 
act of naming practices conventionally deemed “normal,” it 
challenges their presumed genericity.

In so doing, of course, it tacitly also helps normalize what is 
conventionally considered “abnormal” behavior. By explicitly 
marking “normal” and therefore conventionally unmarked sex-
ual practices, using the term vanilla sex effectively puts them 
on an equal semiotic footing with their conventionally marked 
less “bland” counterparts thereby implicitly making the latter 
more culturally acceptable.51
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Marking the conventionally unmarked, in short, helps nor-
malize the conventionally marked, as further exemplified by the 
use of the term cisgender to refer to people whose gender iden-
tity conforms with their birth- assigned sex.52 Like both neuro-
typical and straight, the term helps “de- centralize the dominant 
group, exposing it as merely one possible alternative rather than 
the ‘norm’ against which trans people are defined.”53 In other 
words, it casts transgender and “cisgender” persons as categor-
ical equals.54 Assigning the latter a distinct label and thereby 
effectively putting conventionally marked “trans” identities and 
conventionally unmarked “ordinary” ones on an equal semiotic 
footing tacitly helps normalize the former by subverting the 
latter’s presumed normality and therefore cultural privilege of 
remaining unnamed.

Academic Foregrounding

The effort to “abnormalize” and thereby foreground what we 
conventionally take for granted is often pursued academically,55 
reminding us that, as Marcel Proust famously observed, “[t]he 
only true voyage of discovery” may very well be “not to visit 
strange lands but to possess other eyes”56 and thereby “find 
surprises lurking [even] in ostensibly obvious observations.”57 
It has thus led anthropologist Edward Hall, for example, to 
explicitly focus his academic gaze on the essentially implicit 
and therefore hitherto unexplored social organization of inter-
personal distance.58 It has likewise inspired Erving Goffman’s 
virtually unprecedented explorations of the conventionally 
taken- for- granted social rules and rituals underlying face- to- 
face interaction,59 which, in drawing scholarly attention to “or-
dinary persons doing ordinary things,”60 effectively pioneered 
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a sociology of “everyday life” whose expressed goal is to make 
the familiar strange:

[T]he ordinary, mundane and “everyday” social world— the 
familiar— is made “strange” in order that it can be system-
atically analysed and explored. Hence taken- for- granted as-
sumptions . . . are subjected to a sociological gaze . . . whereby 
“normal” and “expected” ways of doing things are problema-
tized or questioned, and where familiar understandings of 
social life are challenged.61

That, of course, calls for explicit explorations of implicit, ha-
bitual, background- like occurrences and activities that are “so 
mundane, so taken- for- granted, so normal, that most people, 
including scholars, fail to appreciate their significance.”62 And 
as I keep telling my students, it also calls for doing our best to 
suspend our default, habitual outlook on the world and assume 
the epistemic standpoint of the proverbial Martian in order 
to become more explicitly aware of the numerous taken- for- 
granted assumptions we tacitly make.

Consider, next, the deliberate efforts by feminists “to ques-
tion what passes as ordinary . . . in order to unsettle the ground 
upon which norms hold sway”63 and thereby challenge the un-
markedness and therefore taken- for- grantedness of maleness,64 
which led in the 1980s to the emergence of the field of men’s or 
masculinities studies as part of a vigorous academic assault on 
andronormativity. Men, of course, had been studied long before 
that, yet as generic humans rather than specifically as men.65 By 
making maleness explicit rather than merely implicit,66 femi-
nism has thus tacitly challenged its presumed normality.

The emergence of men’s studies has likewise inspired the 
somewhat analogous emergence of whiteness studies,67 yet 
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another relatively recent academic field of inquiry that, quite 
similarly, tacitly challenges the presumed normality and there-
fore also both the unmarkedness and taken- for- grantedness of 
being white. Like men, whites had also been studied long be-
fore the 1980s, yet as generic humans rather than specifically 
as whites.68 As Ruth Frankenberg, one of the first students of 
whiteness, would later reflect on the epistemic significance of 
foregrounding it,

My research engages whiteness [but] the statement “my 
research engages whiteness” could not have been made, 
meaningfully, at the time, around 1980, when I began [my] 
inquiry. . . . This is so because, at that moment, the notion 
of “whiteness” was not present in the political or intellectual 
worlds of which I was a part.69

Consider also in this regard Rosina Lippi- Green’s critique of 
“the myth of non- accent.”70 After all, she insists, “every native 
speaker of US English has an accent, no matter how unmarked 
the person’s language may seem to be.”71 Though she herself 
is conventionally perceived as having no accent, she adds, in 
fact “I do have an accent. My English tells anybody [that] I 
am a white woman . . . who has lived most of her life . . . in the 
midwest.”72 And just as in the cases of using the terms neuro-
typical, vanilla sex, and cisgender, by specifically marking her 
conventionally unmarked and therefore supposedly generic 
ethnoracial identity she thus tacitly also helps normalize its 
conventionally marked “accented” counterparts.

Effectively completing the cultural emergence of the prover-
bial “straight white male,” the 1980s also saw the beginning of 
the somewhat analogous academic assault on heteronormativ-
ity famously anticipated four decades earlier by Alfred Kinsey, 
who was evidently far more interested in understanding “why 
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people did not become involved in every form of sexual behav-
ior” than “why they preferred a partner of one sex rather than 
the other.”73 And the main motivation underlying such epis-
temically subversive fundamental assumption reversal, indeed, 
was to foreground and thereby “make visible . . . the mundane 
quotidian actions that result in the routine achievement of a 
taken- for- granted world that socially excludes or marginalizes 
non- heterosexuals.”74

Like both men and whites, straights, of course, had also been 
studied well before the 1980s, yet not specifically as straights. 
Adrienne Rich’s classic 1980 essay “Compulsory Heterosexuality 
and Lesbian Existence,”75 for example, would have therefore 
been almost inconceivable at the time, as would books such 
as Chrys Ingraham’s Thinking Straight: The Power, the Promise, 
and the Paradox of Heterosexuality,76 Hanne Blank’s Straight: 
The Surprisingly Short History of Heterosexuality,77 James Dean’s 
Straights: Heterosexuality in Post- Closeted Culture,78 or Louis- 
Georges Tin’s The Invention of Heterosexual Culture.79 The delib-
erate effort to foreground the social construction of straightness 
as a taken- for- granted ordinary phenomenon80 certainly under-
lies such attempts to culturally and historically contextualize 
heteronormativity’s hegemonic grip on our minds. Jonathan 
Katz in fact describes his book The Invention of Heterosexuality 
as an attempt to introduce a distinctly “heterosexual history that 
[would be] explored, rather than simply taken for granted.”81 Sue 
Wilkinson and Celia Kitzinger’s idea of actually inviting a num-
ber of straight authors to explicitly reflect on their traditionally 
untheorized identity as heterosexuals82 was likewise part of a 
deliberate, epistemically subversive effort to abandon one of 
our culture’s most fundamental default assumptions (hetero-
normativity) and effectively challenge the presumed normality 
and therefore taken- for- grantedness of heterosexuality.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:43 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



72 Chapter 5

Given the essentially asynchronous manner in which con-
trastive pairs of terms often come into being, it is particularly 
noteworthy that when Karl- Maria Kertbeny coined in 1868 
the terms homosexual and heterosexual, he actually introduced 
them simultaneously, thereby effectively putting them on an 
equal semiotic footing. In fact, he did that on purpose, since, as 
we saw in the cases of both neurotypical and cisgender, “having 
two marked categories . . . generates a certain amount of equal-
ity, which was precisely his point”83 as well as that of anybody 
who explicitly studies heterosexuality.

As products of the 1980s, the studies of maleness, whiteness, 
and straightness have been parts of the same deliberate aca-
demic effort to “turn a critical eye on unmarked categories . . . 
that assume a normative . . . character in everyday life”84 and 
thereby challenge fundamental conventional assumptions such 
as andronormativity, leukonormativity, and heteronormativity. 
In fact, Harry Brod’s teaching philosophy explicitly stresses the 
inherent relatedness of such assumptions:

I want my students to understand that men are gendered 
too. . . . To let the study of gender be equivalent to the study 
of women is to leave men as unmarked by gender and hence 
normatively human. . . . Once [students] have internalized 
this model, a study of race, for example, can no longer be 
mistaken solely for a study of people of color. Students will 
now come to see whites as being raced as well. Further . . . 
they come to see that the commonly posed question “What 
causes homosexuality?” . . . takes as norm and leaves unin-
terrogated the dominant category of heterosexuality.85

This striking semiotic parallel between the default assumptions 
we sometimes make about race and gender, indeed, is also sa-
tirically exemplified by Jimmie Durham’s and Stephen Colbert’s 
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respective claims to be male “although only one of my parents 
was male”86 or “cis- white” because “I’ve always been comfort-
able with my birth race.”87

The academic efforts to foreground the conventionally un-
marked social identities “male,” “white,” and “straight” have 
also inspired the essentially analogous attempt to mark and 
thereby foreground the traditionally unmarked condition of 
able- bodiedness rather than simply take it for granted.88 As 
Simi Linton, for example, explains her conscious decision to 
refer to the able- bodied as nondisabled,

[t]he use of nondisabled . . . is similar to the strategy of mark-
ing and articulating “whiteness.” The assumed position in 
scholarship has always been the male, white, nondisabled 
[as] the default category. . . . [T]hese positions are not only 
presumptively hegemonic because they are the assumed uni-
versal stance, as well as the presumed neutral or objective 
stance, but also undertheorized.89

When opting to use this term, therefore, one can no longer 
remain blind to the “taken- for- granted background that goes 
about unnoticed.”90 Making such a choice, in other words, 
“means to make the familiar practices of daily life that seem 
normal, and are often treated as if they are ‘natural,’ shine 
through in all their sociality.”91 As such, it actually allows one 
to “bracket the taken- for- granted status of normalcy”92 and re-
mind oneself that, after all, it is but a cultural construct.

Part of what helps us take something for granted, as we 
have seen, is the fact that we tacitly expect it. As we encoun-
ter the unexpected, on the other hand, our sense of normality 
is therefore disrupted, and our hitherto backgrounded tacit 
expectations and thus also default assumptions are thrust to 
the foreground.93 Not surprisingly, therefore, the familiar is 
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likely to enter our awareness particularly “when failure to do 
or say something has made its continuance as an unquestioned 
background doubtful.”94 Like the rules of grammar, which we 
can actually “follow . . . without an explicit knowledge of their 
content and yet notice a violation immediately,”95 we usually 
become explicitly aware of our taken- for- granted assumptions 
especially when they are disrupted.96

Such a seemingly counterintuitive conclusion has in fact led to 
the introduction of the so- called “breaching experiment,” which 
is specifically designed to foreground the cognitive discomfort 
we experience when our expectations and therefore also taken- 
for- granted assumptions are indeed subverted.97 Originally in-
troduced by Harold Garfinkel and later also utilized by Stanley 
Milgram, it basically involves the production of experimentally 
induced assumption reversals. By essentially asking seated sub-
way passengers, “Excuse me. May I have your seat?”98 or pre-
tending to take acquaintances’ merely polite “How are you?”99 
inquiries literally, the experimenter thus manages to make them 
(as well as the readers of his or her findings) explicitly aware of 
the default assumptions they tacitly take for granted.

Artistic Foregrounding

Activists and academics, however, are not the only ones who 
try to subvert prevailing semiotic asymmetries by purposefully 
foregrounding the conventionally unmarked. So, indeed, do 
artists.100 After all, “maintaining the familiar as strange is funda-
mental to disciplined creativity,”101 and by “remov[ing] objects 
from the automatism of perception” art in fact helps make them 
unfamiliar.102 In “mak[ing] things the object of attention rather 
than of habituated action”103 it thus promotes deautomatization 
and therefore defamiliarization.
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Consider, for example, poetry, aptly characterized by Nova-
lis as “[t]he art . . . of making an object strange,”104 an idea more 
explicitly developed later by Shklovsky, who viewed it as spe-
cifically designed

to counteract the process of habituation encouraged by rou-
tine everyday modes of perception. We . . . cease to “see” the 
world we live in. . . . The aim of poetry is to reverse that pro-
cess, to defamiliarize that with which we are overly familiar, 
to “creatively deform” the usual, the normal.105

The very role of poetry, in other words, is therefore to fore-
ground by deautomatizing.106 Lamenting the fact that “in con-
sequence of the film of familiarity . . . we have eyes, yet see 
not,” Samuel Coleridge, for instance, praised poetry’s ability to 
“awake[n] the mind’s attention from the lethargy of custom.”107 
More specifically, added Percy Shelley, it “strips the veil of fa-
miliarity from the world” by “mak[ing] familiar objects be as if 
they were not familiar.”108

The role of art in deautomatizing our perception also under-
lies Bertolt Brecht’s vision of the theater’s ability to “estrange 
the familiar, and problematise the self- evident”109:

Before familiarity can turn into awareness the familiar must 
be stripped of its inconspicuousness [and] labelled as some-
thing unusual.110

Characters and incidents from ordinary life . . . being famil-
iar, strike us as more or less natural. Alienating them helps 
to make them seem remarkable to us.111

In fact, he specifically characterized such an “alienation effect” 
as a way of helping the theatrical audience avoid taking ordi-
nary human occurrences for granted112 by turning the object of 
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their attention from “something ordinary, familiar” into “some-
thing peculiar, striking and unexpected.”113

A somewhat analogous epistemically subversive effect can 
also be accomplished by turning the theatrical spotlight on the 
conventionally ignored, as exemplified by Tom Stoppard’s play 
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead, which, as implied by its 
very title, essentially revolves around two minor, “background” 
characters from Hamlet.114 The same overall epistemic goal is 
likewise accomplished in films featuring habitually ignored 
“background persons”115 such as housemaids (The Help), but-
lers (The Butler), or backup singers (20 Feet from Stardom), 
as well as in books such as Georges Perec’s An Attempt at Ex-
hausting a Place in Paris, which simply chronicles a three- day 
stream of mundane, “infra- ordinary” occurrences as part of a 
conscious attempt to capture “that which is . . . not noticed, 
that which has no importance: what happens when nothing 
happens.”116

Indeed, that is precisely what many artistic photographers 
also try to do. In sharp contrast to tourists, who usually grav-
itate to conventionally marked “attractions,”117 they often opt 
to take pictures of their unmarked, “ordinary” surroundings. 
Furthermore, when taking a picture, they sometimes also try 
to actually focus their attention on what is conventionally con-
sidered mere “background.”118 As one photography professor 
instructs beginners, “Emphasize the negative space when tak-
ing a picture. Learn to see the interval between visual elements 
as figure. Position your camera in such a way as to make th[at] 
interval . . . the integral part of your picture.”119

Similarly, in drawing classes, students are often instructed 
to be explicitly aware of the unmarked, background- like 
spaces between conventionally marked thing- like objects. Art 
educator Betty Edwards, for example, specifically trains her 
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students to actively notice the shapes of the supposedly shape-
less “empty” spaces between pieces of furniture in a room.120 
Disputing the unmarked quality conventionally attributed to 
such so- called “negative” spaces, fellow art instructor Carl Pur-
cell likewise insists that they be explicitly delineated.121 As so 
spectacularly exemplified by Maurits Escher’s Plane Filling II, 
where every single dark figure also doubles as a background 
for light ones, and vice versa (see figure 5.2), artistic efforts to 
portray such spaces as anything but empty122 are the obvious 
products of such training.

Figure 5.2. Artistic Foregrounding. M. C. Escher’s “Plane Filling II” © 2017 The 
M.C. Escher Company -  The Netherlands. All rights reserved. www.mcescher.com
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Comic Foregrounding

On January 21, 2008, during his Democratic presidential debate 
with Hillary Clinton and John Edwards, then- Senator Barack 
Obama made the following observation about the significance 
of race in the presidential election that year:

I think the media, you know, has really been focused a lot on 
race as we move down to South Carolina. . . . And, I mean, 
I’m not entirely faulting the media because, look, race is a 
factor in our society. There’s no doubt that in a race where 
you’ve got an African American, and a woman, and— [a brief, 
masterfully timed pause]— John, there’s no doubt that that 
has piqued interest.123

The way he wittily characterized the three remaining Dem-
ocratic presidential candidates generated a lot of laughter.124 
After all, in sharp contrast to his pronouncedly marked ref-
erences to both Clinton (a woman) and himself (an African 
American), referring to Edwards as simply John (a name that 
also happens to conventionally signify genericity) effectively 
portrayed him as an ordinary, “plain- vanilla” candidate whose 
election, unlike that of either Clinton’s or Obama’s, would be 
of no great historical significance.

Given the fact that it is often actually based on some funda-
mental incompatibility with prior expectations (as exemplified 
by Durham’s and Colbert’s respective “claims” to be male and 
“cis- white”), humor helps foreground our habitually taken- for- 
granted default assumptions by mocking their presumed normal-
ity. Consider, for example, the following joke:

Peter: I know one hundred lovemaking positions.
Paul: Let’s see— there is the one where the man is on top 

of the woman, the one where . . . 
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Peter: Oh, right, so I actually know one hundred and one 
positions.

By foregrounding the position conventionally assumed by de-
fault (and therefore presumed to have actually been one of the 
one hundred positions mentioned initially) instead of taking it 
for granted, the joke essentially mocks its presumed normality.

Consider also the following excerpt from an article titled 
“Body Ritual among the Nacirema” published in 1956 by 
Horace Miner in the American Anthropologist:

The Nacirema have an almost pathological . . . fascination 
with the mouth, the condition of which is believed to have a 
supernatural influence on all social relationships. Were it not 
for the rituals of the mouth, they believe that . . . their friends 
[would] desert them, and their lovers reject them. . . . The 
daily body ritual performed by everyone includes a mouth- 
rite [that] involves a practice which strikes the uninitiated 
stranger as revolting. It was reported to me that the ritual 
consists of inserting a small bundle of hog hairs into the 
mouth, along with certain magical powders, and then mov-
ing the bundle in a highly formalized series of gestures.125

It may have been the realization that Nacirema is, after all, Amer-
ican spelled backward that led Miner’s readers to finally figure 
out that they were actually reading an allegorical portrayal of 
their own essentially ordinary oral hygiene practices wittily 
disguised as some bizarre “Nacirema” rituals. At a time when 
anthropologists were studying mostly faraway, “exotic” cultures, 
the last thing those readers expected to be featured in the flag-
ship journal of the American Anthropological Association was 
a description of their own daily habits. Reading the article must 
have therefore felt like watching somebody for some time before 
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realizing that one is actually looking in the mirror! By effectively 
exoticizing the familiar and therefore taken- for- granted, Miner 
thus tacitly mocked the very acts of abnormalizing and othering, 
let alone the very notion of normality.

Comic foregrounding often involves the use of both satir-
ical and sarcastic forms of irony. After all, irony constitutes a 
particularly effective form of social critique, as evidenced by 
Freeman’s aforementioned allusion to “White History Month,” 
by commentator Bret Stephens’s tongue- in- cheek suggestion 
that only a mass deportation of non- immigrants can save Amer-
ica,126 or by the following exchange between Huck and Aunt 
Sally in Mark Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn acer-
bically condemning nineteenth- century white America’s cal-
lous disregard for blacks’ lives:

“It warn’t the grounding— that didn’t keep us back but a 
little. We blowed out a cylinder- head.”

“Good gracious! anybody hurt?”
“No’m. Killed a nigger.”
“Well, it’s lucky; because sometimes people do get hurt.”127

As such, irony is often used to subvert fundamental conven-
tional default assumptions such as andronormativity. Ironic 
quips such as “Man, being a mammal, breast- feeds his young,”128 
“Menstrual pain accounts for an enormous loss of manpower 
hours,”129 or “The university’s four- man crews won in both the 
men’s and women’s divisions,”130 for example, thus mock the 
conventionally presumed genericity of maleness. So, for that 
matter, does a cartoon showing a little girl standing by a black-
board listing the terms Stone Age Man, Bronze Age Man, and 
Iron Age Man and asking the teacher, “Did they have women in 
those days?”131 or the joke “Did the Enlightenment expand ‘the 
rights of man’ . . . ? Yes, but it narrowed the rights of women.”132
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Yet the most spectacular example of the comic subversion 
of andronormativity is the classic riddle about a fatal car ac-
cident in which the man driving the car dies on the spot and 
his son is rushed to a nearby hospital, where upon seeing him 
there a startled surgeon exclaims: “I can’t operate on my own 
son!”133 As Douglas Hofstadter describes this seemingly illog-
ical puzzle,

What do you make of this grim riddle? How could it be? Was 
the surgeon lying or mistaken? No. Did the dead father’s 
soul somehow get reincarnated in the surgeon’s body? No. 
Was the surgeon the boy’s true father and the dead man the 
boy’s adopted father? No. What then is the explanation?134

By far the simplest solution, of course, would be that the sur-
geon must therefore be the boy’s mother. Yet as I have come 
to realize after trying this riddle on friends and students and 
watching many of them failing to solve it, people often seem to 
find it difficult to invoke the image of a female surgeon, thereby 
exposing the taken- for- granted conventional assumption that 
the term surgeon actually implies a man.135

Andronormativity is similarly satirized in a Cameron Harvey 
cartoon showing a nonwhite woman looking in a library for a 
book on “the white- male experience”136 (see figure 5.3), yet the 
cartoon of course also targets leukonormativity. So, indeed, 
does using the term Ivorics, which, by effectively putting the 
traditionally unmarked “white, caucasian, or anglo manner of 
speaking”137 on an equal semiotic footing with so- called “Eb-
onics,” tacitly subverts the conventional racist assumption that 
only nonwhites use marked, nonstandard, “abnormal” forms 
of English.

By the same token, by effectively parodying the way white 
people walk and talk, both Richard Pryor in his skit “White 
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People Eat Quiet”138 and Eddie Murphy in his skit “White 
Like Me”139 tried to subvert the glaring semiotic asymmetry 
whereby only nonwhites’ behavior is conventionally abnor-
malized, thereby tacitly challenging the presumed normality 
and therefore taken- for- grantedness of whites’ behavior. The 
epistemically subversive undertones of such humor are also 
evident in Christian Lander’s satirically titled book Stuff White 
People Like: The Definitive Guide to the Unique Taste of Mil-
lions140 as well as in Steve Martin’s sarcastic allusion to the fact 
that, given the way we conventionally attach unmistakably re-
strictive popular stereotypes only to marked identities, white 

Figure 5.3. Comic Foregrounding. Cameron Harvey/The New Yorker Collection/
The Cartoon Bank
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actors’ character repertoire is actually considerably wider than 
that of actors of color:

The biggest difficulty for me in being white is getting type-
cast in mostly white roles. When I first started I guess I 
should have done more black roles but one picture led to 
another and pretty soon I was known as a white person. I 
read for “The Wilt Chamberlain Story” and I was very good 
but they cast a less- experienced black person in the role. It’s 
one of the things you have to live with as a white person in 
the United States.141

Consider also, along these lines, the essentially analogous 
ironic subversion of heteronormativity, as so perfectly exem-
plified by advice columnist Amy Dickinson’s tongue- in- cheek 
response to a mother who feels betrayed by her son’s “decision 
to become” gay:

DEAR AMY: I recently discovered that my son  .  .  . is a 
homosexual. We are part of a church group and I fear 
that if people in that group find out they will make fun of 
me for having a gay child. . . . I feel as if he is doing this 
just to get back at me.

DEAR BETRAYED: You could teach your son an important 
lesson by changing your own sexuality to show him how 
easy it is. Try it for the next year or so: Stop being a 
heterosexual to demonstrate to your son that a person’s 
sexuality is a matter of choice.142

Such a scathing critique of heteronormativity likewise un-
derlies Charles Moser and Peggy Kleinplatz’s satirical article 
“Does Heterosexuality Belong in the DSM?” which mocks the 
presumed normality of straightness (effectively featured as a 
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condition characterized by “recurrent, intense sexually arous-
ing fantasies, sexual urges, or behaviors involving sexual ac-
tivity with an adult of the other sex”)143 with tongue- in- cheek 
scientific- sounding statements such as the following:

Doubts and insecurities about making or keeping relation-
ship commitments and subsequent attempts to save dam-
aged or dysfunctional relationships appear to be common 
problems among heterosexuals. . . . [M]any individuals suffer 
endlessly in heterosexual relationships.144

The authors sarcastically “concede,” however, that “[j]ust be-
cause relationship . . . problems are endemic among hetero-
sexuals does not mean that the heterosexuality is the cause of 
these problems.”145

Such epistemically subversive satirical undertones also per-
vade Martin Rochlin’s famous “Heterosexual Questionnaire,”146 
which, effectively lampooning the presumed normality and 
therefore taken- for- grantedness of straightness, consists of 
tongue- in- cheek questions such as,

When and how did you first decide you were a heterosexual?
What do you think caused your heterosexuality?
Why do you insist on flaunting your heterosexuality?
Is it possible your heterosexuality is just a phase you may 

grow out of?
A disproportionate majority of child molesters are hetero-

sexual men. Do you consider it safe to expose children 
to heterosexual male teachers, pediatricians, priests, or 
scoutmasters?

Effectively subverting conventional stereotypes, this question-
naire actually “reverses the assumptions . . . that homosexuals 
frequently endure.”147 By essentially “reversing the gaze,”148 
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such assumption reversal thus basically turns one of our most 
fundamental seemingly self- evident default assumptions on 
its head.

Backgrounding

As we saw above, the simplest and most common form of 
subverting the fundamental semiotic asymmetry between the 
marked and the unmarked through altering the relative weights 
of the two pans of the proverbial scale vis- à- vis each other is 
by marking the yet unmarked thereby making it semiotically 
weighty. Yet subverting such asymmetry can in fact be just as 
effectively accomplished by using the exact opposite form of 
semiotic “weight management,” namely unmarking the hith-
erto marked thereby making it semiotically weightless (see 
figure 5.4). And as one might expect, whereas marking the yet 
unmarked involves foregrounding, unmarking the hitherto 

Figure 5.4. Semiotic Subversion II: Unmarking the Hitherto Marked
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marked actually involves the diametrically opposite cognitive 
process of backgrounding.149

Whereas marking the yet unmarked inevitably involves 
narrowing its semantic scope, unmarking the hitherto marked 
actually involves expanding it and thereby increasing its refer-
ential potential by making it semiotically less restrictive. That 
implies making it more vague and thus also more semiotically 
inclusive. Such vagueness is evident, for example, in the effort 
to relabel same- sex marriage equal marriage as well as in the 
use of the gender- neutral, “unisex” pronouns one (as in it takes 
one three hours to complete it), singular they (as in if someone is 
born that way, they cannot help it), or ze150 instead of the gender- 
specific he and she. It is likewise exemplified by the functionally 
analogous politico- semiotic act of replacing traditional job ti-
tles such as policeman, fireman, and salesman with their gender- 
neutral equivalents police officer, firefighter, and salesperson.

Furthermore, whereas marking the yet unmarked may also 
entail narrowing a noun’s original semantic scope thereby mak-
ing it more specific by adding a modifying adjective, unmark-
ing the hitherto marked often involves genericizing and thus 
“neutralizing” it by removing an adjective as part of a conscious 
effort to make it more vague and therefore semiotically inclu-
sive. “When I was growing up,” says Serena Williams, “I had a 
dream . . . to be the best tennis player in the world. Not the best 
‘female’ tennis player in the world. . . . People call me one of the 
‘world’s greatest female athletes.’ Do they say LeBron is one of 
the world’s best male athletes? Is Tiger? Federer?”151 The same 
semiotic logic, indeed, was also used by Jenn Branson- Scala 
and Amy Meyers, who both responded to the U. S. Supreme 
Court’s decision to legalize same- sex marriage with the slogan 
“It’s No Longer Gay Marriage. It’s Just Marriage,”152 as well as 
Anna Brnabić, who on the eve of becoming Serbia’s first openly 
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gay prime minister announced, “I don’t want to be branded as 
a gay minister, just as my colleagues don’t want to be primarily 
defined as being straight.”153

Unmarking the hitherto marked is a necessary part of any 
attempt to “blend in” in order to attain a certain degree of cul-
tural invisibility.154 Various “corrective” procedures such as 
rhinoplasty and “excess” fat removal exemplify such efforts 
to produce unmarked, “normal” bodies.155 So, in fact, do im-
migrants’ efforts to shed their marked ethnicity and assume a 
supposedly generic ethnoracial identity by trying to “neutral-
ize” their accent156 or wearing jeans.157 Effectively considered 
“nondescript,” jeans, of course, “don’t stand out.”158 As such, 
they thus constitute unmarked “default clothes” that allow 
their wearers to avoid undue attention and essentially “achieve 
ordinariness.”159

As two diametrically opposed cognitive tactics, foreground-
ing and backgrounding are both specifically designed to elim-
inate the fundamental asymmetry between the marked and 
unmarked regions of our phenomenal world by making the 
two pans of the aforementioned proverbial scale effectively 
symmetrical. Using them together complementarily, however, 
allows us nevertheless to preserve a topsy- turvy (and there-
fore still semiotically subversive) version of such asymmetry by 
essentially backgrounding the hitherto marked while simultane-
ously foregrounding the yet unmarked, as respectively illustrated 
by the right and left arrows in figure 5.5.

Such an epistemically subversive spirit underlies, for ex-
ample, the following response to the U.S. women’s national 
soccer team’s victory in the 2015 World Cup: “After this game, 
everyone better start calling it ‘soccer’ and ‘men’s soccer.’ ”160 
It likewise underlies Samuel Butler’s witty definition of a hen 
as but “an egg’s way of making another egg,”161 thus effectively 
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inverting the relations between the conventionally non- agentic 
and thereby typically backgrounded part of the chicken- and- 
egg cycle and its conventionally agentic and therefore fore-
grounded counterpart by essentially foregrounding the former 
while at the same time backgrounding the latter.

Along somewhat similar lines, consider the following obser-
vation made by Jeffrey Olick and his colleagues about the term 
collective memory, the very use of which in fact implies that in 
its “basic,” unmarked form, memory is actually fundamentally 
personal:

Because we are sociologists, we believe . . . that if there 
is such a thing as “memory per se” it is to be found in so-
ciety. . . . [I]f anyone’s enterprise needs an adjective, it is 
the psychologists who should employ the modifier “indi-
vidual” to refer to the special case they study, rather than 
sociologists who should be required to employ the . . . labels 

Figure 5.5. Semiotic Subversion III: Foregrounding and Backgrounding Combined
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“collective” or “social.” . . . [A]s sociologists, we have indeed 
always begun from the assumption that it is individuality 
that is the special case requiring philosophical specification, 
not collectivity.162

Such semi- facetious critique, indeed, uses the very same logic 
used by the late comedian Mitch Hedberg to mock the way we 
conventionally abnormalize the natural form of corn while ef-
fectively normalizing its canned and thus artificial counterpart: 
“You know how they call corn on the cob ‘corn on the cob,’ 
right? But that’s how it comes out of the ground, man. They 
should call that ‘corn.’ They should call every other version 
‘corn off the cob!’ ”163

As implied in H. G. Wells’s story “The Country of the Blind” 
about an imaginary society where only the main protagonist 
is sighted,164 one also encounters such marking reversals165 in 
the world of fantasy. A perfect example is Homoworld,166 a 
short film specifically designed as an epistemically subversive 
“awareness- raising tool”167 about a society in which homosex-
uality is the established norm and roadside billboards with slo-
gans such as “Straight Bashing Is a Crime. Stomp Out Hetero-
phobia” mock the presumed normality of straightness thereby 
subverting heteronormativity. So, for that matter, is a formal 
“dinner” scene in Luis Buñuel’s film The Phantom of Liberty, in 
which all the chairs around the “dining” room table are replaced 
by toilets, and both the hosts and the guests, casually lifting 
their dresses or dropping their pants, sit down and chat amiably 
about excrement. Then, after a while, one of the guests pulls up 
his pants, excuses himself from the table, and goes to a small 
room down the hall where, locking the door behind him, he 
sits down by himself and proceeds to eat his dinner. Effectively 
transposing the semiotic weights we conventionally attach to 
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the supposedly contrasting acts of eating (which, other than on 
“special” occasions, is by and large culturally unmarked) and 
defecating (which is considered “private” and, as such, cultur-
ally marked), the scene exemplifies the remarkable epistemi-
cally subversive potential of such semiotic reversals.

Consider also, along similar lines, Viviana Zelizer’s alle-
gorical critique of conventional reward arrangements in the 
opening paragraph of a scholarly essay about payments and 
social ties:

Suppose for a moment that this is the year 2096.  .  .  . 
“[H]ousewives” and “househusbands” receive monthly stip-
ulated sums of money as salaries from their wage- earning 
spouses. Salaries are renegotiated yearly; fines imposed for 
sloppy cleaning, incompetent cooking, careless child care, 
or indifferent lovemaking. Midyear raises or cash prizes are 
awarded for exceptional performance. An arbitration board 
solves domestic financial disputes.168

As in The Phantom of Liberty, such an epistemically subversive 
vision of future domestic life is soon complemented by a di-
ametrically contrasting satirical vision of an imagined future 
workplace where employers reward exceptional performances 
by occasionally taking workers out to dinner and a movie.169 Ef-
fectively inverting the way we conventionally structure reward 
in the form of systematic compensation at work yet only random 
“nice gestures” at home, Zelizer thus challenges the presumed 
normality of our largely taken- for- granted systems of payment.

Finally, consider also Esther Rothblum’s satirical attempt to 
effectively redistribute the respective semiotic weights cultur-
ally attached to romantic and platonic relations by reversing 
the conventional attribution of markedness to lovers and un-
markedness to “mere” friends:
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Whether you have a current Friend and how things are going 
in your Friendship is the first thing that . . . lovers or family 
members want to know when they see you.170

Scores of how- to books . . . focus on ways to meet a Friend, 
to ‘‘work on’’ your Friendship, to keep your Friend from 
leaving you for another, or to keep a longterm Friendship 
from losing its spice. And everyone knows that the older you 
are when a Friendship ends, the harder it will be to enter into 
another Friendship because most people your age already 
have Friends and are thus ‘‘taken.’’171

If you spend too much time with one particular lover, people 
may wonder whether you are more than ‘‘just lovers’’ and 
suspect that you are ‘‘cheating’’ on your Friend. You can 
have fantasies of being friendly with lovers, but you’re not 
supposed to ‘‘act on’’ these feelings without endangering 
your Friendship.172

Envisioning a world in which platonic relations are culturally 
marked whereas romantic ones effectively remain unmarked, 
Rothblum thus subverts the way we conventionally apply the 
label “significant others” only to romantic partners, as if their 
nonromantic counterparts are not deemed significant enough 
to warrant special cultural marking. And just as a phrase such 
as merely romantic would most probably sound to us somewhat 
strange compared to merely platonic, her conscious, unmistak-
ably strategic use of odd- sounding phrases such as just lovers 
clearly exemplifies the epistemically subversive potential of the 
politico- semiotic act of challenging the presumably normal.
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Language and 
Cultural Change
[T]he reality of a particular sexuality is dependent on and 
inseparable from the . . . words we use to describe it. . . . 
“[H]eterosexuality” and “homosexuality” . . . did not exist, and 
could not have existed as such, before the words “heterosexual” 
and “homosexual” . . . were available to describe them.

— Jonathan Katz, The Invention of Heterosexuality, viii

Given its fundamentally dynamic nature, culture is constantly 
in flux, and marking traditions, norms, and conventions indeed 
vary not only cross- culturally, subculturally, and situationally 
but also historically. What we mark or leave unmarked thus 
often changes over time, with major shifts in what we consider 
“ordinary” or “normal” (and thereby assume by default and take 
for granted) reflecting major cultural changes.

Thus, for example, in the wake of the sexual revolutions of 
the past half- century, as “marital intercourse has lost its nor-
mative centrality [and the] shame of having an out- of- wedlock 
child has vastly declined,” premarital sex is now essentially 
taken for granted.1 By the same token, however, given the in-
creasing destigmatization of same- sex sexuality, less and less 
people still tend to assume straightness by default.

Consider also, along these lines, changing assumptions re-
garding gender. Women now entering traditionally male pro-
fessions (medicine, law, engineering), for instance, no longer 
seem to jeopardize their perceived femininity to the extent they 
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once did. By the same token, whereas a woman’s decision not 
to take her husband’s last name was still considered in the 1990s 
“marked, seen as worthy of comment: she has done something; 
she has ‘kept her own name,’ ”2 only a generation later it no 
longer seems so “special.” Furthermore, such changing assump-
tions regarding gender are in fact also starting to affect even 
the presumed normality and therefore taken- for- grantedness 
of cisgenderness.

Markedness shifts often reflect major corresponding shifts 
in statistical prominence. As something is becoming more com-
mon, it also tends to become less marked, and vice versa. Given 
the increasingly declining ratio of smokers to nonsmokers, for 
example, the social identity “smoker” is clearly becoming more 
culturally marked.3 By the same token, given the shrinking size 
of America’s white population relative to its nonwhite counter-
parts,4 whiteness is no longer taken for granted. And as exem-
plified by white nationalists’ use of the term white pride (very 
much the way anti- gay activists use the term straight pride), it 
has in fact become the basis of a newly marked social identity.

Underlying such markedness shifts, of course, are fundamen-
tal changes in what is conventionally assumed by default. Point-
ing in 1930 to such a major assumption reversal made by the 
increasingly paranoid young Soviet state, it was in fact Jakob-
son who first noted the politico- semiotic implications of such 
shifts: “In the current Soviet press you find the following idea 
expressed, ‘We used to say that everyone who is not against us is 
with us; now we say that everyone who is not with us is against 
us.’ ”5 Similar changing assumptions regarding immigrants and 
visitors from the Middle East have likewise led national security 
hardliners such as Newt Gingrich to even propose that the U. S. 
government “put all the burden of proof on people coming 
from those countries to show they are not a danger to us.”6
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Consider also in this regard the recent change from an ef-
fectively passive to a pronouncedly active definition of consent 
in American sexual ethics, as so aptly articulated by New York 
Governor Andrew Cuomo: “It’s not about, ‘Did the woman 
say no before she was attacked?’ It’s whether or not the woman 
said yes.”7 The change, in other words, involves a fundamental 
assumption reversal regarding the very meaning of silence. As 
Michael Kimmel and Gloria Steinem noted after the passage of 
California’s 2014 “Yes Means Yes” law,

[u]ntil this bill, the prevailing standard has been “no means 
no.” If she says no . . . then the sex is seen as nonconsensual. 
That is, it’s rape. Under such a standard, the enormous gray 
area between “yes” and “no” is defined residually as “yes”: 
Unless one hears an explicit “no,” consent is implied. “Yes 
means yes” completely redefines that gray area. Silence is [no 
longer] consent; it is the absence of consent. Only an explicit 
“yes” can be considered consent.8

The fundamental assumption reversals accompanying 
such major cultural changes are usually manifested lexically.9 
Whereas sixty years ago, for example, housekeeping was mar-
ried middle- class American women’s most common occupa-
tion, the very existence today of the term stay- at- home mom 
(along with the waning prominence of its contrasting coun-
terpart working mom) certainly attests to the decline in its 
presumed normality and corresponding increase in its cultural 
markedness.

When experiencing such cultural changes, we sometimes 
also mark hitherto unmarked terms so as to differentiate them 
from some newly introduced contrasting terms. The resulting 
retronyms, as William Saffire observed, are specifically designed 
to “downdate,” that is, “to modify a familiar term in a way that 
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calls attention to its not being the updated version.”10 Soon 
after the electric guitar was invented, for example, the musical 
instrument traditionally known simply as guitar was thus re-
named acoustic guitar. By the same token, ever since the intro-
duction of the digital watch, the floppy disk, the electric type-
writer, and the laptop computer, what were hitherto thought 
of simply as “watch,” “disk,” “typewriter,” and “computer” have 
been conceptually recast as “analog watch” “hard disk,” “man-
ual typewriter,” and “desktop computer.” That has, of course, 
also been true of the “hardcover book,” the “forward slash,” and 
“regular coffee” ever since the introduction of the paperback 
book, the backslash, and decaffeinated coffee.

All these retronyms were, of course, introduced in their 
present marked form only after having already been tacitly 
assumed in their traditional unmarked form long before that. 
Their newly added modifying adjectives (acoustic, analog, reg-
ular), after all, would have been utterly unnecessary earlier 
because the very features they now explicitly signify used to 
be implicitly taken for granted. Terms such as house phone, tap 
water, indoor volleyball, or live music, for example, would have 
been totally redundant and therefore semiotically superfluous, 
of course, prior to the introduction of the mobile phone, bot-
tled water, beach volleyball, and recorded music.

Markedness shifts sometimes also take the form of full- 
fledged semiotic reversals that essentially involve marking the 
yet unmarked while at the same time unmarking the hitherto 
marked. Thus, for example, whereas in the mid-  and late- 1990s 
the name Bush was assumed to refer to the former U. S. presi-
dent while referring to his older son actually involved, by con-
trast, marking his middle initial (“W.”), once the latter became 
president the situation was effectively reversed— the name Bush 
was assumed to refer to the son, and it was the father’s name 
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that was in fact marked (the first President Bush, Bush the Elder, 
Bush 41, Bush Senior) instead. By the same token, whereas the 
term hockey originally referred to a game played on a field, in 
sharp contradistinction from the one played on an ice rink and 
accordingly referred to as “ice hockey,” nowadays it is actually 
used to refer to the latter, while the former is residually referred 
to as “field hockey.”11 And while when sheep were first intro-
duced to Mexico they were sometimes referred to by the local 
population as “cotton deer,” nowadays it is actually deer who 
are sometimes referred to there as “wild sheep!”12

In fact, even the very meaning of the fundamental semiotic 
act of marking a yet unmarked term may actually shift over 
time. The terms marital rape and date rape, not to mention 
the explicitly more inclusive acquaintance rape, for instance, 
were originally designed to disabuse people of the erroneous 
assumption that most rapes are committed by strangers, and 
thereby foreground the far more common, if more culturally 
ignored, phenomenon of forced sex committed by an acquain-
tance. In other words, like the somewhat analogous notion of 
“domestic violence,” they were specifically introduced as part 
of a conscious politico- semiotic effort to expand the seman-
tic scope of the concept “rape” to also include forced sex by 
spouses, dates, co- workers, family members, neighbors, and 
friends. Yet the very distinction between marked (“marital,” 
“date,” “acquaintance”) and unmarked rapes has in fact since 
introduced yet a new politico- semiotic challenge, having also 
come to be considered by some as “insulting to rape victims, 
as it deems their pain and humiliation as less than that of a 
stranger- rape victim.”13 In other words, just as when qualify-
ing tax fraud or embezzlement as merely “white- collar crimes” 
and attacks on computer systems as “cyberterrorism,” marking 
certain forms of rape as “marital,” “date,” or “acquaintance” 
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has over time also come to be viewed as tacitly minimizing the 
perceived severity of the offense, effectively trivializing it as 
“rape lite.”14

Living, as we do, at a time of unprecedentedly rapid cultural 
change, it might be useful to remind ourselves that the very 
notion of an “analog” (in contradistinction to a “digital”) watch 
is but a few decades old, and that only a couple of generations 
ago, for that matter, the very idea that “straight” might one day 
be considered a full- fledged social identity would have been 
utterly inconceivable. After all, given the conventional self- 
evidence of heteronormativity, the very notion of straightness 
would have been considered culturally redundant and, as such, 
semiotically superfluous.

Given the unmistakably fluid nature of “normality,”15 what 
we consider culturally redundant and therefore semiotically 
superfluous is historically contingent. And so, indeed, are our 
very notions of what is considered marked or unmarked. Over 
the next few decades, let alone centuries, therefore, we can in 
fact expect considerable changes in what we come to assume 
by default.

In light of all this, there is absolutely no way of predicting 
what will be taken for granted a hundred or even twenty years 
from now! There may very well come a time, for example, 
when classroom rather than online college courses would be 
the marked ones, when Goya food products would no longer 
be displayed in a separate aisle in American supermarkets, 
and when remaining tattooless or even conforming to one’s 
assigned gender at birth would actually involve making an ac-
tive, effectively marked identity choice. Furthermore, as one 
might expect, it is also practically impossible to envision now 
any of the yet- nonexistent future concepts that are one day 
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going to fill the countless yet- unmarked gaps in our collective 
imagination.

In fact, I even expect some of the specific examples I use in 
the book to be somewhat “dated” by the time you read it, yet 
at the same time strongly believe that the general sociosemi-
otic patterns they exemplify will nevertheless remain constant. 
While our view of any particular semiotic object as marked or 
unmarked may indeed be only ephemeral, the very distinction 
between the “special” and the “ordinary” is here to stay.
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