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Crispin Thurlow and Christa Diirscheid
Introduction: Turning to the visual
in digital discourse studies

1 Setting the scene

In a chapter titled ‘New frontiers in interactive multimodal communication’ for a
handbook on Language and Digital Communication, internationally renowned
scholar of language and digital media Susan Herring (Herring, 2015: 402) re-
marks on the need for scholars to develop more properly multimodal approaches
to computer-mediated communication. This is what she says: “An approach
needs to be developed that analyzes disparate modes in relation to one another,
ideally with a common set of research questions, methods, and so forth, to per-
mit meaningful comparisons across modes and across platforms.” An approach
such as this, Herring goes on to explain, requires attending to the way different
modes interact (or not) in different digital texts and contexts.

It is precisely this understanding, indeed this empirical reality, which moti-
vates our volume here. Although we do not claim to offer a monolithic approach
or even a common set of research questions, we believe Visualizing Digital
Discourse is the first dedicated volume of its kind which brings together the work
of language and communication scholars committed to understanding the role of
visuality (and multimodality) in the context of digital media. The volume show-
cases the work of leading scholars, established scholars and emerging scholars
from across Europe, and addresses a diverse range of digital media platforms (e.g.
messaging, video-chat, social media, gaming, video-sharing, photo-sharing),
communicative settings (e.g. interpersonal, commercial, institutional), visual mo-
dalities (e.g. written language, typography, emojis, photography, video, layout)
and methodologies (e.g. discourse analysis, corpus-based analysis, social se-
miotics, ethnography, conversation analysis) and languages (e.g. French,
German, Italian, English, Finnish). Throughout, contributors are specifically
focused on understanding the particular role of visual communication in (or
about) these digital media platforms as a way to better understand how lin-
guistic and communicative practices are multimodally accomplished.
Sometimes visual resources (e.g. typography, photos, emojis, video) are cen-
tral, at other times they are incidental; regardless, they are always integral to
the servicing of people’s interactional, institutional and/or ideological objectives.

https://doi.org/10.1515/9781501510113-001
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Whether online or offline, digitally mediated or face-to-face, everyday communi-
cators take up and combine different ‘semiotic resources’ (cf. van Leeuwen,
2005) in ways which are sometimes creative, sometimes strategic, but always
purposeful and meaningful.

As its title suggests, Visualizing Digital Discourse is situated primarily within
that field of research known as computer-mediated discourse analysis (e.g.
Herring, 2007, 2013), new media sociolinguistics (e.g. Danesi, 2016) or just digital
discourse studies (see Thurlow, 2018). We will not rehearse the literature here; suf-
fice it to say, however, the study of linguistic and communicative practices in the
context of digital media is now well established. This is also a field which has his-
torically been driven by edited collections, starting with Susan Herring’s (1996)
ground-breaking Computer-mediated Communication: Linguistic, Social and Cross-
cultural Perspectives. (Our volume’s sub-title is styled partly to pay homage to her
volume.) Other productive takes on the field include the volumes by Thurlow &
Mroczek (2011), Jones, et al. (2015), Georgakopoulou & Spilioti (2015a), Squires
(2018) and, most recently, Bou-Franch & Garcés-Conejos Blitvich (2019). Still within
English-language scholarship, a number of important journal special issues have
likewise helped drive the field; notably, for example, Androutsopoulos (2006) and
Androutsopoulos & BeiSwenger (2008). The range of perspectives represented in
our volume responds either directly or indirectly to the kinds of issues and recom-
mendations proposed over the years by these collections and special issues, as
well as by prominent scholars like Susan Herring (ibid.), Jannis Androutsopoulos
(e.g. 2011a), Naomi Baron (e.g. 2010), Lauren Squires (e.g. 2010), and so on. We
certainly recognize from amongst this field, the scholarship of Rodney Jones (e.g.
2009), lead contributor to the current volume. We might even mention some of our
own contributions over the years: Crispin Thurlow (e.g. 2006, 2014, 2018) and, es-
pecially in the German-language world, Christa Diirscheid (e.g. Diirscheid et al.,
2010; Jucker & Diirscheid, 2012). While trying to keep up with the latest technologi-
cal changes, digital discourse studies has constantly sought to stay current, under-
taking a number of key theoretical and methodological ‘turns’. One of the most
notable of these was a turn towards more situated (e.g. ethnographic) studies of
new-mediated linguistic and communicative practices. As indicated in the Herring
quote above, we are beginning to witness rising scholarly interest in — a turn to-
wards — the inherent, unavoidable multimodality of digital media.

In some ways, multimodality should always have been a taken-for-granted in
new media sociolinguistics. It is certainly nowadays regarded as a core concept in
sociocultural linguistics and discourse analysis more generally (e.g. Jewitt, 2004;
Kress & van Leeuwen, 2001; Scollon, 2001; and, especially, Norris & Jones, 2005).
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Often, however, a lot of digital discourse scholarship continues — perhaps not
altogether surprisingly — to be structured by its disciplinary focus on language
and linguistic phenomena. The increasingly multi-media and inherently multi-
modal nature of digital communication makes this single-track, and sometimes
single-minded, approach more and more untenable (see Georgakopoulou &
Spilioti, 2015b, for a similar point of view). As we say, this is especially germane
given the growing complexity of the multi-media formats of newer new media,
brought about by the inevitable convergence of old and new media (cf. Jenkins, 2006)
and the layering of new media with other new media (cf. Androutsopoulos, 2011;
Myers, 2010). Regardless, digital discourse studies is certainly in need of advanced
analytical equipment if it is to keep track of the changing significance (in both
common senses of the word) of language in the synaesthetic (cf. Kress, 2003) and
heteroglossic (cf. Androutsopoulos, 2011b) spaces of digital media. A fully multi-
modal analysis will, of course, require an even wider scope than the one we offer
here; nonetheless, we hope Visualizing Digital Discourse, with its special attention
to visuality, begins to point the way.

There are certainly good reasons for opening up digital discourse studies to a
broader multimodal perspective, as Thurlow (2017) has recently attested. The most
obvious of which lies in simply paying more attention to visual communication
per se. We know well, for example, that even word-based digital discourse is often
as much visual as it is linguistic, concerned as much with the look of words as
with their semantic or stylistic properties (e.g., Vaisman, 2014). In addition to
research on issues like orthographic and typographic design, however, there is cer-
tainly some useful work being done on the communicative uses of visual resources
such as emoji, video, GIFs, and non-moving images (see Highfield & Leaver, 2016,
for a useful review). In this regard, we note two good examples of research in pre-
cisely this direction: Androutsopoulos and Tereick (2015) and Diirscheid and
Siever (2017). Beyond these moves, there is also value in considering metadiscur-
sive perspectives; in other words, research which examines how visuality in digital
discourse is talked about by everyday users. By the same token, scholars might
examine how digital media are visually represented in, for example, commercial
advertising, print or broadcast news, cinema and television narratives and/or pub-
lic policy and educational settings. Certainly, and as Thurlow and his colleagues
have shown (Thurlow, 2017; Thurlow, Aiello & Portmann, 2019), visual discourse
encodes and combines a range of influential media and semiotic ideologies.
Again, Visualizing Digital Discourse addresses both these ways of approaching vis-
uality from a metadiscursive angle.
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2 Organization of the book

The current volume has its origins in a conference Visualizing (in) the New
Media hosted by the co-editors in November 2017 as part of a four-year, multi-
party research project funded by the Swiss National Science Foundation (see
Acknowledgments). The co-editors lead two of the projects’ constituent sub-
projects. Definitely not a conference proceedings, our volume represents a
carefully, competitively curated selection of papers initially presented at the
conference. To start, the initial rejection rate for conference papers was about
20 to 25%. We started with chapters by the conference’s three original keynote
speakers (Jones, Leppanen and Stockl), all internationally regarded scholars in
their own right. We then solicited and accepted a further seven chapters based
on work initially presented at the conference; these chapters reported novel re-
search findings and/or cohered nicely around our three core perspectives on
visuality in digitial media (see below). These seven chapters were also selected
based on a review of full drafts submitted competitively, with a rejection rate of
some 35%. Finally, two additional chapters were specially commissioned, in-
cluding one co-authored by editor Crispin Thurlow.

Visualizing Digital Discourse is organized into three main sections. Following
this short introduction, we open with a powerful framing chapter by Rodney
Jones, one of the world’s leading scholars working at the interface of sociolin-
guistics, digital media studies, and multimodal discourse studies. As a case-
study examination of selfies and surveillance culture, Jones’ chapter sets
the scene perfectly with regards the volume’s scholarly focus and critical stance.
Each subsequent section of the book opens with a chapter by a prominent, estab-
lished scholar of digital/visual discourse studies. We provide more detailed sum-
maries of all the chapters below, but we first offer the following potted account
of the book’s organization.

In Part 1 (Besides Words and Writing), we have three chapters which center
on micro-level communicative practices but also from macro-level perspectives.
Focusing on the poster child of new-media visuality — emojis — the chapters offer,
respectively, a metadiscursive, theoretical, and quantitative approach. In their
chapter, Crispin Thurlow & Vanessa Jaroski take up the cultural politics intro-
duced by Jones. Drawing on an archive of multilingual news stories, they con-
sider the emergence of a discourse of ‘language endangerment’ whereby emjois
are viewed as a threat to words. Specifically, they pinpoint three rhetorical tactics
and then examine the kinds of semiotic ideologies this discourse reinscribes. In
the next chapter, Georg Albert takes up issues of semiosis by asking what kind of
communicative mode emojis are, whether they function like words or images or
something in between. With illustrative examples, he attempts to answer the
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question by considering how emojis signify or make meaning in practice. In their
chapter, Rachel Panckhurst and Francesca Frontini take things to the ground by
looking at actual uses of emoticons/emojis in a very large corpus of SMS messages;
they identify their three key functions and examine their grammatical significance.
Together, these three chapters establish the inherent, complex multimodalities of
digital discourse, while surfacing some of the cultural-political and theoretical
challenges in making sense of digital life beyond or besides language.

In Part 2 (The Social Life of Images), we have four chapters which focus on
the way visual resources are used for managing everyday, personal relations —
or for personalizing digital discourse anew. In other words, these chapters
demonstrate precisely why visual communication really matters to people. In
her opening chapter, Sirpa Leppdnen examines how different ‘styles of visual-
ity’ are taken up by everyday social media users — specifically, blogging moth-
ers. She too considers the ideological implications of these visual practices
which offer opportunities for parody but which are also rooted in normative
judgement. In their chapter, Axel Schmidt and Konstanze Marx provide an in-
teresting link between personal practice and the kinds of institutional practi-
ces which are otherwise the focus of Part 3. They examine Let’s Plays which
are curated online videos of gamers sharing and commenting on their first-
hand playing. The authors consider how participants draw on, and combine,
linguistic and visual resources for making their videos not only comprehensi-
ble (i.e. easy to follow) but also entertaining and watchable. In the next chap-
ter, Dorottya Cserz6 presents her research on videochat (e.g. Skype) and the
way ordinary users take advantage of its distinctive visual affordance for sus-
taining long-distance contact and intimacy. The specific focus of her analysis
are virtual tours (e.g. of a hotel room) conducted between two siblings sepa-
rated while one of them is travelling away from home. Sticking with the theme
of relational maintenance, and in the fourth and last chapter of Part 2, Rebecca
Venema and Katharina Lobinger report the results of a ‘repertoire-oriented’
study in which they interview romantic partners and close friends about their
sharing of photos. In effect, the authors offer an empirically-based retort to
popular misconceptions about visuality in digital media; in their case, inform-
ants report how photos, as both symbolic and material objects, are a central
part of their long-term relationships and friendships. In fact, from across the
four chapters in Part 2, we have first-hand evidence of everyday visual litera-
cies at work, where visuality is always meaningfully and sometimes skillfully
or creatively taken up.

In Part 3 (Designing Multimodal Texts), we have four chapters which exam-
ine digital visuality in more obviously institutional or commercial contexts (as
opposed to personal or interpersonal ones). The section opens with a chapter
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by Hartmut Stéckl, a leading scholar known for his work on the intersection of
media theory and multimodality. In his chapter, he too takes a more theoreti-
cal-cum-methodological tack and, like Jones, considers how broader cultural
landscapes are being changed by the rise of visuality (cf. Kress & van Leuween,
2001). Specifically, he demonstrates the role of ‘image-centricity’ in both old/
print media and new/social media, asking how and what has changed, if any-
thing. In many ways, the remaining chapters all respond to this polemic. In her
chapter, Lara Portmann presents a social semiotic analysis of Instagram used
for the strategic purposes of corporate marketing; her specific, topical focus is
the visualization (and aestheticization) of food by two major grocery chains in
Switzerland. Often heralded for their egalitarian, participatory potential, social
media here are again implicated in the production of social hierarchies of taste
and, thus, of privilege. In a similar vein, the chapter by Jana Pflaeging takes up
social networking and, specifically, a viral genre known as the ‘listicle’. She
presents a diachronic analysis for tracking the shifting multimodal composition
of this particular genre, and finds a counter-intuitive (given Stdckl’s position)
move from images to words. In the final chapter of Part 3, Dorothee Meer and
Katharina Staubach examine how credibility is multimodally produced by so-
cial media influencers in so-called haul videos on YouTube. As a case-study,
they consider the ‘osmotic advertising’ of one a well-known German influencer
targeting young (female) people. Thanks to the four chapters in Part 3, we have
evidence for the way images, video and visuality more generally are shifting in-
stitutional practice. We also see the role of visual communication plays in blur-
ring boundaries between the personal and the commercial. As such, the book
ends how it started, with a view to larger-scale cultural and ideological shifts
happening through the visualization of/in digital discourse.

3 Detailed chapter summaries

In his ‘flagship’ chapter, Rodney Jones explores issues around the embodied
nature of visual semiotics in the age of the smartphone, in particular, the ways
in which people use everyday practices of making images of themselves and
others to negotiate both ‘being-in-the-world’ (Dasein) and ‘being-with’ (and for)
other social actors (Mitsein) (Heidegger, 2008) within various networks of
power, status and social control. The rise of the world-wide web, digital imag-
ing and graphic user interfaces in the late 1990s precipitated an intense interest
in the fields of sociolinguistics and discourse analysis in multimodal communi-
cation, resulting in a range approaches to visual semiotics, including some that
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focused on the impact of image making on issues of power and social identity.
The more recent rise of mobile digital communication, supported by digital video
cameras and social media platforms such as Instagram and Snapchat, which
compel users to constantly produce themselves and their experiences visually
and to construe meaning from the visual representations of other people’s expe-
riences, presents significant challenges to the ‘grammars’ of visual communica-
tion developed at the turn of the century, forcing analysts to engage more fully
with the ways multimodal meaning emerges not from ‘signs’ per se, but from
techno-somatic entanglements in which the most important communicative re-
source is not what is visible, but communicators’ embodied experiences of seeing
it. ‘Seeing’ and ‘being seen’, in this regard, are never neutral, uninvolved acts:
seeing is always entangled with the mediational means through which it is ac-
complished, with what is seen and what is happening to it, with what seeing
does to the watcher and the watched, and with sets of rules and expectations as-
sociated with particular contexts, and particular societies, about who has the
right to look, and who has the right to be seen. Jones argues that mobile digital
photography has opened up possibilities for a more post-representational per-
spectives on visual semiotics — digital media have forced us to see not just im-
ages, but texts in general, along with ‘bodies’ and ‘media’ not as objects but as
relational categories that intersect in complex moments of action that can only
be understood by engaging with how they are lived. Rodney Jones calls for an
approach to digital visual communication which combines social semiotics with
phenomenology, particularly the post-phenomenological approaches of scholars
like Thde (2001), with the aim of helping us to understand how people use the
embodied and affective dimensions of visual communication to negotiate their
physical experiences in the world and their relationships with others. In order to
illustrate this approach, he applies it to two current practices of digital imaging
making: the embodied act of taking selfies, and the practice of using smart-
phones to record encounters with law enforcement officers. He shows how both
‘selfies’ and videos of police stops involve social actors performing the experi-
ence of seeing and being seen, and argue that this performance can have pro-
found consequences on people’s ability to articulate particular versions of the
world and their place in it. Central to this ability is the use of technology to nego-
tiate what Mirzoeff (2011) calls ‘the right to look’. Claiming the right to look
doesn’t just mean claiming the right to look at the other. It’s also about claiming
the right to turn the camera around - to make oneself visible — to say ‘look at
me. I'm here’. As Mirzoeff (2011, p. 1) puts it: ‘the right to look means requiring
the recognition of the other in order to have a place from which to claim rights
and to determine what is right’. This, Rodney Jones argues, should be the key
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focus of a new semiotics of the visual, not just how people look or what they see,
but how they claim the right to look, and the right to be seen.

To open their chapter, Crispin Thurlow and Vanessa Jaroski start by
nothing how news-makers commonly maintain an unduly negative perspective
on the impact of digital technologies vis-a-vis people’s linguistic and commu-
nicative practices. With their particular institutional and cultural investment
as professional language workers, journalists consistently reproduce lan-
guage-ideological depictions of digital discourse which exaggerate its new-
ness and distinctiveness, and which erase individual variation, reflexivity and
creativity. Against this backdrop, Thurlow & Jaroski examine an emerging but
closely allied metadiscursive framing of digital discourse: the perceived threat
to language posed by visual communication and, specifically, emojis. In this
case, as they demonstrate, long-standing narratives of linguistic decline or
ruin usually attributed to technology are redirected to the deleterious impact
of visuality. They refer to this as a discourse of language endangerment (cf.
Duchéne & Heller, 2007). Instead of a concern to defend (minority) languages
from other (majority) languages, however, they find language itself being con-
strued as autonomous and superior, and, more importantly, in need of protec-
tion from visual communication. Their study draws on in an in-house archive
of news stories related to language, communication and digital media and,
specifically, a sample of stories from January 2014 to September 2017 imported
into AntConc for generating two corpora (French and English). Ultimately,
Thurlow & Jaroski argue that the discourse of language endangerment is one
rooted in, and constitutive of, not only language ideologies but also deep-
seated semiotic ideologies (cf. Keane, 2003). In other words, as Thurlow (2017)
has elsewhere argued, popular beliefs about digital media fundamentally mis-
recognize meaning-making in language, in visual communication, and in the
inherently multimodal interplay of the two. In an otherwise visual age and at
a time when visual literacies are so key (see Kress & van Leeuwen, 1996), it is
especially problematic (or, at least, unhelpful), they argue, when journalists
promote such contradictory, specious ideas about visual communication and
about human communicative action more generally.

Quite apparently — as Thurlow & Jaroski prove — emojis are widely consid-
ered to be quintessential examples of visual communication in digital media.
However, because any element of a writing system is clearly also a visual sign,
Georg Albert argues that a more detailed, nuanced look at the semiotic quali-
ties of signs is important. To this end, in his theoretical rather than empirical
chapter he explains why emojis should not be simplistically identified with im-
ages; nor, he argues, are they graphemes either. Even though emojis are often
thought to compensate for the lack of mimic signs in written discourse, their
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communicative uses are far more complex. Using as illustrative examples of pri-
vate messages sent by acquaintances or drawn from his previous studies (e.g.
Albert, 2015), Albert maps a better way to understand the diversity of visual
signs with a semiotically informed focus on the functional dimensions of emo-
jis, and by comparing them to various writing systems. For this, he orients to
scholarship on symbols and writing from, for example, Nelson Goodman,
Catherine Elgin and Christian Stetter as well as to Rudi Keller’s reinterpretation
of Charles S. Peirce’s typology of signs. Ultimately, he argues, emojis should be
understood in terms of the ways they are actually used rather than their origin
or outward appearance. As an effect of their usage, for example, emojis have
become conventionalized and are frequent features of written discourse. The
more conventionalized a sign becomes, the less it resembles a prototypical
image; as such, they end up sharing important features with certain customary
elements of the writing system. By the same token, emojis are not straightfor-
wardly equivalent to images either. Ultimately, therefore, argues Albert, emojis
need to be treated as a phenomenon sui generis.

In their chapter, Rachel Panckhurst and Francesca Frontini examine ac-
tual uses of emojis by drawing on a large corpus of French-language text-
messages. In their analysis, they pin-point three main usage situations: (a) re-
dundant addition where an emoji is used in addition to written text, but it is not
required in order to understand the text; (b) necessary addition where an emoji
is also used but its inclusion is necessary in order to avoid misinterpretation;
and (c) lexical replacement where an emoji is used instead of a word. Along
these lines, Panckhurst & Frontini find that emojis are used more often redun-
dantly (66%) or necessarily (28%), and sometimes as ‘softeners’ for lexical re-
placement (7%). Syntactically speaking, the positioning of emojis appears in
descending order: final closure positions of text-messages and at the end of
sentences (87%), the middle of messages (8%), and at the start of messages
(1%). Then, by using automatic part-of-speech tagging, the authors also exam-
ine the immediate grammatical environment of emojis for a more in-depth anal-
ysis of linguistic functions which is also cross-compared with sociolinguistic
variables (e.g. age, gender). In this regard, for example, they find that emojis
are located most often at sentence/message closure (87%), and serve as bound-
ary markers rather than as referential elements. However, in a comparison of
these results with a 2017 questionnaire on French social media usage (Rascol,
2017), the authors note a slight increase of lexical replacement usage (14%).
The chapter concludes by outlining areas for future research such as the need for
diachronic comparisons with more recent data coming, for example, from the
What’s up, Switzerland? (see Ueberwasser & Stark, 2017), a project of which this
volume’s editors have been a part. By the same token, Panckhurst & Frontini
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also point to the value of exploring, amongst other things, intercultural variation
and cross-platform differences.

In opening Part 2, Sirpa Leppédnen focuses on what she calls ‘revisualiza-
tion’ in social media practices. Focusing on Finland-based social media, she
discusses how particular ‘styles of visuality’ are reanimated and subverted in
constructions of, and interactions around, the shifting and contested social cat-
egory of motherhood. Drawing on discourse studies, the study of multimodality
and critical sociolinguistics, she examines how social media users/producers
revisualize motherhood in often parodic ways. Accordingly, Leppdnen argues
that these revisualizations end up challenging neo-conservative ideological as-
sumptions concerning the nuclear family and notions of good mothering. They
also challenge the aesthetics of home purported in such popular social media
genres as the ‘homing blogs’ of young women who have created highly aesthet-
icized life journals of their home-based lives and lifestyles (see Jantti et al.,
2017). Ultimately, and following the work of Thurlow & Jaworski (2017) on elite
discourse, Leppdnen argues that social media parodies of motherhood nonethe-
less remain ambivalent and elitist in the way they orient to motherhood as a
classed category. On the one hand, they can be seen as a form of transgressive
political critique highlighting a representational style Hatherley (2018) refers to
as a working class anti-Pygmalion aesthetics. On the other hand, however, and
from a Bourdieusean perspective, they can be interpreted as disparaging the
tastes of low class women, bringing class distinctions into even sharper focus.

In the next chapter, Axel Schmidt and Konstanze Marx turn to so-called
Let’s Plays; these are videos hosted on, say, YouTube where gamers present and
comment on their first-hand games. The communicative setting is highly com-
plex with the gaming presented for an absent audience but, for example, with a
so-called facecam where the gamer is made visible as well as with sidebars for
chatting about the game. All of which makes the matter of participation frame-
work (Goffman, 1981) particularly interesting. For the audiences of Let’s Plays, the
games are obviously not playable, but they do need to be rendered entertaining
or watchable. Indeed, as the authors note, these are one of the fastest-growing
and least-studied kinds of fan production and one of the most successful genres
on YouTube. It is for this reason that Schmidt & Marx seek to establish how pre-
cisely players make the games so watchable for viewers. To this end, they docu-
ment how players use a combination of verbal and visual means to reintegrate
interactivity and make the product immersive again. One pervasive practice is the
formulation by players of their own actions, much of which is accomplished visu-
ally although ultimately multimodally. In fact, it cannot be conveyed solely
through the visuals; verbal resources are needed for transforming the stream of
visual events into a comprehensible trajectory of action.
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In her chapter, Dorottya Cserz6 analyses virtual tours, a new practice
made possible by the development and popularity of videochat. Today, video-
chat is available through a variety of platforms — most notably Skype and
FaceTime - on a range of devices such as laptops, tablets and smartphones. In
fact, the devices used make it increasingly easy to move around during a video-
chat session; as such, users can give each other virtual tours by moving the
camera around to show off their environment. Through a systematic analysis of
the structure of a virtual tour, Cserz6 documents the resources available to vid-
eochat users and the interactional functions of virtual tours. The main theoreti-
cal framework she uses is multimodal interaction analysis informed by nexus
analysis — also sometimes referred to as mediated discourse analysis (Norris &
Jones, 2005). This kind of approach combines the micro-analysis of speech,
camera movement, gesture, posture, and gaze with a broader consideration for
the materiality of devices, locations and bodies. Specifically, her analysis fo-
cuses on a recorded videochat session between Kate and Charlie, during which
Charlie gives a virtual tour to his sister Kate. Cserz6 presents the virtual tour
using a multimodal transcript combining conversation analysis and screen-
shots from the video. She shows how the camera movement is co-ordinated
with Charlie’s commentary and Kate’s responses to create a coherent virtual
tour. As the various features of the room are shown and framed, each one is
jointly evaluated. It is in this way that Charlie and Kate align with each other
by forming a shared stance. Amongst other things, Cserzé shows how pointing
the camera is a powerful interactional resource for directing attention in a way
that is not possible in face to face interaction. Inevitably, however, the ‘shower’
must frame what is shown with verbal commentary, making the tours fully mul-
timodal accomplishments.

In their chapter, Rebecca Venema and Katharina Lobinger examine the
role and relevance of visual communication in these close social relationships.
The taking and sharing of photos has, of course, become a highly routine part of
people’s lives and is fully integrated into their everyday interactions. Indeed, this
is nowadays one of the key ways many social relationships are created and main-
tained. In this regard, Venema & Lobinger present a qualitative study of the way
photos are used, both symbolically and as material objects, in couples’ and
friends’ relationships. They take a cross-media approach which is grounded in
the notions of ‘polymedia’ and repertoire-oriented media. A repertoire-oriented
approach surfaces the role of visuals/visual interactions in the context of re-
spondents’ general communicative routines. Empirically speaking, they draw on
34 problem-focused, semi-structured single- and pair-interviews, applying quali-
tative thematic coding. Their findings confirm how pictures are essential resour-
ces for both couples and friends, but with differences in the way images are
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shared and integrated into everyday interactions. In fact, their findings run some-
what contrary to public debates about the negative implications of changing vi-
sual practices for social relationships. Photo-sharing is clearly used for the
purposes of self-expression and self-representation. Photos also serve as materi-
alized memories and thus another important emotional resource for couples/
friends. Ultimately, as Venema & Lobinger show, this kind of visual communica-
tion is key for upholding relationships, not least because photo-sharing facili-
tates the maintenance of proximity, shared experiences and mutual bonds.

Opening Part 3 of the volume, Hartmut Stéckl proposes an explanation of
image-centricity as a vital concept in multimodality research and reflects on its
implications for media and genre. The central argument is that image-centric
practices are crucially shaped by the technological and social affordances of
media. Consequently, for example, Twitter or Instagram are likely to promote
different multimodal genres and types of image-centricity as compared with
magazine or newspaper articles. Based on widely accepted mediated and situa-
tional factors (see Herring, 2007), Stockl sketches the central differences be-
tween old/print media and new/social media. These differences are used in
a second step to develop general hypotheses about how the design of image-
centric genres and practices are likely to differ — observations that may guide
empirical research with large data sets. He concludes by offering some brief,
rough-and-ready suggestions for studying image-centric media and communi-
cation. The chapter starts with a critical examination of image-centricity as re-
developed from Caple’s (2008) earlier notion of image-nuclearity. The centricity
of images involves their compositional and perceptual dominance on the one
hand, and their semantic and conceptual centrality on the other hand. He then
teases out key mediational differences between print and social media, noting
how both show signs of an increasing variety of image-centric genres. In this
regard, Stockl observes some of the typical features of social media which
strongly affect image-centric practices and differ greatly from old-style print
media: collaborative sharing of co-constructed messages, modal richness, a
strong social indexicality of semiotic choices, and flexible/fast-paced message
formats. Ultimately, he argues that image-centricity is not a newly ‘emergent’
trait in social media but one that is very ‘familiar’ from old media and that may
be ‘reconfigured’ (Herring, 2013) through shareability, heightened media con-
vergence and resignification in what Jucker & Diirscheid (2012) have previously
labelled communicative act sequences.

In the next chapter, Lara Portmann examines the way food and foodways
are visualized in social media; eating is of course a well-known site where
judgements about taste are employed for boundary-marking and class status
maintenance. As Bourdieu (1984: 5) famously notes, ‘good taste’ are matters of
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social distinction. With its strong emphasis on images, the photo-sharing plat-
form Instagram is a perfect example of this practice. To this end, her chapter
presents a social semiotic analysis of the corporate uses of Instagram by
Switzerland’s two major grocery chains, Coop and Migros. Combining visual con-
tent analysis and social semiotics, she offers first a quantitative-descriptive per-
spective on their posts and then a more qualitative-interpretive one, highlighting
in particular the design and compositional meanings of photos. The quantitative
results show how the foods depicted are largely mundane, unmarked, and de-
contextualized, which leads me to argue that in order to understand how these
posts work; for this reason it becomes useful to look beyond what is shown and
consider also how it is shown. In this regard, Portmann then discusses two vi-
sual-discursive tactics: materiality and modality. By deploying material attributes
(e.g. marble surfaces or fabric napkins) and by using colour and texture, Coop
and Migros aestheticize otherwise quite ordinary foods. By emphasising form
over function in this way, these corporations construct privileged eating practi-
ces. For all their claims to participatory democracy or egalitarianism, these strate-
gic uses of social media effectively reinforce social hierarchies of taste. Portmann
argues that ‘intangible’ semiotic strategies like visual materiality and modality,
when positioned vis-a-vis supposedly unambiguous representational resources
like written language, can be used to ‘fashion’ banal goods in ways which both
construct and obfuscate privilege.

In her chapter, Jana Pflaeging turns our attention to the world of so-called
viral content providers (or aggregators) on Facebook — in particular, one called
Distractify. Her specific interest lies in the genre known as the ‘listicle’ which
Wikipedia hurriedly defines as short-form writing which uses a list as its thematic
structure. Pflaeging’s data comprise two sets of 50 exemplars of listicles elicited
from Distractify in 2014 and 2017. She examines these materials through a dia-
chronic approach to viral online genres, implemented through a multi-layer anal-
ysis of the genre’s communicative situation, textual function, and (structural/
rhetorical) multimodal composition. On this basis she identifies some general but
revealing communicative trends. In 2014, for example, Distractify published ar-
ticles such as The 16 Greatest Battles Fought By The Most Courageous Cats Of Our
Time in list form. These multimodal documents were composed of X = 19.2 list-
items typically employing a structurally and rhetorically central photograph,
video, or GIF. Listicles show only few traces of a narrative discourse structure; in-
stead, they present — often in no particular order — a spectrum of visual associa-
tions that Facebook users can enjoy. By 2017, however, the page space of listicles
had been significantly reorganized with a noticeable decrease in visualization
intensity and a list-logic that was no longer structurally or rhetorically main-
tained. Instead, in the 2017 subset (e.g. A Guy Ordered One Slice Of Cheese From
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McDonald’s And Twitter Lost It) were typically organized around long stretches of
running text with an abundant embedding of topically-related Tweets used for
narrating a single social occurrence. In effect, therefore, Distractify had turned to
story-telling and this entailed a shift from image-centricity (see Stockl, this vol-
ume) to word-centricity. It is in this way that Pflaeging documents an ‘evolution’
in viral online genres, one which shows how the design of their textual surfaces
can change swiftly. This, she argues, also evidences a continual oscillation be-
tween commercial and interpersonal interests.

As the final chapter, Dorothee Meer and Katharina Staubach consider
hugely popular ‘haul’ videos (or just hauls) posted on YouTube by so called so-
cial media influencers. Here, a person (usually young and female) presents
their latest purchases to an audience of young, mainly female people. The au-
thors present hauls as a digitally mediated form of osmotic advertising (after
Katheder, 2008); unlike conventional print or TV advertising, young followers
come to trust social media influencers as experts but also as peers or friends.
Meer and Staubach’s analysis focuses on the multimodal production of credibil-
ity in a case-study haul posted by the very successful German social media in-
fluencer Dagi Bee. In doing so, they attend closely to the parasocial (Horton
and Wohl, 1956) strategies Dagi Bee uses for connecting with viewers. For ex-
ample, they consider how she creates a tangibly shared living (i.e. bedroom)
space, thereby staging herself as an older sister or friend. All of which makes
her product recommendations more credible: friendly advice given by an older,
more competent friend. Having said which, the authors also argue that Dagi
Bee bears the hallmarks of a trickster (in Lévi-Strauss’s, 1955, terms) as she
leaves the amateur frame of the bedroom for an altogether more professional
frame (e.g. posing like a model). Ultimately, though, her teenage fans/viewers
are inclined to believe her recommendations because they experience her, on
the one hand, as the trustworthy peer of roughly the same age, and on the
other hand, as an expert in the field of fashion.
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1 Towards an embodied visual semiotics:
Negotiating the right to look

1 Introduction

On July 6, 2016, Philando-Castile, a 32 year-old African American man was shot
after being pulled over, ostensibly for a broken tail-light, in the town of Falcon
Heights, Minnesota. While her boyfriend lay bleeding, Diamond Reynolds vide-
oed the scene from the passenger seat, livestreaming her video to Facebook.!
“Stay with me,” she said into the screen, and then tilted her hand to reveal
Castile, still strapped into his seatbelt, his head tilted back, his while shirt
stained with blood. “We got pulled over for a busted taillight in the back”, she
continued, “and the police just, he’s ... he’s ... he’s ... covered.” Here she
pulled the camera back to her own face, revealing a jerky close-up of her mouth
and her eerily composed eyes. Then she turned her head towards the window
on the other side of the car, and pointed her phone in the same direction, say-
ing, “He ... they ah killed my boyfriend.” At that moment, the disembodied
voice of the officer could be heard through the window. “Fuck!” it said.

The aim of this chapter is to explore issues around the embodied nature of
the visual in the age of the smartphone, in particular, the ways in which people
use everyday practices of making images of themselves and others to negotiate
how they are looked at and the rights and responsibilities they have to look at
others. In it I will take a post-phenomenological approach, framing looking and
being looked at as a matter of what Heidegger (2008) calls “being-in-the-world”
(Dasein) and “being-with” (and for) other social actors (Mitsein).

The rise of the web, digital imaging and graphic user interfaces in the late
1990s precipitated an intense interest in the fields of sociolinguistics and dis-
course analysis in multimodal communication, resulting in a range of ap-
proaches to the ways people make and construe meaning with visual signs (see
for example Baldry & Thibault 2006; Bateman 2008; Forceville 1996; Kress
2009; Kress & van Leeuwen 1996; O’Halloran 2004), including some appro-
aches that focused on the impact of image making on issues of power and so-
cial identity (Machin & Mayr 2012; Machin & Van Leeuwen 2007). The more
recent rise of mobile digital communication via social media platforms such as
YouTube, Instagram and Snapchat, which invite users to produce themselves

1 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K_J3sYIgvUE

https://doi.org/10.1515/9781501510113-002
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and their experiences visually and construe meaning from the visual represen-
tations of other people’s experiences, however, presents significant challenges
to the “semiotics” and “grammars” of visual communication developed at the
turn of the century, forcing analysts to engage more fully with the ways multi-
modal meaning emerges not from “signs” per se, but from techno-somatic en-
tanglements in which the most important communicative resource is not what
is visible but communicators’ embodied experiences of seeing it. “Seeing” and
“being seen”, in this regard, are never neutral, uninvolved acts: seeing is al-
ways entangled with the mediational means through which it is accomplished,
with what is seen and what is happening to it, with what seeing does to the
watcher and the watched, and with sets of rules and expectations associated
with particular contexts and particular societies about who has the right to look
and who has the right to be seen (Mirzoeff 2011).

2 The hegemony of vision

The fact that we are living in a “visual age” has become somewhat of a cliché.
We are reminded of it constantly in the discourse that circulates in our halls of
learning, in the media that we consume, and the products that we buy. In our
daily lives, we are constantly compelled not just to confront the visual, but to
produce ourselves visually through technologies such as smartphones and so-
cial media sites. It seems we have finally arrived at what Guy Debord (2000)
called “the society of the spectacle”, a society totally dominated by images,
commodities, and images of commodities, or that we have finally become cap-
tive to what David Levin (Levin 1993) calls “the hegemony of vision”. In her
book Nonhuman Photography, Joanna Zylinska (2017) argues that we live in
an age in which being human has become defined through the representations
we make of ourselves, and are made of us, through photography. She writes

(pp. 2-3):

All-encompassing in the workings of traffic control cameras, smart phones, and Google
Earth, photography can therefore be described as a technology of life: it not only repre-
sents life but also shapes and regulates it — while also documenting or even envisioning
its demise. Thanks to the proliferation of digital and portable media as well as broadband
connectivity, photography has become pervasive and ubiquitous: we could go so far as to
say that our very sense of existence is now shaped by it. In the words of Susan Sontag
(2004), “To live is to be photographed, to have a record of one’s life, and therefore to go
on with one’s life oblivious, or claiming to be oblivious, to the camera’s nonstop
attentions.”
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This ascendance of the visual, of course, is not something that began in the dig-
ital age, or even with the invention of photography. In his essay “The Age of
the World Picture,” Heidegger (1977) argues that the hegemony of vision had its
beginnings in the philosophies of ancient Greece, but came to fruition in the
work of Descartes, who, in his 1644 Principles of Philosophy (1985) formulated a
model of vision that came to dominate enlightenment thinking, a model which
involved the implicit separation of subject and object, the seer and the seen, in
which all that is seen in essentially representation within the mind of the seer.

Of course, the invention of photography helped to naturalize this model. By
the mid-20th century, photographs had come to take on a “truth value” that ex-
ceeded even human experience and memory (Sekula 1982), and the physical
act of photographing someone materially instantiated the separation between
the seer and the seen, mediated through the technology of the camera lens.
Taking a photograph of someone, as Ron Scollon (1998) points out, invariably
transforms the unit or participation from a “with” (Goffman 1966), a group of
people perceived to be together, to a “watch”, which Scollon defines as “any
person or group of people who are perceived to have attention to some specta-
cle as the central focus of their (social) activity. The spectacle together with its
watchers constitutes the watch” (p. 283). What characterizes this type of partici-
pation unit, of course, is its asymmetry, the fact that the watcher can invariably
claim the right to pass judgement on the spectacle (R. H. Jones 2012).

By the time Heidegger got around to writing about it, there was a sense that
we had entered a “new epoch”, one in which “the ocular subject [had] become
the ultimate source of all being and the reference point for all measurements of
value of being” One in which “the very being of the world is equated with our
images and representations” (Levin 1993, p. 6 summarizing Heidegger). To put
it in Scollon’s terms, the state of “being in the world” (Dasein), which for
Heidegger was crucially a matter of relating to people in the context of withs
(Mitsein), has become more a matter of relating to people in the context of
watches.

Most approaches to visual semiotics that dominate discourse analysis today,
rather than getting us beyond the Cartesian ocular centrism that Heidegger so
worried about, have tended to more firmly reinforce it. The empirical frame of
most scholars of the visual in social semiotic and discourse analytical traditions,
with some notable exceptions (see for example Thurlow 2016), has been to take
“bodies”, “images” and “media”, as objects that exist separately and have rela-
tive ontological stability. The preoccupation of the analysis has been mostly on
representation, what pictures (or bodies or gestures) “mean”, rather than with
the more fundamental ways image-making has come to transform the very nature
of meaning and the very nature of being.
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3 Bodies in technology

Ironically, mobile digital photography, especially since late 2003 when Sony
Ericsson and Motorola introduced front-facing cameras, rather than perpetuat-
ing this hegemony of the representational, has actually acted to destabilize it,
opening up possibilities for a more post-representational perspective. Digital
media have not only compromised the “truth value” of photographs (Mitchell
1994), but have also forced us to see “images”, “bodies” and “media” not as
separate objects but as relational categories that intersect in complex moments
of action, categories that can only be understood by engaging not just with
what they mean but with how they are lived (Barad 2007). They have opened up
space for a new form of visual semiotics that focuses less on “meaning” and
“representation” and more on how people use the embodied and affective di-
mensions of visual communication to negotiate their physical experiences in
the world and their relationships with others.

By the “embodied” dimension of meaning I do not just mean the tricks of
perspective that scholars like Kress and van Leeuwen talk about by which
image makers employ technical devices to make viewers feel like they are “part
of the picture”. What I'm trying to get at is more complicated than that, some-
thing that we see — or rather, feel — in pictures such as Figure 1.1 below taken
from Areej Albawardi’s (2017) corpus of Snapchat images of female Saudi uni-
versity students, an image in which what is communicated is not the just per-
spective of the photographer but her embodied experience of vision as it is
entangled with the materiality of spaces and objects and friendships and rela-
tionships of power. Understanding this photo the way those who received it
through Snapchat requires an understanding of what a body taking a picture
like this feels like, what the surface of the desk feels like, as well as what the
danger involved in taking a picture like this feels like in a class in which the
translation teacher is famous for confiscating students’ phones.

These quotidian windows on experience have a way of short-circuiting the
subject/object detour derived from Descartes and pointing much more directly
to something akin to what Wittgenstein (1973) referred to as “the experience of
meaning”. It is not so much “visual communication” as it is communicating
the embodied experience of the visual made possible by the “equipment” of the
mobile phone. When I use the word “equipment”, I do not just mean it in the
conventional sense, but also in the Heideggerian sense: For Heidegger, objects
in the world become “equipment” when they are connected in some meaning-
ful way to the activities in which “Being” is absorbed. Tools are not simply ob-
jects that have certain qualities. Rather, what a tool is is dependent upon its
use, its relationship to its user and to other tools, and the degree to which it is
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Figure 1.1: Snapchat image (from Albawardi
2017, p. 186).

“ready at hand” to use (zuhandenheit). To be “ready at hand” does not just mean
“present” — it is about how things are interconnected with other things within
webs of social practices and social identities, involvements and interests.

Beyond Heidegger’s phenomenology another place we can look for ideas
about the relationship of “equipment” to how we experience ourselves in the
world is in what has been called “post-phenomenology”, which is a way of
studying bodily relations to technology from both a phenomenological and a
pragmatic perspective. The most prominent proponent of this approach is Don
Ihde (2001, 2012). Ihde is interested not just in how technologies mediate our
experience, but also in how technologies themselves become embodied, thereby
transforming human perception and subjectivity. He traces the ways different
kinds of technologies, like bows and arrows, have shifted ontologically through
history becoming embodied differently in different cultural contexts in different
ways. Key to Thde’s theory of embodiment and technology is his argument that
there are always two bodies involved. Body one is the phenomenological body of
the human person. It is the body according to which we experience up and
down, left and right, the speed of movement or falling through the air, the body
which feels the smooth glass case of our iPhones when we stretch our arms
out to take selfies. The second body, body two, is the one reflected back at us
through our technologies, constituted by our cultural practices of using these
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technologies and the ideologies these entail. Body one, Ihde writes, (2001, p. 17)
is “Merleau-Ponty’s body,” the body that experiences technology, and body two
is “Foucault’s body,” the body that technology experiences.

It is my argument that an “embodied” visual semiotics, one which can ex-
plain how people communicate their experiences of meaning though digital
technologies like mobile phones, must take into account both of these bodies,
the body that experiences technology and the body that technology experien-
ces, as well as the ways these two bodies interact. In order to do this, scholars
of the visual need to get away from thinking about the visual and start thinking
about visuality — by which I mean the physical experience of being visible, as
well as the practices and relationships and discourses through which visibility
is socially accomplished and negotiated.

4 Visuality

The term visuality is an attempt to reconfigure Thde’s post-phenomenology of
being into a post-phenomenology of seeing, an attempt to get beyond the ocular
dimension of seeing to the embodied and affective dimensions of seeing and
being seen. I take the term visuality from Chis Otter, who, in his book The Victorian
Eye: A political history of light and vision in Britain, 1800 to 1910 (2008) talks about
how human subjectivity was transformed by the introduction of gaslights, and
later, electric lights, into British urban life, facilitating both the independence of
citizens (though practices like private reading) and their subjugation (though the
increased surveillance of public spaces). “The term visuality,” writes Otter (p. 25),
“captures the simultaneously physiological, practical, discursive, and technospa-
tial nature of the visual.” In other words, visuality is how, through the visual we
are able to communicate both the meaning of experience and the experience of
meaning.

In order to illustrate the application of this idea to visual analysis, I will
consider two rather different examples of the “handiness” of digital cameras:
the embodied act of taking “selfies”, and the practice of using cell phone cam-
eras to document and negotiate encounters with law enforcement offices. In ex-
ploring these examples, I will focus on the three most important aspects of
visuality for the kind of embodied semiotics that I am proposing. They are:

1. looking, which has to do with the way technologies enable us to channel
our attention and that of others to certain aspects of experience;

2. seeing, which has to do with the ways technologies and their embodied ide-
ologies enable or constrain our perception;
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3. being, which has to do with the kinds of people technologies allow us to
be, both phenomenologically and socially.

All three of these components, however, depend upon and help to constitute a
fourth component: our right to look: What we look at, what we see and who we are
able to be are inevitably tied up with the ethical dimension of visuality, the rela-
tionships of power and histories of oppression in the societies in which we live.

4.1 Looking

Perhaps the most powerful affordance of photography is to direct the gaze, to
say, “Look at that!” The most conspicuous feature of digital photography, how-
ever, at least since the introduction of front-facing cameras a decade ago, has
been to reverse the direction of the gaze. More and more, photography became
less about “Look at that” and more about “Look at me,” to the consternation of
many, who take this new detour of the photographic gaze as evidence of the
rise of a pathological form of narcissism and/or the general corruption of civilisa-
tion (see for example “Addicted to selfies?” 2015; Kale 2018; McCain et al. 2016).
But the affordances that front facing cameras give for looking at the self are
about more than narcissism. The camera has become a complex instrument of
visual communication, of self-presentation and self-reflection with which people
negotiate their embodied experiences of the visual (Warfield 2017). Selfies are not
just a way of showing myself to you, but of communicating to you my experience
of being looked at. As Paul Frosh (2015, p. 1610) puts it, “[the selfie] says not only
“see this, here, now,” but also “see me showing you me.” It points to the perfor-
mance of a communicative action rather than to an object, and is a trace of that
performance.” It is impossible for a selfie not to engage in what Goffman (1987,
p. 6) called “social portraiture,” which he defined as practices by which social
actors “arrange themselves microecologically to depict what is taken as their
place in the wider social frame, allowing them, in turn, to celebrate what has
been depicted.”

Looking at the self, of course is about checking the self out, assessing it,
operating within the countours of the very self-consciousness we have created.
Figure 1.2 is another example from Areej Albawadi’s Snapchat corpus; in this
example, the photographer has pointed her camera deliberately at “what’s
wrong” with her appearance, even using the affordances of Snapchat to circle
her unravelling braids and scrawl the word “why?”. At the same time, she also
assures us of what is “right” — “eyeliner on fleek thou” along with a sassy girl
emoji. According to Warfield (2017, p. 83), one function of the camera in the
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Figure 1.2: Snapchat image (from Albawardi and
Jones 2019, p. 2).

production of selfies is to act as a device of self-reflection where “corporal
glitches like misplaced hair and imperfect makeup” are managed. The goal,
Warfield argues, is not always to communicate corporal perfection, but rather
to portray what she calls the “affective authenticity” of the body, which some-
times involves calling attention to rather than concealing imperfections. “A
good selfie” she writes (p. 85) is “a combination of representationally gendered
tropes and affective relationality — it [has] to look good but also feel authentic.”
Quoting Russell (2012, p. 3), she argues that such glitches can help to reveal
“messy moments in gender, which simultaneously [reveal] the ghostly conven-
tionality of gender norms and ideals, and the potentiality of a break with such
conventions.” “It is in these moments,” Warfield continues, “where gender
norms embedded in the technology of the camera are, via the glitch, shaped by
the historical gendered invariants of the technology, performed by the body,
and negotiated alongside the momentary and changing affectively felt sense of
self which is also the result of a whole genealogy of material and discursive en-
tanglements.” So in this example, it is not just a matter of the photographer in-
viting us to look at her, or communicating the embodied experience of being
looked at. Here, with the affordances of snapchat, the body itself has become
for this young woman a canvas upon to which to write her experiences with it,
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to reflect upon norms governing appearance and to subtly challenge them —
using the body to communicate the “glitch” while at the same time using the
“sassy girl” emoji and the expression “eyebrows on fleek” to invoke gendered
norms of perfection without actually having to display them. The dynamic of
revealing and concealing the self, however, plays an even more subversive role
in the culture in which this photo was produced, a point I will take up in the
following section.

There is probably nothing more different than the presentation of the self
in selfies like this, which involve the self managing its own visibility, and the
presentation of the self in videos of encounters with police like that taken by
Diamond Reynolds after her boyfriend was shot, which reveal a self under in-
spection from the outside, subject to the gaze of authority, but which, at the
same time, seek to use images of the self to turn that gaze around, to call atten-
tion to possible moral “glitches” in police behaviour. Much has been written
about the potential of citizen “sousveillance” (Mann & Ferenbok 2013) via cell
phones to call attention to police abuses and empower oppressed communities
(see for example Brucato 2015; Wall & Linnemann 2014). The assumption in
most of these studies is that the main affordance of the camera is to be “at
hand” as a kind of “auditor” in order to prevent police from engaging in bad
behaviour and to capture evidence of such behaviour in cases where it occurs.
The reality of such encounters is, of course, far more complicated, involving
not just producing for the non-present audience a particular version of events,
but also producing for the police officers the experience of being watched. The
degree to which citizens are able to pull off these two tasks, depends on more
than just the technology “at hand”, but also how that technology is entangled
with bodies and discourses and the histories of how certain kinds of citizens
are treated by the police.

Figures 1.3 to 1.6 are stills from a video of a police encounter that was very
different from the encounter experienced by Philando Castile and Diamond
Reynolds which I sketched at the start of the chapter. In this encounter, a white
Uber driver named Jesse Bright, who also happens to be an attorney, argues
with police officers about their right to search his car, and his right to film the
encounter.” What is striking about such encounters are the complex ways citi-
zens manipulate their cameras to communicate the act of looking and negotiate
its boundaries.

There are at least four ways citizens involved in police stops can use the
camera as a tool to communicate their embodied experiences of looking and

2 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-UQKkYWDUQ4
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Figure 1.3: Camera as ‘witness’. Figure 1.4: Verbal commentary.

being looked at. One of the most obvious ways is pointing the camera outward
to monitor what officers are doing (Figure 1.3), an act of looking designed not
just to communicate to the non-present audience “Look at this,” but also to
communicate to officers the fact that they are being looked at, saying to them
“Look at “us” looking at you.” In such cases, while the camera is constructed
as a more or less “objective” witness to events, what is being witnessed is co-
constructed by the driver, who decides where to point the camera, and the offi-
cer, who decides how to respond to the camera’s gaze.

Interestingly, however, for the majority of the time in this video (as well as
in Diamond Reynold’s video), the camera is turned towards the citizen, who
sometimes narrates to the camera what is happening to him (Figure 1.4), saying
things like “I'm driving an Uber and my passenger is being arrested”, turning
the camera into a participant in a conversation designed to be overheard by the
officer, and sometimes producing non-verbal commentary on the situation
through the use of ostentatious poses or facial expressions that rehearse the
same kind of social portraiture that we see in selfies (Figure 1.5). Here what is
communicated is “Look at me being looked at by this police officer”. Finally,
citizens can situate the camera to capture “performed conversations” between
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Figure 1.5: Non-verbal commentary. Figure 1.6: ‘Performed’ conversation.

themselves and authority figures, so that both the citizen and the officer are
put into the position of watching themselves being watched and simulta-
neously accounting for their actions both to each other and to the non-present
audience. Such conversations are frequently meta-discursive in nature, with
participants explicitly negotiating the boundaries and meanings of looking.
Below is an example from the video pictured above:

Officer: hey bud (.2) turn that off \

Driver: no I'll keep recording thank you (.2) it’s my [right
Officer: [don’t record me=

Driver: =I will (.) look \ (.3) you’re a police officer on duty. ..

Driver: I'm sitting in my car (.3) I'm just recording in case anything happens (.) I'm sur-
rounded by five police (.) officers”
Officer: you’re being a jerk \

Looking, then, is not just about directing one’s attention to particular visual
stimuli. It is about being able to articulate a particular version of events, about,
in the words of Mirzoeff “matching the seeable to the sayable.” A similar
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dynamic can be seen in the video produced by Diamond Reynolds in which
“looking” involved not just Reynolds pointing the camera at her dying boy-
friend or using it to audit the actions of Jeronimo Yanez, the officer who shot
him, but also verbally articulating what is being looked at, saying “Look at
what you have done.” The conversation she performs with the officer is de-
signed to make explicit what she witnessed. “You just shot four bullets into
him, Sir,” she says. “He was just getting his license and registration, Sir ... ” At
the same time, the officer is compelled to use this same strategy of performing
both for her and for the non-present audience his version of events: “I told him
not to reach for it ... I told him to get his hand out ... ”

4.2 Seeing

The main debate in the Philando Castile shooting, at least from the point of
view of the jury who had to rule on Officer Yanez’s culpability, was not just
about what he did, but about what he saw that might have caused him to
shoot. While looking is about directing the gaze, seeing is about how different
tactics, discourses and technologies enable and constrain what can be seen.
What can be seen is never straightforward. Visibilities, in the words of Halpern
(2014, p. 24), consist of: “accumulations of a density of multiple strategies, dis-
courses, and bodies in particular assemblages at specific moments ... consti-
tuted through a range of tactics from the organization of space — both haptic
and aural - to the use of statistics.” While most people might assume that the
whole point of selfies is making the self visible, closer examination of people’s
actual practices show that selfies sometimes entail concealing as much as re-
vealing, simultaneously communicating the seen and the unseen. Selfies allow
people to play with what Grant Bollmer and Katherine Guinness (2017, p. 156)
call “a dialectic of aesthetic and anaesthetic relations that either unveil or close
off the body towards another, relations [that] may have different political valan-
ces depending on context.”

One context where the political valances governing the relations between
the seen and the unseen are particularly complex is Areej Albawadi’s collection
of selfies from young Saudi women in which that which is pointed to — for ex-
ample, “eyeliner on fleek” — is at the same time not seen. The main reason for
this is, of course, the social and religious conventions of Saudi society against
women circulating pictures of their faces over social media. But these “faceless
selfies” also highlight how these women subtly defy these prohibitions by mak-
ing the unseen seeable, by creating a perceptual gap, a “slot” that the viewer
cannot help but fill in with “fleekness”. Albawardi’s corpus is full of instances
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in which her participants use the affordances of image and text to avoid unveil-
ing their faces while at the same time communicating the experience of self-
reflection (see Figure 1.7 and Figure 1.8). By creatively appropriating different
affordances of the medium to both conceal and reveal, they are able to si-
multaneously address the demands of communicating with their friends -
enacting membership in particular peer communities such as fashionistas and
university students, and the broader demands and constraints of being Saudi
women.

@ @ o9 piad g el

Figure 1.7: Snapchat image (from Albawardi Figure 1.8: Snapchat image (from Albawardi’
2017, p. 189). corpus, previously unpublished).

Visibility is about negotiating these political valances through managing what
is seen and what is not. But often, the access to the tools for negotiating such
valances is unequally distributed, with the powerful determining what gets
seen, or determining how the “gaps” created by the unseen get filled. The video
that Diamond Reynolds took of the shooting of Philando Castile is not the only
video of that incident. Another version of events comes from the dash cam of
the officer’s car. Importantly, this video reveals those moments that led up to
the shooting before Diamond Reynolds began her live stream. They also provide
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a different perspective, making what occurred outside of the car — the actions
of Officer Yanez — visible, while not showing what occurred inside the car: the
actions of Philando Castile. Despite the poor audio quality of the video, the fol-
lowing conversation can be heard:

Castile: Sir I have to tell you I have a firearm on me.
Yanez: Don’t reach for it though, don’t pull it out.
Castile: I'm not pulling it out.

Yanez: Don’t pull it out.

9

(Gunshots)
Reynolds: You just killed my boyfriend.
Yanez: Don’t move, Don’t move, don’t move.

Of course, the question of Yanez’s culpability in the shooting hinges on that
which we cannot see, what Philando Castile did at the moment in this exchange
marked with an -. As viewers, we are compelled to populate this gap — to fill it
with some image, to ask “what did the officer see — and what did it mean to
him?”. According to Yanez, what he saw was Castile reaching for his firearm.
What Reynolds saw was her boyfriend reaching for his wallet in order to pro-
vide the officer with his license and registration. Here, of course, what was seen
cannot be separated from the bodies that saw it: it might be that the association
between black men reaching into their pockets and danger was made by the
officer long before he approached Philando Castile’s car — it might have been
an association deeply sedimented in his “historical body” (Nishida 1966;
Scollon 2001). Indeed, Philando Castile certainly is not the first black man who
was deemed a threat for putting his hands in his pockets, or for being killed for
it (see for example Mandero 2014; Morley 2016).

In the end of the day, what was seen by the officer and what was seen by
the girlfriend is unknowable, and, as is often the case in such situations, the
ultimate determination is made by “experts” — lawyers, forensic scientists, jour-
nalists and other commentators equipped with what Goodwin (1994) calls “pro-
fessional vision”, which is in essence, the art of reading visual phenomena
through the lens of a particular profession, with its particular practices of see-
ing and particular ideological agenda. The example Goodwin gives is the way
the lawyers in the trial of the police officers who brutally beat Rodney King in
Los Angeles in 1991 while a bystander surreptitiously videotaped it interpreted
the incident for the jury. By transforming the video into a series of still images
and assigning meaning to micro aspects of these images, they were able to
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make it seem as if King constituted a threat and the four officers that beat him
were merely trying to defend themselves.

After the Philando Castile shooting and the release of the dash-cam video,
the media was awash with such experts called upon to explain what had hap-
pened, to make the unseeable “sayable”. These media reports involved not just
the “professional vision” of the experts that journalists had interviewed, but
also the journalists themselves, who had their own practiced way of seeing and
ways of explaining what could not be seen (R. H. Jones & Li 2016). Below is an
example from KARE, a local television station in Minneapolis:

Presenter: Mylan Mason was a 12 year veteran of the Minneapolis Police Department and
former director of the law enforcement program at Hennepin Technical College.

Expert: I don’t see anything I could change. ..

Presenter: We watched parts of the video with her, and she points out Officer Yanez’s
calm demeanour before the shooting until something provokes his response

Expert: Something in the car made him realize there was danger. ..

Presenter: Mason says, to her, training is the single most important part of this encounter,
in that Castile identified that he had a firearm and to Yanez it appeared he was reaching
for it shortly after.

Expert: I believe it happened so quickly. He was not tense. He reacted to his training, of
the years of experience he’s had, and the years of training he’s had with his firearm.>

Interestingly the way this expert fills in the gap for us is by appealing to the
officer’s embodied experience of vision — by talking about his “bodily hexis”
(Bourdieu 1977) and the training that has been sedimented into his “historical
body” (Scollon 2001) — “He must have seen something that triggered that train-
ing” she says — his body tells me so. What the officer saw is constructed as part
of his embodied experience — a function of his historical body. At the same
time, what viewers of the television station KARE see of the expert’s reading is
itself filtered through the interpretation of the journalist/presenter, who strate-
gically selects snippets of what the expert says and fills in the gap with her own
“summary”, delivered in the form of a voiceover while the body of the expert,
intently staring at a computer, fills the screen.

At this point, representations of what happened begin to get quite far away
from the actual incident, from the words people said and actions they took. They
become representations of “practices” (training, protocols, professional conduct)
rather than actions, representations of “historical bodies” rather than the actual

3 https://www.karell.com/video/news/local/philando-castile/yanez-dash-cam-video/89-
2637744
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bodies of Officer Yanz screaming “Fuck!” and of Philando Castile bleeding to
death.

So seeing is not just about what is seen. It is really more about what is un-
seen — and who gets to fill in the gap— whose version — or rather vision — of
events takes precedence and is given authority. How the gap gets filled is never
neutral. Visibilities, as Deleuze (1988) (channelling Foucault) argues, are not
sites of perception so much as sites of production, “constituting an assemblage
of relationships, enunciations, epistemologies, and properties that render agents
into objects of intervention for power ... historically stipulated apparatuses for
producing evidence about bodies” (Halpern 2014, p. 24).

Visuality, then, is not just a matter of what we see or what we make visible
to others - it is a matter of who we are, and who we are able to be within the
constraints of our embodied relationships with the technologies we have access
to — our phenomenological selves — and the constraints of our relationships
with larger sociotechnical assemblages — our social selves, which brings me to
the third key aspect of visuality: being.

4.3 Being

There has been plenty written about the disciplinary function of selfies, particu-
larly when it comes to expressions of gender, how they re-inscribe the narrow
stereotyped parameters of women’s visual selves and take part, in the words of
Anne Burns (2015:1727), “in a wider process by which subjects are encouraged
to adhere to a specific framework of behaviour laid out by experts”. These ex-
perts, however, are rather different from the lawyers, journalists and criminolo-
gists I discussed above — they are instead celebrities and supermodels and
YouTube make up consultants who teach young girls how to put their “eyeliner
on fleek” (see Figure 1.2) and, more fundamentally, that “fleekness” is an attri-
bute for young women to aspire to. In this regard, selfies become not just a way
of seeing the self, but a way of being the kind of person deserving to be seen.
At the same time, however, the disciplinary apparatus of the selfie is used to
denigrate those who have been disciplined, to construct these gendered per-
formances as symptoms of narcissism. “By devaluing selfies and by identifying
them as feminine,” Burns argues, “popular discourse serves to direct disdain at
young women openly — and largely without challenge. As such, the low value
of women’s cultural practices is used to enforce a social hierarchy.” What
Burns calls “selfie discipline”, in other words, puts women into a new kind of
“double bind”, asking them to choose between the risk of “promiscuous” visi-
bility and the risk of “social death” associated with invisibility (Bucher 2012).
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An example of how this double bind played out on the political stage can
be seen in the public reaction to a viral photograph from the Hillary Clinton’s
presidential campaign in which the candidate’s audience of millennial women
are shown with their backs turned to her, their cell phones raised, taking simul-
taneous selfies with Clinton in the background. This is how the photo was de-
scribed in the Guardian:

It is a curiously grotesque image. While a tightly packed crowd all took selfies with the
Democratic party’s US presidential candidate, a sly photographer slipped around the side.
The resulting view is unflattering — not only to Hillary Rodham Clinton but the crowd. They
all have their backs turned to her while they hold up phones to take pictures of ... them-
selves, with the blue-suited HRC in the background. No one seems to want a picture just of
the candidate. It’s a selfie or nothing. Meanwhile, waving and smiling, Clinton cuts an ee-
rily isolated figure on her little stage, up against the wall, separated from the selfie-shooters
by a railing, like a Francis Bacon Pope in his glass booth. (J. Jones, 2016)

What images like this remind us of is that often taking selfies is not just about
“being”, but about “being with”, both in the conventional sense of “Look at
whom I am with!”, and in the Heideggerian sense (Mitsein), in which how we
think about ourselves is inextricably tied up with our ability to recognize and
engage with others. It was this latter sense that people seemed most concerned
about in comments on social media: “The photo says it all,” tweeted one critic.
“Our society is selfie-centred”. Another tweeted: “Hillary Clinton waves to the
“look at me” selfie generation.”

Of course, there are other ways to read this image that do not necessarily
rehearse cultural narratives of female narcissism. One way would be to interpret
it as these young women collectively identifying with the first female major party
presidential nominee in US history and performing a dramatic gesture of insert-
ing themselves into that history. Another would see it as a calculated attempt at
social media marketing by the candidate who, according the comments from her
staffers, initiated the moment with the words: “Okay everybody, turn around and
we’ll do a group selfie” (Kircher 2016). In her book The Selfie Generation, Alicia
Eler points out the double standard that dominated news coverage of the cam-
paign, in which Trump was valorised for his (albeit dark) social media genius
while Hillary Clinton’s attempts to exploit social media were portrayed as just an-
other example of feminine narcissism.

The concepts of “being” and “being with” were also front and centre in
media narratives of Diamond Reynolds’s live streaming of her boyfriend’s shoot-
ing, mostly in the form of praise for her courage in the face of extraordinary cir-
cumstances, the way she was simultaneously able to “be with” her boyfriend,
her young daughter (who was sitting in the backseat of the car) and her internet
audience, all the while remaining so calm, so composed. Appearing on the talk
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show The View, Reynolds attributed her demeanour to her desire to authentically
bear witness: “I really wanted to make sure that no matter what, my side, his
side, our side of the story could be viewed by the people,” she explained
(Hope 2016).

It wasn’t long, however, before experts, armed with their “professional vi-
sion” offered an alternate explanation of Diamond Reynold’s “being”. In an ar-
ticle provocatively entitled “This is the brain on horror”, The Washington Post
quoted psychologists from Harvard Medical School attributing Reynolds’s be-
haviour to the fact that her “brain” had “shut down”: In circumstances like
this, people are “literally not feeling in their body what’s going on” (Paquette
2016). At the same time, even in the face of tragedy, Reynolds was not able to
escape accusations of narcissism. In a gesture typical of right wing media’s
strategy of demonizing victims of police violence, the Conservative Tribune “re-
ported” that Reynolds’s own mother had accused her of “being a narcissist” for
persistently posting unflattering videos of herself online (Zeal 2016).

5 Conclusion: The Right to Look

Questions about “being” inevitably lead back to questions about “looking”, or
rather, what Nicholas Mirzoeff (2011) calls “the right to look”, the right that some
social actors are able to claim to aim their gaze at other social actors. The right to
look is both granted by society, deeply tied up with privilege and power, and a
product of moment by moment embodied negotiations. It is both a medium for
the transmission and dissemination of authority, and for radical acts of emanci-
pation in which the gaze of the powerful is turned back on itself.

It is this latter function that people invoke when speaking of the emancipa-
tory potential of digital technologies (Wall & Linnemann 2014). Digital video
cameras, they argue, have allowed ordinary citizens a way to exercise their right
to monitor authority figures and expose abuses. The reality, of course, as the ex-
amples I have discussed in this chapter make clear, is much more complicated.
Technologies themselves are not enough; the right to look comes from the way
technologies are deployed in particular situations from particular embodied posi-
tions — the way technologies operate together with bodies and discourses and
other aspects of the material world. So, the white Uber driver in Figures 1.3-1.6
can claim the right to look by invoking the visibility of the other, by saying
“You’re a police officer on duty ... I'll keep recording thank you ... it’s my
right”, whereas Diamond Reynolds, whose boyfriend has just been shot, must
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claim her right to look by verbalizing her own visibility, assuring the officer
whom she is filming: “I will keep my hands where you can see them, Sir.”

But claiming the right to look does not just mean claiming the right to look
at the other. It is also about claiming the right to turn the camera around - to
make oneself visible - to say “Look at me. I'm here. I am claiming the right to
be recognized.” “The right to look” says Mirzoeff (2011, p. 1) “means requiring
the recognition of the other in order to have a place from which to claim rights
and to determine what is right.” At the same time, it is about reclaiming control
over the terms of such recognition and the purposes to which it is put.

In April of 2018, twenty-one months after the shooting of Philando Castile,
Luke Willis Thompson, a 30-year-old Fijian-New Zealand artist was nominated
for the Turner Prize, Britain’s most prestigious art award, for his short film
“Autoportrait”. The piece was a silent black and white portrait of Diamond
Reynolds, elegantly dressed and looking peaceful and meditative, meant to act
as a “sister image” to the cellphone video she had taken nearly two years be-
fore. It came about as a result of Thompson reaching out to to Reynolds and her
lawyer with an invitation to work together to create for her a form of visibility
that would allow people to see her in a different light, to get beyond the
blurred, pixelated image of her negotiating her right to look while Officer Yanz
stared at her down the barrel of his gun. Thompson’s own claim to the right to
look at Reynolds, however, was not without controversy. At the opening of the
exhibition at the Tate Britain a group of activists and artists of color silently
protested Thompson’s nomination wearing identical tee-shirts that said: BLACK
PAIN IS NOT FOR PROFIT (Cascone 2018). In response the Tate issued the fol-
lowing carefully worded statement:

Luke Willis Thompson does not identify as white, he is originally from New Zealand, of
Polynesian heritage and is mixed race. This trilogy of work by Luke Willis Thompson re-
flects his ongoing enquiry into questions of race, class and social inequality, which is in-
formed by his own experience growing up as a mixed-race person in New Zealand. These
films were made in the shadow of the Black Lives Matter movement and the artist sees his
works as acts of solidarity with his subjects. He links his own position as a New Zealander
of Fijian descent, treated as a person of colour in his home country, to that of other mar-
ginalised and disempowered communities. He finds ways of suggesting connections
while also acknowledging the limits of what we can know of another’s pain, and how it
can be represented.

The point of raising this controversy is not to pass judgement on whether or not
Luke Willis Thompson had the racial “credentials” to make Reynolds the object of
his (and our) gaze, but to highlight that the right to look is always problematic,
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always a matter of the positionality of those who do the looking, those who offer
themselves to be looked at, and those who might somehow profit from all of this
looking. That includes my own (embodied) re-presentations of other people’s expe-
riences of looking, seeing and being in this chapter. The point is not to highlight
the limitations of representing another’s pain as much as to highlight the limita-
tions of representation itself, the limits of any semiotics that aims to separate
meaning from the bodies that produce it and the bodies that interpret it.

The right to look, then, is perhaps the most important component of visual-
ity, because it is what makes looking and seeing, and even, to some degree,
being possible. It is through negotiating our right to look at others and at our-
selves that we stake out our positions in the world, laying claim both to our
autonomy and to our connectedness to our social worlds.

The questions that digital technologies pose to those of us who fancy our-
selves scholars of the visual, therefore, are not just questions about meaning.
They are questions about how people use visuality to claim the right to look.
They are questions about how we ourselves claim the right to look. They are
questions about how we fill in the gaps between the seen and the unseen, be-
tween the seeable and the sayable.

Mirzoeff takes the idea of the right to look from Jacques Derrida’s collabora-
tion with the photographer Marie-Francoise Plissart which goes by the English
title Rights of Inspection (1998), a collection of photographs portraying the inti-
mate and mundane moments of a lesbian relationship, photographs which po-
sition the viewer in the thrilling and uncomfortable role of a voyeur. In the
postscript, Derrida offers a compelling confession of one allowed the privilege
of inspection. “One becomes adept at enlarging or magnifying the minute and
discrete element,” he writes. “Thus, whether deliberately or not, it necessarily
becomes possible to idealize it, to dematerialize or spiritualize it, to charge it
with significance.” What is striking about these images, however, as Jorge
Amado (1999) puts it in a review of the volume, is not the way Derrida makes
sense of the figures in them, but the way these figures seem to be striving to
make sense of themselves.

It is precisely this urge to magnify, to chase “significance”, that we, as schol-
ars of the visual must endeavour to interrogate. Scholarship is not just a matter
of looking harder or more closely, but of uncovering the ontological assumptions
that frame our seeing (Lather 1993), of confronting the spaces of power/know-
ledge that are part of all practices of visuality, of asking ourselves not just “what
are we looking at”, but “who are we to look?”
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2 “Emoji invasion”: The semiotic
ideologies of language endangerment
in multilingual news discourse

1 Introduction: Setting the scene

In digital discourse studies, it is well established that newsmakers often main-
tain an unduly negative perspective on the impact of digital technologies espe-
cially vis-a-vis young people’s linguistic and communicative practices (Thurlow
2006, 2007; also Tagliamonte & Denis 2008). With their particular institutional
and cultural investment as elite language workers or wordsmiths, journalists
consistently reproduce language-ideological depictions of digital discourse
which exaggerate its newness and distinctiveness, and which erase individual
variation, reflexivity and creativity. In this chapter, we examine an emerging
but closely allied metadiscursive framing of digital discourse: the perceived
threat to language posed by visual communication and, specifically, emojis. In
this case, we witness how long-standing narratives of linguistic degradation or
ruin usually attributed to technology are redirected to the deleterious impact of
visual communication. We refer to this as a discourse of language endanger-
ment (cf. Duchéne & Heller 2007). Instead of a concern to defend (minority) lan-
guages from other (majority) languages, however, we find language itself being
construed as autonomous and superior, and, more importantly, in need of pro-
tection from visual communication. As we will argue, this perceived threat to
language is underwritten by deep-seated beliefs and/or misconceptions about
how communication works, how meaning is made, and how different commu-
nicative modes (e.g. words, images) intersect; all of which are quintessential
matters of semiotic ideology (cf. Keane 2003; also Thurlow 2017). As a case in
point — and as a good starting point — we offer a typical story from the UK’s
Guardian newspaper extracted in Figure 2.1 here.

Under the headline “Emoji invasion: the end of language as we know it:/”,
we have a story explicitly and ostensibly concerned with words being threatened
by images. As the by-line explains, “Emojis are the fastest growing language in
the UK — what does this mean for the future of communication?” The doom-and-
gloom stance of the article is cued further by the use of an emoticon in the head-
line for expressing dismay or despair. No less importantly, the accompanying
image also does some important framing work (see Thurlow, Aiello & Portmann,
2019); here, we have a stock photograph of an old-fashioned typewriter with the
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Emoji invasion: the end of language as
we know it :/

Emojis are the fastest growing language in the UK - what does
this mean for the future of communication?

Figure 2.1: Extract from The Guardian newspaper (see and Acknowledgements).
The full Guardian story in Figure 1is available at: https://www.theguardian.com/media-
network/2015/jun/25/emoji-invasion-the-end-of-language-as-we-know-it- (21 February, 2019)

letter keys replaced by emojis. The image is itself framed and anchored with the
following tagline: “Emojis are merely a depiction of the body language signals
that humans have been reading for centuries.”

In the short, opening space of this one news-media story, we have a quin-
tessential encapsulation of the language endangerment discourse and the vari-
ous ways it is rhetorically accomplished. In a nutshell, we find emojis being
framed explicitly as a bona fide language and as an external, unwanted and
destructive assault on not only language but human communication altogether.
Meanwhile, in the above quote, we have language itself being restricted to writ-
ten language, and in a way which is patently anachronistic — perhaps specially
for journalists, a nostalgic, self-referential appeal to the typewriter. Finally, we
see how emojis are dismissively and erroneously (see “merely a depiction”) ren-
dered equivalent to so-called body language. As it happens this short story, for
all of its dubious views on language and communication, turns out to be fairly
measured, answering its own “end of language as we know it” provocation
with an emphatic “no”, and with a clear understanding that human communi-
cative practice is always changing over time. Nonetheless, such is the power of
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the headline, the influence of subeditors and picture editors, that the story as a
whole presents readers with an overarchingly negative view.!

2 Theoretical context: Visualizing digital
discourse

Our chapter here locates itself in digital discourse studies (see Thurlow 2018,
for a recent overview), a field which typically focuses on sociolinguistic and dis-
cursive phenomena in and around “new” media. More specifically, the chapter
examines commentary about digital discourse. As such, we are less concerned
with the way people are actually using digital media and more with the ways
their real or putative practices are publically represented and talked about. We
find ourselves therefore looking at language about language or discourse about
discourse — hence metadiscourse. And this is particularly important when it
comes to high-stakes, high-authority spaces like the news media.

Studies of metadiscourse orient heavily to — or are allied with — the notion
of language ideologies which, as Woolard and Schieffelin (1994: 55-56) explain,
“envision and enact links of language to group and personal identity, to aes-
thetics, to morality, and to epistemology.” In other words, when people get to
talking about other people’s ways of speaking or communicating, they are in-
variably (more) invested in wider acts of social categorization and judgement.
Metadiscursive commentary, like language ideologies, is almost always orga-
nized by the same three discursive features or actions: iconization, erasure and
recursivity (Irvine & Gal 2000). Respectively, what this means is that certain
stereotypical linguistic features or practices are singled out for critique or ridi-
cule; individual variation, creativity and other benefits are meanwhile over-
looked; and the ostensibly linguistic “facts” are extrapolated to other aspects of
speakers, such as their intellectual capacity, social behavior, or moral rectitude.
When it comes to digital discourse, and following Gershon (2010), we also find
metadiscursive commentary bound up in tightly related media ideologies,
which is to say beliefs about, for example, the material affordances of technol-
ogy, the nature of authorship, and the apparent newness of everything.

1 We treat newspaper headlines as a distinctive sub-genre of the news stories (cf. Bell 1991)
but also as an especially influential one in terms of the dominant framing work headlines do
(see Ecker et al. 2014).
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Increasingly, scholars of digital discourse have considered the ways lan-
guage intersects with other modes of communication, thereby addressing the
inherently multimodal nature of discursive practice. There are certainly good
reasons for opening up digital discourse studies to a broader multimodal per-
spective; the most obvious of which lies in simply paying more attention to
visual communication. We know well, for example, that even text-based digi-
tal discourse is often as much visual as it is verbal, concerned as much with
the look of words as with their semantic or stylistic properties (e.g., Vaisman
2014). In addition to research on issues like orthographic and typographic de-
sign, however, there is also more and more work being done on the communi-
cative uses of visual resources such as emoji, video, GIFs, and non-moving
images (e.g., Androutsopoulos & Tereick 2015; Diirscheid & Siever 2017).
There is also value in considering how visuality in digital discourse is de-
picted in, for example, commercial advertising, print or broadcast news,
cinema and television narratives and/or public policy and educational set-
tings. Certainly, and as Thurlow (2017; also Thurlow, Aiello & Portmann,
2019) has shown, visual discourse encodes and combines a range of language
and media ideologies.

Finally, as in Thurlow’s (2017) study of mediatized representations of sext-
ing, we too are keen to consider how metadiscursive framings of digital dis-
course are also structured by semiotic ideologies (after Keane 2003). In this
case, we find speakers expressing their beliefs about meaning-making and the
relative value of different semiotic modes. This is very evident in the ways peo-
ple — journalists and others — discuss the interplay between language and vi-
sual communication, and the ways they understand (or not) the particular
affordances of different semiotic modes; for example, in ideas about the sepa-
rateness of modes, the realism of pictures or the intellectual, “civilizational”
importance of words. We will return with more detail about semiotic ideologies
later, but we turn now to the empirical heart of the chapter.

3 Our study: “Emojis versus words” in the news

As part of a larger research project (see Jaroski, forthcoming), we are focusing
here on a convenience sample of English-language and, for an indicative multi-
lingual comparison, French-language news articles. The articles are all drawn
from our online news-media archive the Digital Discourse Database, an open-
access archive populated with newspaper stories addressing language and
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communication in various digital-media contexts.? The archive covers Swiss,
European and international news sources publishing in a range of languages
but primarily German and French, two of the major national languages of
Switzerland, and English.

For the current dataset, we selected all stories from the period January 2014
to September 2017. All 910 articles from our sample were then imported into
AntConc, a freeware concordancer intended for corpus-linguistic analysis (see
Baker et al. 2008). In this way, we started with two corpora — one in French,
one in English — and used the in-built concordance tool for focusing on key-
words and their semantic clusters. We selected out all uses of language (in
English) and langue and langage (in French) as a way to focus on instances
where journalists were specifically and explicitly referring to language. We
were left with 715 occurrences of language and 393 of langue/langage. Given our
specific interest in emojis, we then sub-sampled further by attending only to
stories about language and emojis, manually discarding cases addressing, for
example, foreign languages, language skills in general or language in artificial
intelligence. In this way, our final dataset comprised 62 French-language in-
stances and 106 English-language instances of stories which, much like the
Guardian article above, focused specifically on the relation between language
and emojis — altogether a total of 168 distinctive lines of data.?

As a device for presenting our analysis, we organize ourselves below into
two steps: one more quantitative and descriptive, one more qualitative and
interpretative and critical (cf. Fairclough 1989: 20-21; Thurlow & Aiello 2007:
313). In the first step, we rely mostly on our concordance analysis for revealing
basic numerical trends and for identifying the most common rhetorical tactics
used in the news media’s framing of the emoji-and-language relationship. On
this basis, we arrived at the larger metadiscursive strategy of language endan-
germent which becomes the focus of the second step in our analysis where we
look more closely at examples from our dataset with a specific view to semiotic
ideologies. The distinction we draw between rhetorical tactics and discursive
strategies is borrowed from De Certeau (1984), although in a less political, more
analytical sense; strategies refer to larger-scale formations and tactics to the
specific actions by which formations are achieved.

2 All the news media stories at the heart of our analysis are archived the Digital Discourse
Database: http://www.digitaldiscoursedatabase.org. (21 February, 2019)

3 Alist of the original source newspapers from which our extracts are taken is available online
here: http://crispinthurlow.net/endangerment.pdf
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3.1 Step 1 - Pinpointing “language endangerment”

As we say, following a loosely organized content analysis, we identified three
rhetorical tactics across our French- and English-language data. These were not
the only tactics or tropes at work but they were the three most common ones
(see the indicative percentages given below). To be clear, a single line or in-
stance generated by AntConc could be coded more than once if it indexed any
two or all three of the rhetorical tactics. As far as possible we have tried to draw
examples from different papers and stories; we have also tried to give examples
in both languages, indicating (underlining) the parts of the extract under con-
sideration. This is not to say that the rhetorical tactics were equally represented
across the two languages; such a comparative analysis is beyond the scope of
the current chapter. In the initial descriptive step, we offer just two examples of
each rhetorical tactic; other examples follow in Step 2 where we consider the
third tactic in more detail along with a few German- and Spanish-language ex-
amples for good measure.

3.1.1 First rhetorical tactic: Emojis as a (new) language

By far the most common trope to appear in our dataset (57.5%), emojis are com-
monly treated as equivalent to language/s. Take, for example, Extract 2.1 with
its use of “langage emoji” (emoji language) or Extract 2.2 which refers to the
“UK’s fastest growing language” — a simultaneous appeal to its alarming rise
and spread (see next section).

Extract 2.1 (Le Figaro, France)
Les participants doivent décoder des messages en langage emoji.
Participants need to decode messages in emoji language.

Extract 2.2 (Mirror, UK)
As the UK’s fastest growing language, emoji characters need to represent of a broad range
of people.

As with texting style, emojis are framed explicitly or implicitly as foreign or cryp-
tic and therefore in need of translation or decoding (‘décoder’). Emojis may be
indirectly rendered a language when set in comparison or contrast with referen-
ces to real or proper language — or, from Extract 2.4 below, so-called traditional
languages (‘langues traditionelles’). (Nor does it help when academics them-
selves speak in similarly problematic, reductionistic terms; see Ge & Herring
2018.) Indeed, the driving objective in defining emojis as a language is to call

printed on 2/9/2023 8:44 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCChost -

“Emoji invasion”: The semiotic ideologies of language endangerment —— 51

attention to the negative impact this is having on language per se, as we see
in the third rhetorical tactic. But the rhetorical stepping-stone for this is the
depiction of “emoji language” as rapidly expanding and pervasive.

3.1.2 Second rhetorical tactic: The rise and spread of emojis

Emerging in 21.5% of our dataset, we find evidence for the same kind of “revo-
lutionary” rhetoric Thurlow (2006) identified in relation to mediatized represen-
tations of text-messaging; in this case, we find dramatic appeals to the
alarming rise and spread of emojis (See Extract 2.8 below for an explicit refer-
ence to ‘révolutionné’ (revolutionized).) This revolutionary framing of emojis is
produced also through their apparent or relative newness — sometimes with
comical effect, as in Extract 2.3 with its invocation of “the fastest growing lan-
guage in history”.

Extract 2.3 (Telegraph, UK)
Emojis, a popular way to replicate non-verbal communication, are used six billion times
a day and have been described as the fastest growing language in history.

Extract 2.4 (La Tribune de Genéve, Switzerland)
Mais face a la déferlante de symboles, faut-il craindre un appauvrissement des langues
traditionnelles

But facing the surge of symbols, should we fear an impoverishment of traditional
languages?

As Thurlow (2006: 676) also noted, statements like “six billion times a day”
(seldom given a source) are perfect examples of the kinds of “statistical
panic” favoured by journalists and, following Tannen (1989), their function is
largely to authenticate the narrative and to legitimate its central claims. In
our French-language example from Switzerland (Extract 2.4), we find another
well-established conceit: the clichéd metaphor of emojis as an inundation
(i.e. ‘la déferlante’, surge). Through these patently negative allusions, journal-
ists move a step closer to their idée fixe: the deleterious impact of emojis on
language, cultural and intelligent life.

3.1.3 Third rhetorical tactic: Linguistic, cultural, and intellectual degradation
In just over a fifth (20.9%) of our dataset we found explicit reference to the dele-

terious impact of emojis, most specifically with regards cultural, intellectual and
especially linguistic decline. In Extract 2.4, we have already seen a negatively
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loaded reference to ‘appauvrissement’ (impoverishment) as well as the invoca-
tion of tradition; this same sense of degradation is carried more explicitly in the
following extracts:

Extract 2.5 (Le Figaro, France)

Les emoticones sont parfois percus comme un danger pour la langue. Certains voient
dans leur usage une régression de la langue.

Emoticons are sometimes perceived as a danger for language. Some people notice in their
usage a regression of language.

Extract 2.6 (Huffington Post, USA)

But a number of us older folks, including academics, are more than a little worried about
what the popularity of communicating with pictographs is doing to our language and
literature.

In Extract 2.5, we see explicit reference to the danger posed by emojis for lan-
guage (‘un danger pour la langue’) and, specifically, the decline of language
standards or a so-called linguistic regression (‘une régression de la langue’) as
possible outcomes of this threat. In the same extract, we also witness how jour-
nalists often serve as echo chambers for other people’s anxieties, even if these
are largely anecdotal or made-up sources. Extract 2.6 does much the same
thing with its somewhat disingenuous blending of “a number of us older folks”
and “academics” (presumably not all of them?). Notably here, we have a re-
peated concern about the impact of emojis (‘pictographs’) on language and,
specifically, literature. We will take this particular point up again shortly.

It is across these three rhetorical tactics that we sense the broader discur-
sive strategy of “language endangerment” emerging. Things culminate most
clearly in the third tactic (i.e. linguistic degradation), but the idea of emojis’
language-like qualities and the supposedly unprecedented rise and spread
serve to compound the imagined threat. Unlike Thurlow’s (2006, 2007) study,
therefore, we have a case not of standard language under threat from digital
discourse; instead, we find language in toto under threat from visual discourse.
(Of course, the added moral panic about the impact of digital media continues
to undergird everything.) Although the word language (in either English or
French) is used, it typically collapses speech and writing which we otherwise
know to be two very different modes of communicating. This is a matter to
which we also return later. With this chapter, we are hoping to offer a useful
extension of earlier work by offering not only an up-to-date perspective but
also a multilingual one. More importantly, and in keeping with recent discus-
sions by Thurlow (2017), our contribution lies also in the necessary shift from
language ideologies to semiotic ideologies. This is where we turn next.
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3.2 Step 2 - Semiotic ideologies in action

Initially coined by Parmentier (1994: 142), the notion of semiotic ideologies
has been made more prominent for language scholars by Keane (2003). It is
Keane’s lead that we are following here, borrowing also from Thurlow (2017).
Put simply, semiotic ideologies are concerned with people’s beliefs about sig-
nification or meaning-making, and, specifically, issues such as intentionality,
agency and arbitrariness. A key point that must also be made about semiotic
ideologies is that, like language and media ideologies, they point to wider sys-
tems of social differentiation and symbolic authority — what Keane calls “rep-
resentational economies” — and people’s beliefs about meaning-making are
always “enmeshed with the dynamics of social value and authority” (p. 415).
In other words, the way we talk about meaning-making says a lot about
whose ways of making meaning are considered better and whose beliefs
about meaning-making are most powerful or influential. This, needless to say,
is why it matters what journalists have to say about emojis and their relation
to language.

One of Keane’s specific concerns is the prevailing notion (in Western cultures)
that language is often treated as meaningful, while other ways of communicating
(e.g. material culture) are treated as more practical and less sophisticated. In this
sense, it is possible to view semiotic ideologies as being essentially related to
questions of multimodality, prompting the following types of questions: What is
the relative importance or value of language vis-a-vis other modes of communi-
cation? Which modes are thought to “carry” meaning better or more reliably?
Which modes of communication — which resources — are given status/authority?
What social values (negative or positive) are attached to different modes of com-
munication? Closely related to ideologies of language and media, these other
sorts of ideological processes direct us to another way digital discourse can be
metadiscursively framed. We see this clearly in the way emojis are depicted in our
dataset. We thus return to the third of our rhetorical tactics from above (i.e. lin-
guistic regression) together with some additional examples. In fact, for the sake
of demonstrating the multilingual production and circulation of “language en-
dangerment” we will also draw on a convenience sample of illustrative German-
and Spanish-language examples from our larger archive.

Extract 2.7 (Le Figaro, France)

Le Smiley a révolutionné les premiéres années du numérique. Jusqu’au régne de I’émoji
sur le téléphone portable. Son créateur, Nicolas Loufrani, revient sur 'incroyable histoire
de ce langage qui a conquis la planéte.
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The Smiley revolutionized the early years of digital technology. Until the reign of emoji on
the mobile phone. Its creator, Nicolas Loufrani, looks back at the incredible history of this
language that has conquered the planet.

Extract 2.8 (Zeit, Germany)
Beherrschen Sie Emoji, die am schnellsten wachsende Sprache der Welt?
Can you master Emoyji, the fastest growing language in the world?

Extract 2.9 (La Vanguardia, Spain)
Emojis, un nuevo lenguaje universal
Emojis, a new universal language

In order to make the claim that emojis are replacing words (see below), differ-
ent modes of communication must also be rendered somehow equivalent so
that one mode (emojis) can substitute for another (words). It is for this reason
that emojis are so often depicted as being a distinctive language in and of them-
selves. In academic, theoretical terms, none of this is technically correct. At the
very least, language requires three core features: modality, meaning, and gram-
mar (Cohn 2013, 2016; Jackendoff 2002). All other modes must follow suite. As
Cohn (2013:3) suggests, when modes such as sounds, gestures, or images follow
“a structured sequence [emphasis added] governed by rules that constrain the
output - i.e. a grammar - it yields a type of language”. For instance, the se-
quential images of comics form a (type of) language. Although emojis express
meaning using visual graphic signs as a modality, research by our colleagues
Diirscheid & Siever (2017) show that they lack a grammar. Unlike the visual
graphic signs of comics, emojis do not form structured sequences of visual
signs, for example. None of which, of course, seems to bother newsmakers
who, like many people, tend to use language in its more metaphorical sense —
as in “body language” (as we saw above) or “the language of flowers”.

Having settled on the distinctiveness and putative validity of emojis as a
language, newsmakers are better positioned to pursue its antagonistic, coloniz-
ing relationship to language. As we say, one of the other common ways lan-
guage endangerment is produced is through the tactical framing of emojis’
dramatic rise and spread. This, in turn, lays the groundwork for the overall fram-
ing of threat and, eventually, decline which we want to discuss in more detail.
To start, though, we want to note how the rise-and-spread rhetorical tactic is or-
ganized most obviously through various forms of lexical exaggeration: numeri-
cal claim (‘six billion times a day’); superlatives (‘fastest’), and metaphors of
disaster (‘la déferlante’). We also find a somewhat warped sense of history; re-
call “fastest growing language in history” in Extract 2.1 to which we now have
‘die am schnellsten wachsende Sprache der Welt’ (the fastest growing language
in the world) in Extract 2. In Extract 2.7, meanwhile, talk of the ‘I'incroyable
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histoire’ (the incredible history) of emojis is clearly a type of scalar excess.
Elsewhere, we also find metaphors of war (e.g. ‘invasion’) and references to the
ubiquitous nature of emojis. In Extract 2.7, we have the same kind of lexical ex-
cess (‘massivement’ — massively) as well as telling evidence for the spread of
emojis: their appearance in dictionaries even. Note also the kind of agency
given to emojis — their rudely having invited themselves into the dictionaries!

Extract 2.10 (Le Monde, France)
Massivement utilisés, ils s’invitent jusque dans le dictionnaire
Used massively, they are even inviting themselves into dictionaries

Extract 2.11 (Tagblatt, Switzerland)

Schreiben Sie noch oder emojisieren Sie schon? Uber die Bilder, welche die Handysprache
erobert haben.

Are you still writing or are you already emojing? On the images that have conquered mobile
language.

Extract 2.12 (La Prensa, Honduras)

Es el nuevo lenguaje de las emociones. Los emoticones se apoderan de la propuesta juvenil.
It’s the new language of emotions. Emoticons have taken control of youth-oriented
marketing.

Extract 2.10 is revealing in some key ways. Emojis are not only presented as a
powerful — potentially destructive — phenomenon, but also as an agentive process
somehow bringing about changes by itself. It is not the users of emojis who are at
fault but instead it is emojis that are shown to be spreading, growing and gener-
ally infiltrating our lives. All of which is a typical expression of technological
determinism - the belief that technology drives cultural change rather than vice-
versa, and that technology dictates communicative or social practice as opposed
to being shaped by communicative and social needs or uses. But this way of think-
ing about — and depicting — emojis also encodes a semiotic-ideological belief in
the exteriority and thingness of language. It is akin to what Cameron (1990; also
1995: 5) characterizes as the “organic fallacy” — the mistaken belief that language,
like a tree, just grows somehow willy-nilly beyond human control. This sense of
(visual) communication gone wild — rampantly spreading — certainly serves the
overarching preoccupation with the decline and even replacement of language.

Extract 2.13
With emojis you can send virtual flowers and kisses, so perhaps the question now is, will
real language be lost to this new virtual one? (The Guardian, UK, 25 June 2015)

Extract 2.14
Assiste-t-on alors a un appauvrissement de la langue? La chercheuse observe en tout cas
un phenoméne nouveau par rapport aux premieres emoticénes: aujourd’hui, des emoji
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remplacent des mots et ne font plus que venir en complément. (Le Matin, Switzerland,
24 April 2015)

Are we thus witnessing an impoverishment of language? The researcher observes in any
case a new phenomenon compared to the first emoticons: today, some emojis are replacing
words and are not only used as a complement.

Extract 2.15 (Tages-Anzeiger, Switzerland)

‘Verhunzen die Smileys unsere Sprache?’ fragte die Schweiz am Sonntag. Inflationdr und
gedankenlos eingesetzt, erschweren diese modernen Hieroglyphen bei SMS oder
Whatsapp-Mitteilungen das Verstandnis, statt die Kommunikation zu vereinfachen.

‘Are smileys ruining our language?’ asks Schweiz am Sonntag. Used excessively and
thoughtlessly, these modern hieroglyphics make it hard to understand SMS or Whatsapp
messages rather than simplifying communication.

Extract 2.16 (Infobae, Argentina)
Abusar de los ‘Emojis’: ;El nuevo enemigo del lenguaje?
Emoji abuse: The new enemy of language?

Perhaps not surprisingly, Extract 2.13 comes from the same article featured in
our title (see also Figure 2.1); with its headlined framing of invasion, the stance
of the article is quite unambiguously pessimistic: words are being over-run and
“real language” will be overtaken. In other words, language is being replaced.
(In effect, we have a circular argument: if there is the possibility of emojis re-
placing words, then they must be capable of functioning like a fully-fledged
language.) In the same way, Extract 2.14 moves swiftly from the potential im-
poverishment of language by emojis (‘un appauvrissement de la langue’) to the
concern that words are to some extent being replaced (‘des emojis remplacent
des mots’). Our Spanish-language example makes the case most clearly by in-
voking the notion of an enemy of language (‘enemigo del language) — another
agentful misattribution — and by laying the blame, in principle, with emojis or,
at least, their uncontrolled use (‘abusar de los Emojis’ — emoji abuse). As with
our German-language example (Extract 2.15), the issues are framed as questions
(e.g. ‘Verhunzen die Smileys unsere Sprache?’ — Are smileys ruining our lan-
guage?), but even asking the question raises the possibility, especially when it
is flagged in the main headline.

These comments point not only to a simplistic relationship of cause and ef-
fect, but also to the belief that emojis and words cannot function together, that
they are inherently and/or inevitably incompatible. Indeed, the cause and ef-
fect structure (more emojis leads to fewer words) negates the possibility that
while the use of emojis might well rise this does not mean that people will stop
writing — or stop knowing how to write. These kinds of comments underscore
the deeper concern that emojis (actually the use of emojis) will lead not only to
linguistic degradation but also to intellectual and cultural regression. We see
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this most clearly expressed in the following English-language extracts which
refer, respectively, to backwards evolution, a return to ancient hieroglyphics
and the end of civilization.

Extract 2.17 (The Guardian, UK)

We are evolving backwards. Emoji, the visual system of communication that is incredibly
popular online, is Britain’s fastest-growing language according to Professor Vyv Evans, a
linguist at Bangor University.

Extract 2.18 (CNBC, USA)
If these classes need to incorporate the language and symbols used in the mobile/digital
world, aren’t we just regressing back to the age of hieroglyphs?

Extract 2.19 (Telegraph, UK)
Some have questioned whether they represent the end of civilisation as we know it.
Would Shakespeare turn in his grave if he could see what has become of our language?

These are, of course, all too familiar ways in which digital discourse practices are
metadiscursively framed, although for slightly different ends. In his work on the
news media’s depiction of texting style, Thurlow (2006: 680) also picked up on
references to hieroglyphics; in this case, however, journalists used the term for ex-
aggerating the distinctiveness and unintelligibility of digital discourse. In this
case, hieroglyphics is being invoked for its supposed “primitiveness” in terms of
both its being non-modern and pictographic rather than alphabetic. (Recall from
Extract 2.15 the ironic reference to ‘moderne Hieroglyphen’ — modern hieroglyphs.)

As something of an aside, we note that, in the same article extracted in 2.17,
Professor Evans is actually reported as being a lot more circumspect: ‘“People get
hot and bothered about good language use, but emoji is not a language,’ he says.
‘Its job isn’t to replace language; it’s enhancing our communications.” As
Thurlow (2006: 683) has noted before, these otherwise rare moments of nuance
are often undermined anyway by the driving narrative and/or concluding re-
marks of the article.

The over-riding tone or stance of Extracts 2.17, 2.18 and 2.19 is one of pessi-
mism — or what Thurlow (2006) might characterize as moral panic. Emojis are
depicted unforgivingly and one-dimensionally as a backward form of communi-
cation leading not only to the demise of language but, as a consequence, to intel-
lectual and cultural stultification. It is a perfect example of recursivity which,
with reference to language ideologies, Irvine & Gal (2000) identify as the often
unfounded extrapolation of isolated (iconized) linguistic features or practices to
whole new domains of life. The idea here is that any putative linguistic regres-
sion is equivalent to intellectual and cultural regression. This, too, is all a matter
of semiotic ideology insofar as language is evidently upheld as the only and/or
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ideal bearer of culture and vehicle for intelligent expression. Of course, and as
we have already seen in Extract 2.7, it is not all language which is regarded in
this way. Implicitly or not, we are reminded that written language and particu-
larly literary language are the true markers of culture, intellectual life and civi-
lization. It is for this reason alone that, in true form, the British press turns
worriedly to Shakespeare (Extract 2.19) as the ultimate arbiter of good, proper
or real language. In his study, Thurlow (2006: 679) cites the following 2003 ex-
ample from his data: “And to think this happened in the land of Shakespeare.
If the bard were alive today, he’d probably write, ‘2B or not 2B’.” Over fifteen
years later, one could well imagine a journalist somewhere bemoaning the use
of something like this:

N

@ SO ?

The kinds of metadiscursive framing we have looked at so far clearly hinge
on - and reproduce - a range of well-worn language ideologies (e.g. about
standard language) which, in turn, are organized through the usual processes
of iconization and erasure - selectively singling out some aspects and ignor-
ing others. (We come to recursivity in a moment.) But our main focus here
continues to be on the semiotic ideologies at play; in particular, the appar-
ently irremovable divide or irresolvable contest between words and images,
between language and visual communication. Everything it seems boils down
to the issue of mode/modality. Indeed, this is a particular semiotic ideology
which Riley (2011) actually chooses to label as a distinctive “modal ideology”.
(Riley is herself concerned with how cultural beliefs about language acquisi-
tion affect language socialization.) It seems that conflicting beliefs about the
superiority/inferiority of images and writing are something which play out
across the lifespan. In this regard, Kress and van Leeuwen (2006: 16) com-
ment on the status of images at school; for instance, although pupils are en-
couraged to draw at school, their illustrations are rarely seen as a means to
communicate, unlike words. And as they become older, students focus more
and more on writing at the expense of images. Similarly, Cohn (2013: 3) ex-
plains how drawing is usually only viewed as a “skill” compared to writing
which is seen as a “rule-governed system”. Writing is thus commonly and
widely regarded as a sign of progress and culture. This helps to explain the
emergence of language endangerment and perhaps some of the fierceness
with which it is expressed.
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There is one other point of theory which we would like to offer in the way
of explanation. While writing is itself inherently visual (Cohn 2013; Kress & van
Leeuwen 2006), it is different from other types of visual discourse because, ar-
gues Cohn (2013: 6), for alphabetic scripts at least it is “based on the correspon-
dence that graphic signs have with sound”. This makes it more difficult — in
theory and practice — to draw a neat distinction between the written mode and
the visual mode, although one might reasonably distinguish between the writ-
ten mode and the image mode. With regards the emojis-and-language relation-
ship, moral panic arises when emojis are perceived to be substituting for
words; as such, we do not see a rejection of visual communication in toto. This
is how Kress & van Leeuwen (2006: 17) put it: “the opposition to the emergence
of the visual as a full means of representation is not based on an opposition to
the visual as such, but on an opposition in situations where it forms an alterna-
tive to writing and can therefore be seen as a potential threat to the present
dominance of verbal literacy among elite groups”. We might argue, therefore,
that newsmakers and others are not rejecting image-based communication be-
cause it is visual, but because they give more importance to words and writing —
and without recognizing that it, too, is a form of visual communication. The
relationship between words and images is ultimately constructed as a necessar-
ily competitive one.

4 Conclusion: Misrecognizing communication

This kind of visual literacy (the “old” visual literacy) has, for centuries now, been one of
the most essential achievements and values of Western culture [...] No wonder that the
move towards a new literacy, based on images and visual design, can come to be seen as
a threat, a sign of the decline of culture. (Kress & van Leeuwen 1996: 15)

More than twenty years ago, Kress & van Leeuwen (quoted above) com-
mented on the rise of visuality and design as powerful — perhaps even domi-
nant - communicative modes in contemporary life. There was, they argued,
an ever-growing importance attached to visual literacy but that this shift
from conventional, logocentric notions of literacy would inevitably be met
with resistance and anxiety. In many w