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Dear Reader, 
 
Welcome to the 41st edition of Comm-Entary, the undergraduate research journal of the 
University of New Hampshire’s Communication Department. Our dedicated team of 
editors has spent the past year collaborating and working hard to bring you this newest 
edition that features some fascinating pieces on media, rhetoric, and interpersonal 
studies. We are so excited to share it with you. 

 
The annual publication of Comm-Entary is a time-honored tradition here at UNH’s 
Communication Department. Through this annual publication, we celebrate the 
academic excellence achieved by young scholars within our field of study. 
Comm-Entary has continued to grow over the past 41 years to provide a platform to 
share the unique perspectives of UNH’s Communication students with a global 
audience, reaching readers on six continents and in dozens of countries worldwide. 

 
This year’s edition is especially fitting for the era of COVID-19, as the publication 
features more multimedia and digital works than ever before, a true testament to how 
digitized our communication has become in these times. We hoped to represent this 
important evolution of communication in this edition’s cover artwork: a digital drawing 
of one of UNH’s signature landmarks, Thompson Hall, surrounded by various motifs of 
digital communication. 

 
In the year since the outbreak of COVID-19, our team has faced many unusual 
challenges, but took them head on with a sense of passion and determination that 
made me proud to be a part of this organization. The flexibility and commitment of our 
Editorial Board and student editors made the publication of the 41st edition such a 
success. And, of course, none of it would have been possible without the guidance 
and leadership of our incredible faculty advisor, Professor Michael Jackson. Thank you 
everyone for your hard work, dedication, and passion for learning that keeps this 
journal going year after year. 

 
Comm-Entary is truly a celebration of scholarship and young minds coming together to 
create something lasting. From the Comm-Entary team to you, we thank you for 
celebrating with us and we hope you enjoy! 

 
Sincerely, 

 
Ellie Humphreys 

Editor-in-Chief 
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College Students Hold the Keys to Cultivate Civility 
Evan Edmonds 

 
Unprecedented changes due to a global pandemic, a divisive 2020  presidential 
election, nationwide social developments and more have exacerbated a nationwide 
issue - the way people in the United States converse and argue. It’s easy to allow the 
current circumstances of the world to overwhelm us and our conversations, but all that 
does is doom us to fall into repetitive patterns that won’t solve anything. The negative 
state of discourse has developed over the years in the way that people become 
increasingly abrasive when met with viewpoints in opposition to their own. The way to 
unlearn these new unfortunate tendencies needs to be practiced and taught, 
particularly in the hands of the nation’s future generations. Young people - particularly 
college students - have a tremendous responsibility in holding the keys to unlocking 
more positive and meaningful communication. The first step is identifying the problem 
and putting solutions into practice. 

 
The United States has fallen into habits in the realm of conversation that harbor an 
“argument culture,” explained by Georgetown professor of linguistics Deborah Tannen 
in her book The Argument Culture, which “urges us to approach the world - and the 
people in it - in an adversarial frame of mind.” (1998, p. 1). It’s the reason that it’s so 
hard to have productive conversations today every conversation or opposing viewpoint 
feels contentious. The idea that someone has an opposing view to you is often enough 
to turn a conversation into a confrontation. This is a huge issue: approaching things 
with an adversarial frame of mind is a barrier to listening and understanding which 
means progress suffers as well. 

 
Issues are like a many sided crystal - there are an infinite number of ways of looking at 
them - but it is up to us, the arguers, to identify the frames of view that actually mean 
something. It’s no use pointing out that every issue  has an infinite number of sides if 
people are incapable of identifying the ones that are actually important. While it’s a 
problem to approach every issue as only two sides, the right issues are quite black and 
white: it’s either for or against. 

 
Eric Liu (2016) wrote that Americans don’t need to argue less, they just need less 
frivolous arguments. Meaningful arguments are ones that are worth changing 
someone’s mind about, ones that can provide a greater benefit to people in general. 
Starbucks vs. Dunkin’ Donuts is an example of a frivolous argument - it doesn’t do 
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anyone any favors, it’s just arguing for the sake of arguing. But take an argument from 
recent days  - whether or not to vaccinate out-of-state students in New Hampshire - 
this is a meaningful argument. The decision affects communities around college 
campuses all over New Hampshire and all the people within them. For this argument 
there’s no need to ponder about how many different points of view are at hand: it’s “do 
we let them get vaccinated or not?” 

 
Crowley and Hawhee (2014) wrote of Stasis Theory - a method through which people 
can properly set up for a meaningful argument. Stasis identifies the agreement to 
disagree. A topic that is in stasis is one that is important enough for there to be two 
clear sides to it: [whether or not to vaccinate out-of-state college students]. The steps 
taken after stasis is established are crucial to a meaningful argument - clarifying 
thinking, understanding the audience’s assumptions and values and looking towards 
proofs before  the arguing is done ensures that the topic isn’t just fussing. Once some 
of these steps are out of the way, each side of the good argument can be formulated in 
a greater, more purposeful context. 

 
Pointing out this “argument culture” is the first step, but what role do young people - 
particularly students - play in the equation? Craig Rood wrote a pedagogy for the Duke 
University press called “Moves” toward Rhetorical Civility. These “moves,” as he labels 
them, are ideological frameworks that we should strive towards as humans to better 
understand each other and make more progress on issues. Some of these techniques 
may seem like common decency to some: “opening up,” “searching for sameness,” 
“examining differences,” and “listening deeply,” (2014, p. 400), but more often than not 
they’re left untouched in modern conversations. 

 
The time and place to put these practices of common conversational decency into 
practice is in and around a school setting. In the typical classroom, students can 
interact and collaborate, as well as encourage each other. The classroom acts as 
common ground for a pool of students that come from a number of different 
backgrounds and opinions. In this setting, everyone is equal as a student and 
conversations should be had with that premise. This ensures that those with opposing 
ideals can still come together and have conversations that lead to progress and 
understanding, not just speaking for the sake of it. 

 
Fostering these techniques in the classroom (developing arguments, presenting them 
objectively, listening, understanding and responding, etc.) and putting them into 
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practice in a controlled environment is crucial to development of a society that can 
foster better conversations. Any classroom can be a center for positive deliberation, as 
long as students take it upon themselves to listen and understand each other, 
regardless of the context. 

 
The more individuals utilizing these basic frameworks, the better the conversations that 
can be had. In conclusion, Rood said, “the shift in pedagogy and practice I have 
described alone will not revolutionize public and personal communication outside of 
the classroom. But it is a start.” (2014, p. 410), meaning the road to more meaningful 
and successful discourse in society could be a long one, but it is  nonetheless 
achievable. It’s down to whether or not students want to repeat an ignorant cycle of 
confrontation or argumentation or try and fix our conversations. 

 
The next time young adults find themselves on opposing sides of an issue, they should 
take to listening and understanding before trying to “win” the impending argument. It 
may take a long time to change the quality of discourse across an entire society, but 
one student at a time, college campuses can become better and better places to foster 
meaningful conversations. 

 
It’s up to us to take these techniques into account when fostering our own 
conversations. Toxicity will only lead to more toxicity - that’s not going to fix anything. 
Addressing this issue head on ourselves means our openness and listening won’t 
always be met with the same respect - nor will it change the state of our nation’s 
conversations overnight. What  it will do is enrich your personal conversations, and 
pass these ideals on to more people who want to see a change - if we want to see a 
change, we have to talk to each other! We have to argue, but about things that truly 
matter. These frivolous arguments just muddy the waters of conversation and get us 
nowhere. The ability to have a purposeful and meaningful conversation is so valuable, 
yet it’s faded over the years. The best we can do is practice and get those techniques 
back into the fold of everyday life - who knows, you might even change someone’s 
mind for the better. 

 
Don’t be afraid to argue - we have to do it. There’s  no  need to get overly emotional, 
there’s no need to get offended, it’s okay to get  uncomfortable.  The  longer we allow 
these tendencies to weigh down on us and mold the way we have meaningful 
conversations, the deeper the hole we dig ourselves into. Let’s keep the dialogue going 
- and begin the first “Moves” toward digging ourselves out. 
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Changing the World, One Girl at a Time: The Barbie Dream Gap Project 
Jamie Azulay 

 
Public relations can be defined as “a strategic communication process that builds 
mutually beneficial relationships between organizations and their publics” (Kelleher, 
2018). In order to build these relationships, organizations conduct their public relations 
projects and campaigns using a four-step process that consists of research, planning, 
implementation, and evaluation. This sequence of steps is commonly referred to as the 
RPIE cycle, and it holds value in the success of many organizations in the public 
relations field. To best understand what each step means and how they all function 
together, a specific campaign should be used to demonstrate. Consider the Mattel 
Corporation’s brand Barbie, for example. Barbie has been a household name for 
decades, and their Dream Gap Project successfully shows how the organization works 
to form beneficial relationships between themselves and their publics using the RPIE 
cycle. 

 
Research is the first step of the process. In Barbie’s case they considered situation 
research. “An effective situation analysis leads to a clear, concise problem or 
opportunity statement on which the client or organization and the team representing 
them agree,” explained Tom Kelleher in his book, Public Relations. Through their 
research, Barbie concluded that as early as the age of five girls develop beliefs that are 
self-limiting. Young girls think they are not as capable or as smart as boys, and they 
develop long lasting beliefs that their gender limits what they can and cannot do or 
become. This lapse in self worth and potential achievement has been labeled as the 
dream gap. Situational research like this offers Barbie a clear and concise problem to 
work with. These problems are often referred to in communication as the rhetorical 
exigence. As explained by Lloyd Bitzer, an exigence is an imperfection that can be 
corrected by utterance or discourse (Bitzer, 1968). 

 
A second exigence was determined through summative research. Kelleher (2018) 
wrote, “Summative research is when you’ve reached an end or stopping point in your 
campaign and you want to answer the question, “Did it work?”’ Throughout the 61 
years of Barbie’s existence, the company has received a lot of feedback, both positive 
and negative. Considering past criticism helps Barbie answer Kelleher’s summative 
research question. The Barbie webpage says their purpose is to  encourage  the 
limitless potential in every girl. It may be Barbie’s goal to inspire girls to be their 
authentic and ambitious selves and to achieve all of their goals, but not everyone feels 
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they have been successful in doing so. In a report titled Transformers, Barbie Dolls and 
the Cabbage Patch Kids: Toys, Technology, and Human Identity, Richard Dreyer Berg 
commented, “Archetypically, the Barbie Doll represents the superficiality of visual, 
literate means of creating personal identity, and establishing social relationships. By 
outfitting the visual role models, Barbie and Ken, for daytime and evening activities, 
girls and boys subliminally adapt their inner selves to the patterns of behavior the Dolls 
represent” (Berg, 1986). Berg’s point contradicts what Barbie hopes to achieve. Rather 
than being true to themselves, Berg argues that kids change who they are to be more 
like Barbie. Later in the report he also shares his view that the Barbie character sees 
herself as an object rather than a human being. Beth Snyder Bulik, a marketing and 
advertising journalist, wrote about Barbie sales dropping after Barbie appeared in a 
Sports Illustrated swimsuit campaign. Critics said the appearance promoted unhealthy 
body image and objectification issues for young girls (Bulik, 2014). Bulik and Berg are 
just two of many to speak out with criticism against the brand. However, such criticism 
presents Barbie an opportunity to address concerns in future endeavors, just like they 
are doing with the Dream Gap Project. 

 
In the planning cycle, Barbie had to decide how they would frame the discourse in a 
way that could correct the exigencies presented through their situation and summative 
research analysis. In order to do so, they first needed to think about who they wanted 
to pay attention to their work. These people are referred to in public relations as 
publics, groups of people who have shared interests that relate to the organization 
(Kelleher, 2018). Barbie’s publics include young kids, girls especially, who will play with 
their dolls and benefit from their messaging. They must also reach parents and adults 
who will purchase Barbie products and read about the project. Wealthy groups and 
individuals who support closing the dream gap and are able to donate should be 
considered, as well as media personnel who can help to spread the word about the 
project. Another one of the main steps in the planning cycle is to identify the objectives 
or goals. These are statements that indicate desired outputs or outcomes (Kelleher, 
2018). Barbie’s senior vice president, Lisa McKnight said, "The goal of The Dream Gap 
Project is  to  leverage Barbie's global platforms to educate society on gender biases 
and inspire any supporter of girls to join us as we can't do this alone” (McKnight, 2018). 
Statements like these are important in the planning process, so that the next steps can 
be designed to help reach the desired outcome. In a press release, the brand also 
identified the following objectives: raise awareness through impactful content, show 
girls more role models by highlighting at least ten each year, strengthen Barbie’s image 
as a role model, offer empowering products and rally partners from around the world 
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who are dedicated to female empowerment (Barbie, 2018). The goals and objectives 
Barbie has put out for their Dream Gap Project are no easy feat to accomplish. Once 
the goals and objectives have been determined, the organization must plan a timeline. 
Barbie had to consider how long they would work to meet their goal and if they needed 
to meet a strict deadline. In a press release announcing the project, Barbie shared that 
this would be a multi-year endeavor. They did not specify an exact end date, though. 

 
It was in October 2018 that Barbie officially announced the launch of the Dream Gap 
Project and began their work to meet their goals and objectives. Implementation is the 
cycle that happens as the project or campaign actually begins. This is when an 
organization  turns their research and planning into action. Kelleher wrote, “As important 
as communication is in public relations, excellence in the public relations field is based 
on meaningful action” (Kelleher, 2018). To be an excellent example of public relations, 
an organization must engage in meaningful action that will work towards benefitting the 
relation between themselves and their publics. Barbie does just that in the 
implementation of their Dream Gap Project. Through a use of mixed media and a wide 
range of efforts, Barbie continues to reach and engage their publics. 

 
The aspects of Barbie’s implementation cycle are extensive. To start, consider their 
continued research efforts with  New  York  University  and  the  University of California - 
Los Angeles (UCLA). Research and findings about the dream gap are what kickstarted 
Barbie’s project, but now they have dedicated time and energy to continued research. 
‘“Our research is just the beginning -- we need to dedicate more resources to this 
important topic so that we can better understand how to support girls," said Andrei 
Cimpian, Associate  Professor  at  New  York University. "This collaboration with Barbie is 
a large-scale, ambitious effort  to  explore  this  important  phenomenon  and share what 
we know about childhood development to a mass audience, so we can help close the 
Dream Gap”’ (Barbie, 2018). Cimpian has been funded by Barbie for a two-year post-
doctoral fellowship. Cimpian’s research will be combined with, and compared to, 
research from across the globe. Barbie plans to work with local researchers around the 
world to learn more about girls and their limitless  potential.  Research  conducted at 
UCLA’s center for scholars and storytellers will contribute to the development of school 
curriculum that will work to close the dream gap. But, as Cimpian suggests, research 
projects like this need resources and funding dedicated to them. In March 2019, Barbie 
started the Dream Gap Project Fund with $250,000 that was used to support efforts to 
close the gap. In October of that same year, Barbie donated another $250,000 to like-
minded organizations that are working towards female empowerment. One year 
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after the project’s launch, Barbie partnered with GoFundMe, a digital social fundraising 
platform. In doing so, Barbie is able to engage with their publics in a new way. Their 
fundraising and research efforts call on scholars and investors to support the project. 
Barbie’s senior vice president Lisa McKnight has commented that closing the dream 
gap can not be done by Barbie alone. Partnering with New York University, UCLA and 
GoFundMe help show all the effort that must be put into the project, and those are not 
the only groups Barbie is seeking help from. 

 
Barbie has relied on bloggers, social media users, and news media to help them raise 
awareness of the dream gap and promote their project. On the Dream Gap Project 
webpage, there is an option for visitors to explore additional resources. The links 
provided take you to two blogs, one by Dr. Jennifer Hartstein and the other by Nell 
Merlino. In each blog post the writers connect the dream gap to their own personal 
experiences. However, these resources are not from people who simply admire Barbie 
and their project. These are writers who have been paid by Barbie to write about the 
brand. At the end of both pieces, there is a short disclaimer that reads, “I have 
partnered with Barbie on creating content to support The Dream Gap Project and I am 
being compensated for this post.” In public relations, this is called paid media. Another 
example  of  paid media is advertising, which Barbie used as well. Barbie created a 
piece of controlled media in the form of a video commercial advertisement. Controlled 
media are channels of communication that allow public relations practitioners to write, 
edit, produce, and distribute their own messages (Kelleher, 2018). This video is 
narrated by a diverse group of young girls who collectively work to explain the dream 
gap. The video advertisement can be found on a number of internet platforms as well 
as on television. Writing press releases is another way that Barbie is  reaching 
audiences through television and the internet. A press or news release is a story written 
by a public relations practitioner in a news style. Historically, news releases were 
written for the press to pick up and report on. With easy access to the internet today, 
news releases are often read by non-media individuals. Regardless,  Barbie  is 
effectively reaching a wide audience. Additionally, they are reaching and engaging with 
an audience through social media. Posts on Instagram have been used to announce 
the project, share updates, encourage donations  and  to spread awareness. Barbie 
even created a social media campaign for their publics to participate in. They provided 
a template that asks users to share who they are closing the dream gap for and why. 
Barbie encouraged social media users to fill in the template and share the finished 
product on their own social media accounts using  the  hashtag, 
“#CloseTheDreamGap.” In doing so, Barbie is relying on social media users to promote 
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their project. The use of social media, news releases, and paid media are all methods 
that help reach adults who can instill strong values in the young girls in their lives, and 
this audience will be the publics that will purchase Barbie  products  and  potentially 
donate. 

 
Young kids may not be  able  to  buy their own toys or donate to the Dream Gap Project, 
but they are the ones who will be influenced by it. It is crucial for Barbie to engage 
these publics in order to be successful in their mission to close the dream gap. Just as 
Barbie has created content that will reach adult audiences, they have created content 
designed for children as well. On YouTube, the  Barbie  character  has  her  own vlog; a 
video blogging channel. Two videos on the channel are dedicated to talking about the 
dream gap  and  explaining  it  in  a  way  that kids will understand. In one, Barbie relates 
the dream gap to a story about her kid sister Chelsea, who was questioned when she 
wanted  to  run  for  class  president.  Chelsea,  like many girls, was exposed to language 
that made her question her ability to be successful and reach her goals. Barbie even 
acknowledges in this vlog that language  she  has  used  in  the  past  may  contribute  to 
why young girls limit their  beliefs.  She  says,  “It  makes me wonder, any of the times I 
used certain words to paint the  world in a certain way that limits girls, boys, everyone.” 
This is  a  nod  to  Barbie  as  a  brand and their history with female body image and issues 
of limited potential. In the second video, Barbie talks about role models like the pilot 
Amelia Earhart, African  American  ballerina  Misty  Copeland,  astronaut  Mae  Jemison, 
and mathematician Katherine Johnson. These inspiring women are all featured in a new 
line of Barbie Dolls created to inspire girls to reach their limitless potential and close the 
dream gap. In just two years, Barbie has created a total of 52 new dolls as a part of the 
project, far surpassing their goal of releasing ten each year. 

 
When  Barbie  completes  their  content  creation,  media  campaigns,  advertising, 
research, fundraising and the rest of  their  implementation  for the Dream Gap Project, 
they will enter the evaluation cycle. Evaluation is the final  step  of  a public relations 
project or campaign, and as Kelleher explained, “Evaluation is the process by which we 
determine the value of our work” (Kelleher, 2018). This process allows organizations to 
reflect on  what  went  well,  what  did not work and what can be improved going forward. 
If an evaluation shows that the project or campaign was successful it  helps  the 
organization prove to other groups that they are valuable and worthy of support and 
investment. Barbie’s Dream Gap Project is  still  being  implemented,  therefore  there  is 
not much to say about their evaluation just yet. However, in a review of what they have 
accomplished thus far in the campaign they can consider things such as views and 
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likes on their YouTube videos, engagement with video advertisements, money raised, 
and dolls sold to get a sense of how well their project is going. The Dream Gap Project 
web page says, “Together, we have helped close the Dream Gap for more than 7,000 
girls around the world. We know we can’t do it alone, and, more importantly, we know 
we’re not done yet” (Barbie, 2020). 

 
Regardless of whether or not Barbie meets all of their goals and objectives in the end 
or feel they have been successful, students and scholars studying public relations will 
greatly benefit from the Dream Gap Project. The project’s research, planning, and 
especially, implementation help to show how a public relations campaign is properly 
conducted. Barbie’s employees working on the  project  have  applied  numerous 
techniques that have not only been successful in the campaign  but  have  been  an 
excellent example of how each step of  the  RPIE  cycle  should  successfully  function. 
Barbie has been around for just over 60 years and has experienced a wide range  of 
scandals  and  success  in  public  relations.  Their experience in the industry has set them 
up to have a strong foundation for work like the Dream Gap Project and beyond. 



Azulay 11 
 

 
References 

 
Barbie. (2018). “What's the Dream Gap? | Barbie Vlogs | @Barbie.” YouTube. Retrieved 

from www.youtube.com/watch?v=3UN0IWKNoA0. 
 

Berg, D. (1986). “‘Transformers,’ Barbie Dolls and the Cabbage Patch Kids: Toys, 
Technology, and Human Identity.” ETC: A Review of General Semantics, 43(2), 
pp. 207-211. 

 
Bulik, B. (2014). “To Mattel, Barbie Represents Girl Power-- Unapologetically.” 

Advertising Age, 85(18), p. 24. 
 

Hagberg, H. (2020). “Support the Barbie Dream Gap Project with GoFundMe.” 
Retrieved from www.gofundme.com/c/act/barbiedreamgapproject. 

 
Kelleher, T. Public Relations. Oxford University Press, 2018. 

 
Mattel Newsroom. (2018). “Barbie Celebrates 60 Years As A Model Of Empowerment 

For Girls.” Mattel, Inc. Retrieved from 
corporate.mattel.com/news/barbie-tm-celebrates-60-years-as-a-model- 
of-empowerment-for-girls. 

 
Mattel Newsroom. (2019). “Barbie Dream Gap Project Launches GoFundMe Initiative 

Timed to One Year Anniversary of the Program.” Mattel, Inc. Retrieved from 
corporate.mattel.com/news/barbie-dream-gap-project-launches-gofundme 
-initiative-timed-to-one-year-anniversary-of-the-program 

 
Mattel Newsroom. (2018). “Barbie Pushes Global Initiative To Champion Girls' Limitless 

Potential With ‘Dream Gap Project.’” Mattel, Inc. Retrieved from 
corporate.mattel.com/news/barbie-pushes-global-initiative-to-champion- 
girls-limitless-potential-with-dream-gap-project. 

 
N.A. (2018). “Role Models: Inspiring Women: You Can Be Anything.” Barbie. Retrieved 

from www.barbie.com/en-gb/dream-gap. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3UN0IWKNoA0
http://www.gofundme.com/c/act/barbiedreamgapproject
http://www.barbie.com/en-gb/dream-gap


1
 

Comm-Entary 2020-2021 
 

 
Breaking News: Journalism is at the Brink of Extinction 
Jamie Azulay 

 
ABC, NBC, CBS, FOX; which TV news channel is your go to station for breaking news? 
Would you rather subscribe to the Wall Street Journal, the Washington Post or the New 
York Times? If these questions were asked decades ago,  people  would  consider 
factors such as price, location, entertainment value, and convenience. But in today’s 
digital age, it’s all about trust. Which news outlet is most trustworthy? Which one 
produces the most ‘fake news?’ Gallup, a global analytics firm, recently released a 
study that says only nine percent of people in the United States have a “great deal” of 
trust in American mass media. This striking statistic is not new to 2020. Rather, trust in 
traditional forms of news media (radio, print and television) has been on a downward 
slope since the introduction of the internet into American society. As forms of 
communication have changed throughout the ages, journalism has changed shape a 
few times. However, the introduction of the internet into mainstream culture in the late 
modern to early postmodern era is the greatest threat that the institution of journalism 
has ever faced in the United States. Things such as the concept of an online public 
sphere, social media, memes and even the president have all played a role in how 
journalism is viewed and accepted in American society. 

 
In the earliest forms of communication, there was not yet an established form of 
journalism. In the oral-tribal and scribal eras that lasted, approximately, from the 
emergence of man through the eighteenth century, people relied on a limited range of 
communication methods. Word of mouth was used as the main form of communication 
in much of the oral-tribal era. Information was spread throughout a tribe using stories 
that had been memorized and then recited with a song or a poem. Communicating 
between tribes or familial groups was challenging as there was not a shared common 
language until the late scribal era. Communication in the scribal era was still dominated 
by oral speaking, but more people were learning how to read and write. Literate folk 
could work as scribes copying text which was a long and tedious project. This 
advancement in communication, though most people remained illiterate, helped to 
make society more complex. People no longer had to rely on memorization and 
storytelling to share news or stories, and the ability to copy a text allowed thoughts and 
stories to spread more widely. 

 
Near the end of the scribal era, Johannes Gutenberg developed the printing press, a 
machine that changed communication for years to come. The printing press eliminated 
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the need to copy texts by hand. The machine used moveable type that enabled texts to 
be shared at quicker rates than ever before, and in new shared languages as well. 
Common languages were introduced to society varying by region  and  country, 
because the machine was set letter by letter and printed one sentence at a time. This 
meant that printing texts in the many different languages that existed in oral tribes was 
too time consuming and not as efficient. Having a common language that more people 
could understand enabled a wider spread of ideas and information. In what was 
referred to as the public sphere by German philosopher Jurgen Habermas, common 
language was used for public debate and political discourse.  Michael  Soha,  a 
professor of media studies at the University of New Hampshire, defines Habermas’ 
public sphere in a text called, Technology & Social Change: Four Major Eras. He writes: 

 
In the 18th century, a new thriving commercial sector enabled the need for free 
and accurate information for merchants, who began meeting in cafes and 
saloons to discuss commercial, and eventually political issues.  This, building 
upon the Age of Enlightenment, developed what Habermas calls the “bourgeois 
public sphere,” a “third place” that was neither private (in the home) nor official 
(in the court of the monarchy), where people could discuss issues of common 
concern, and with disregard for social status. 

 
The public sphere offered a place where news could spread. Beyond the spoken word, 
writers who were a part of the public sphere could take what they had heard in the 
common space and print it in a pamphlet or another sort of publication to spread those 
ideas even further. Thus, clear forms of journalism started to truly take shape with the 
emergence of the printing press and Habermas’ public sphere. Gutenberg’s invention 
supported the publication and spread of early newspapers. The first text considered as 
a form of journalism was printed in Germany in 1609, explained the Washington Post’s 
Heming Nelson. Nelson wrote that this publication is set apart from others of this era, 
because it was the first of its kind to be published on a regular basis. Just decades 
later, newspapers were found in almost every European nation. Even back then, 
though, questions of trust emerged. In a film titled, Matter of Fact: Printing Transforms 
Knowledge, the narrator says, “In a totally oral world where everything was talked, it 
made people tell the truth.” So, what does this imply for a world where nothing is talked 
anymore? The film argues that fact no longer holds the same meaning. Facts are 
transient and so are standards, values and ethics. They question, “What can you trust 
in a world where nothing in the old sense is real?” This is only complicated further as 
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time goes on, but for a short time, in the modern era, journalism recovered and was 
highly regarded in society. 

 
The modern era is marked by developments such  as  nationalism,  industrialism, 
institutions and mass media. In addition to the emergence of newspapers, the printing 
press increased religious texts, guides in  various  fields  of  science  and  handbooks  to 
train people in nearly  every  industry.  With  increased access to these books and guides 
full of information, those who could read were able to learn new trades. This sparked 
interest in fields outside of the traditional work in agriculture. As the modern era 
continued, the trend of industrialization  became  a  defining  characteristic. 
Industrialization refers to the rapid development of industries that transformed society 
from agrarian to industrial. As more people transitioned their lifestyles to  a  more 
industrial and urban one, the government began to introduce institutions that were 
intended to improve life for the general public. These institutions included things such 
as public education, vaccinations, and welfare programs. A society that was previously 
illiterate was now able to receive an education for free. In early modernity, the printing 
press allowed texts to be  spread  so  widely  that  people  were  slowly  becoming  more 
and more literate. In mid-late modernity, there were enough literate people in the world 
that it became a priority to teach all children how to read and write. The printing press 
took society from a few religious texts to a government funded education that provided 
books and printed resources for all children. With newfound rates of literacy, more of 
society could engage with the newly established institution of journalism. 

 
In 1791, the United States constitution established the first amendment noting the right 
to free speech, religion, and press. Having protected free press in the United States 
helped journalists across the nation build their industry. Newspaper outlets popped up 
throughout the United States, and it was not long before the modern era’s industrial 
society invented new ways to communicate. One of the most important aspects to 
consider about modernity is the development of mass media. Radio, film and television 
were not just new forms of entertainment; they gave people a new perspective on 
journalism and politics. As opposed to the traditional newspaper, news received by 
radio or TV felt almost instantaneous. This new broadcasting technology was the first 
time people could see two parts of the nation live at the same time. Stories happening 
in other states could be brought to you in just a matter of seconds, where with a 
newspaper it would take time for a reporter to get on scene, report, write, and then 
have the story printed in the paper. Print journalists certainly managed to do so, but TV 
and radio changed the face of journalism. Additionally, TV and radio news anchors, as 
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well politicians like the president, were brought directly into people’s houses. These 
figures had a newfound way of speaking directly to their audience in the comfort of 
their own homes. Thinking back to Habermas’ concept of the public sphere, as mass 
media was slowly introduced, the power in political discourse shifted again. When 
Habermas first observed the public sphere, society had seen a shift in power from the 
church and the state to the people. In the modern era, there was a shift from the 
people to news media and politicians. No longer were people actively participating in 
the discourse; they became a passive audience instead. People trusted  the  news 
media and political parties allowing them to shape the discourse around politics and 
other hot topics until the internet emerged and a new digital age began. Radio, film, 
and television were a new way to spread information to a lot of people and at much 
faster rates. People were able to gather trusted news and hear stories from across the 
nation in a matter of seconds. What once seemed like such a profound invention, 
would quickly come to be considered a slow, old-school way of communicating. In 
January 1983, the internet was invented, forever changing journalism and the way it is 
seen in the public eye. 

 
Habermas’ original definition of the public sphere relied on having a physical space 
where men could come together, but, with the internet, people from all walks of life can 
engage in discourse from anywhere in the world. The internet as we know it today 
connects billions of users from across the globe. There are websites  and  blogs 
covering nearly every topic imaginable. In Theorizing Community,  Discourse,  and 
Action Online, Soha (2012) writes, “We see a new world of information and political 
activism driven by a (mostly) decentralized network of ideological bloggers, websites, 
and social media that are able to collectively exert pressure, often rapidly on policy 
makers.” Bloggers, social media accounts and general internet users can all turn to this 
“new world of information and political activism” as a place to communicate. The 
public sphere Habermas wrote about excluded women, slaves, the lower class and 
other marginalized groups, which is unfortunately a trend still seen in society today. 
However, as Soha explains, “From the earliest days of the Internet, users have 
proclaimed that the Web provided a new forum for discourse that was free of the 
prejudices, power differences, and other trappings of the non-virtual world” (2012). In 
this new digital age Habermas’ public sphere has shifted once more, and there is a 
return to an active and more diverse audience. Society is no longer passive and 
accepting what they hear from institutions; they are active and controlling the narrative 
themselves. The internet is a place where anyone can contribute, which comes with 
both benefits and dangers to society. 
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Social media platforms such as Snapchat, Instagram, Twitter, Reddit, Facebook and 
YouTube are what the people are using to take back the power of the public narrative. 
Each of these sites gives internet users a chance to share their unique points of view, 
and they often share about major world issues and current events. Across all platforms, 
internet users share photos; videos; blog posts; and more about  individual 
experiences, questions and stories. Thanks to the internet, society can learn a lot about 
other people, cultures and places as well as current events and historical moments, 
too. Even more serious or grave topics are addressed online. The internet is a good 
resource to use when learning about or discussing heavier topics, because there are 
many ways in which they can be presented in a less serious, more light-hearted way. 
Memes, in particular, are a great example of how this is done. Internet memes, as 
defined by Patrick Davidson in The Language of Internet Memes, are “a piece  of 
culture, typically a joke, which gains influence through online transmission” (2012). 
Internet memes have the ability to turn pieces of culture, or a current event that may be 
difficult to grasp, into a joke. For many people, memes are how they are first exposed 
to current events or world issues. Can society trust memes to give people an accurate 
sense of what is going on in the world around them? The answer seems unclear, but it 
is obvious the internet enables memes to have this effect. 

 
The internet also lets ordinary people play an active role in reporting. TV news 
broadcasting was once a fascinating concept. As previously mentioned, live reporting 
from other parts of the nation was, for many people, the first time they had been 
exposed to such a rapid display of technology at work. With the internet, though, 
things move even faster. With smartphones or computers in nearly everyone’s hands at 
all times, average people have the ability to report what they are seeing or experiencing 
in real time. On February 14, 2018, there was a shooting inside a high school in 
Parkland, Florida. Students and other witnesses turned to the social media app 
Snapchat to document the incident in real time. Photos and videos taken on the app 
were then shared and seen before the shooting was reported on by any official news 
site. These photos and videos taken by students in the school building were later used 
by journalists to supplement their news coverage. This example is just one of many in 
which events first get exposure through social media. In many cases, this is a useful 
way for news outlets to collect raw footage. However, this also leaves room for 
misleading information to spread. Society no longer relies on media gatekeepers to 
determine what is true or false, and media organizations have had to adapt to a new 
style of reporting that is appropriate for, and can keep up with, social media. 
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Journalism was forced to change its form  in  order  to  stay  relevant  in  a  fast-paced 
digital world. This meant writing short stories with captivating, click-bait-like headlines 
to catch people’s eye, and incorporating  more  photo  and  video.  It  also  meant 
journalists and their designated news outlet had to risk lowering their quality in order to 
get their story out on social media first. There was always pressure to publish a major 
story before other outlets, but in such a quickly moving digital world it became more 
important than ever. If your story goes up first, people will share it across social media 
platforms which will then be seen and shared by their followers and their follower’s 
followers. News outlets want their  story  to  be  the  one that goes viral. All of this work 
had to be done in order to stay relevant, but to also maintain support as well. As news 
outlets transitioned to an  online  platform  that  people  could  access at all hours of the 
day from anywhere in the world, was there still a need to print physical copies of the 
newspapers or go on-air at scheduled times for a  newscast?  This  is  an  existential 
question that the journalism industry will continue to face, and if  subscriptions  and 
viewers drop low enough as  a  result  of  the  internet,  the answer will be decided for 
them. 

 
The trend in subscriptions and viewers is not looking good for the future of journalism. 
A major factor that will influence the future of journalistic institutions in the United 
States is the concept of truth, but trust in news media has been on a downward slope 
since the 1970s. The Gallup study that was previously mentioned reports,  “Trust 
ranged between 68% and 72% in the 1970s, and though it had declined by the late 
1990s, it remained at the majority level until 2004, when it dipped to 44%. After hitting 
50% in 2005, it has not risen above 47%.” Since the end of the modern era and start of 
the postmodern era trust in journalism has been losing speed. In his piece Technology 
& Social Change: Four Major Eras, Soha writes, “One of the many paradoxes (and there 
are many!) of the postmodern age is that while we live in a society ever-dominated and 
maintained through the progression of scientific and technological information and 
knowledge,  there has also been a general backlash against some of the “expertism” 
and institutional management of the modern age” (2020). So, while this trend is nothing 
new nor is it a trend seen in journalism alone, there is something to be said about the 
loss of trust in this institution within recent years. This is all thanks to how people are 
using the internet and social media to express their views and opinions. YouTube and 
Reddit have served as platforms for people to debunk things they have heard about 
from mainstream news media. They create videos or posts supporting their claim that 
the news media is corrupt and full of lies. While they may have some sort of evidence 
or what they think to be a convincing claim, these videos work as a sort of conspiracy. 
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Conspiracy is used here to refer to repeated false or unproven claims. President Donald 
Trump posts baseless claims about current events and world issues and frequently 
refers to the press as ‘fake news.’ In the past week Trump has tweeted six times about 
fake news or suppression media amidst hundreds of claims of election fraud. The 
electoral college called the election in favor of President-elect Joe Biden and the news 
media has been reporting on this for weeks, yet Trump is fervently claiming the results 
of the election were rigged. One Tweet in particular reads, “The only thing more 
RIGGED than the 2020  Presidential  Election  is the FAKE NEWS SUPPRESSED MEDIA. 
No matter how big or important the story, if it is even slightly positive for “us”, or 
negative for “them”, it will not be reported!” This behavior and language from a leader 
like the President are extremely harmful to journalists and their industry. President 
Trump’s supporters are likely to believe this sentiment and therefore not trust the news 
either. Conspiracy is most commonly spread through repetition. The more Trump 
makes false claims without evidence the more people will believe them simply because 
they have read the claim so many times. According to Trump’s Twitter archive, 
President Trump has tweeted about fake news 943 times since his inauguration on 
January 20, 2017. The Gallup study concluded by saying, “Americans' confidence in 
the media to report the news fairly, accurately and fully has been persistently low for 
over a decade and shows no signs of improving, as Republicans' and Democrats' trust 
moves in opposite directions. The political polarization that grips the country is 
reflected in partisans' views of the media, which are now the most divergent in Gallup's 
history” (Brenan, 2020). Trump’s views on news media have inspired others to be vocal 
about it as well and ultimately resulted in the greatest divide in trust that the nation has 
ever seen. 

 
Dustin Nemos, a proud Trump supporter and “seeker of truth in a fake news world” has 
a podcast and YouTube channel that he calls the Nemos News Network; he has no real 
experience in professional journalism. Nemos covers topics like election fraud and the 
Coronavirus, all with no real evidence to back it up. Nemos  said  in  a  60  Minutes 
interview with reporter Laurie Segall that  COVID  is  the  biggest  lie  that  the  fake news 
has ever told, and when asked what evidence  he  has  to  support  this  claim,  he  had 
none. His only point was that he personally did not trust the numbers being reported. 
Nemos is not the only person participating in this type of behavior though. People 
throughout the world are creating their own news networks to propagandize viewers. 
These news networks  are  deliberately  designed  to  support  political  candidates  and 
their ideologies. These sites and the Nemos News Network that  are  run  off 
misinformation and baseless claims are real examples of fake news. News coverage 



Azulay 19 
 

 
that may feel critical is not fake. Not only do fake news sites threaten the integrity of 
actual, high-quality reporting, it threatens the available jobs in the journalism market. 
News outlets now have to hire journalists to focus specifically on debunking false 
claims. One could argue this is creating more jobs, but, with the trend of less support 
and less money, that means jobs of other journalists are being lost. 

 
Fake news, claims of fake news, adapting to social media, and a lack of media 
gatekeepers have all played their part in the downfall of news media. With a president 
who so passionately rejects the media and half the population that so strongly admire 
him, where does that leave journalism going forward? Will journalists be able to regain 
trust? How? Will a new president help to restore trust in American news media? Will 
the news outlets we turn to be able to survive? All of these questions are unknown, but 
one thing is for sure; the introduction of the internet into society and mainstream 
culture has been the greatest threat the news media has ever faced. 
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Apologetic Discourse in Sexual Allegation Scandals 
Jake Connolly 

 
Introduction 
In apologia and apologetic discourse, a speaker attempts to redeem themselves with 
the audience through their speech and actions. These speeches function rhetorically, 
and the speakers make deliberate rhetorical choices in hopes of winning over their 
selected audience. There has been a great deal of research done on apologia, and over 
the years scholars have found certain characteristics that are common in speeches of 
apologia. In what follows, I analyze two responses to sexual misconduct allegation 
scandals: Donald Trump’s speech on October 7th, 2016 following the  Access 
Hollywood tape leak, and Bill  Clinton’s speech on August 17th, 1998 following his 
grand jury testimony amid the Monica Lewinsky scandal. I am interested in whether 
Trump and Clinton were able to achieve redemption in the eyes of the public, what 
rhetorical choices they make, and whether they are successful. Both of these displays 
have Clinton and Trump facing backlash over allegations and controversy that are 
sexual in nature, and having to make an apology. Comparing these, I hope to see how 
each speaker approaches the situation, how they address the audience, and how their 
strategies differ or are similar. 

 
Background 
Through the years of 1998 and 1999, President Bill Clinton faced controversy  for 
having a relationship with White House intern Monica Lewinsky. This scandal came 
about from an investigation led by special prosecutor Kenneth Starr. Starr had been 
investigating Clinton for other issues, including the Whitewater scandal and a sexual 
harassment lawsuit from when Clinton was Governor (Kramer and Olson, 2002). Clinton 
initially denied having sexual relations with Lewinsky, but was exposed when 
Lewinsky’s coworker Linda Tripp secretly recorded her talking about her relationship 
with Clinton. 

 
When the press discovered the scandal, Clinton continued to deny all allegations 
vehemently, issuing a statement in January 1999 in which he issued the now infamous 
phrase, “I did not have sexual relations with that woman, Miss Lewinsky” (Kramer and 
Olson, 2002). The scandal stalled until July 1998, when Lewinsky agreed to testify in 
exchange for immunity (Kramer and Olson, 2002). Clinton’s initial claims of denial were 
destroyed by Lewinsky saying there were, “numerous incidents of non-intercourse 
sexual contact” and brought forward a blue dress that contained Clinton’s DNA on it 
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(Kramer and Olson, 2002). Clinton then testified on August 17, 1998, and in his 
testimony claimed that the contact between him and Lewinsky, “did not qualify as 
‘sexual relations’... as the term had been defined during his deposition in the Jones 
case” (Kramer and Olson, 2002, pg. 350). Later that evening after his grand jury 
testimony, Clinton appeared on television to address the scandal. 

 
On October 7, 2016, The Washington Post leaked a tape from Access Hollywood in 
2005 that showed a conversation between Donald Trump and Billy Bush. The video 
shows Trump making several extremely offensive remarks about women including, “I 
don't even wait. And when you're a star, they let you do it. You can do anything. Grab 
‘em by the p*ssy. You can do anything” (Trump, 2005). In 2016, Trump was in the 
middle of a contentious presidential election cycle against Hillary Clinton and had a 
second debate coming up in the next few days. After the video surfaced, Trump faced 
intense backlash from both Democrats and his own party, including John McCain, Mitt 
Romney, and Paul Ryan. With the intense backlash they were facing from both political 
parties, the Trump team rushed to issue a statement on October 7, 2016, which was a 
short video featuring Trump posted to Facebook. 

 
Methods & Texts 
For the purposes of this analysis, I will consider videos of both speeches, written 
transcriptions of them, and newspaper articles. The videos and transcripts will allow for 
rhetorical analysis of the speeches themselves. Newspaper Articles will give context to 
how the events were framed at the time. 

 
The displays feature both Trump and Clinton giving short speeches addressing their 
scandals. Trump’s features himself in front of a green screen and was not given live on 
TV, and was instead posted to his Facebook. The video shows Trump expressing 
remorse for what he did and then shifting to how his travels have changed him and 
ends by attacking the Democrats and Hillary Clinton. The tape was leaked on October 
7, 2016, and the speech was given on the same day. 

 
Bill Clinton’s speech was given on August 17, 1998, live on TV after going through 
grand jury testimony earlier in the day. The display features Clinton addressing the 
nation, admitting that he had an inappropriate relationship with Lewinsky and that it 
was wrong. Clinton apologized to his family and then attacked the investigation, 
emphasizing how it had gone on for too long and how it is time to move on and focus 
on the important things. 
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In the Trump speech, the audiences include his wife Melania, his supporters, Hillary 
Clinton and her supporters, and the nation and its citizens. When the incidents on the 
tape occurred in 2005, Trump was married to his wife Melania, who was pregnant at 
the time. In the video he discusses potentially being unfaithful, making Melania 
audience to the display and someone that he must show remorse to. Another audience 
for the display is his supporters who may turn against them because of the tape, and 
Trump must reassure them that he is not the person shown in the video and is still a 
candidate worthy of their support. Hillary Clinton is also an audience for the display, 
with Trump attempting to shift focus onto attacking her in order to portray her as worse 
than him. Lastly, with the controversy occurring in the middle of an election, the entire 
nation and world are an audience to this display. Trump had the potential to become 
president, so the greater public needed to see whether he was worthy to be the 
president and was remorseful for his actions. 

 
In Bill Clinton’s speech, his audiences include the American people, his family, 
Congress, and the officials responsible for the investigation into his behavior. In his 
speech, Clinton hoped to win the American people over to his side and show them that 
they should believe and put their faith in him. Clinton also was thinking about his 
family, who he had to apologize to and make things right with. Congress was skeptical 
of Clinton during the scandal and many Republicans were calling for impeachment, so 
Clinton needed to convince them that he was worthy to continue serving as President. 
Lastly, an audience that he addressed and was concerned about was the officials 
leading the investigation. In the speech, Clinton wanted the public to view the 
investigation as something that had gone on too long and was not fair towards him. 

 
Conceptual Framework 
Apologia is a form of  discourse that concerns acts of self-defense where a speaker 
must defend themselves. These speeches arise when a person and their character has 
been attacked and their morals are called into question. With people facing different 
accusations, different contexts, and using different strategies, each apology strategy is 
unique in its own way (Ware and Linkugel, 1973, pg. 274). Although each apology is 
unique, there are common strategies that speakers employ when involved in apologetic 
discourse. 

 
Hearit (2006) notes three potential responses for speakers when they are dealing with 
guilt, including denial, shifting blame, and mortification. Additionally, Coombs (2012) 
discusses situational crisis communication theory and describes five different options 
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for dealing with a crisis, including denial, distance, ingratiation, mortification, and 
suffering of the accused (Coombs, 2010). Beniot’s (2017) theory on image repair 
outlines five general strategies and several more specific image repair strategies. The 
first general strategy is denial, which is divided into the two sub-categories of simple 
denial and blameshift. The next strategy is evading responsibility, which includes 
provocation, defeasibility, accident, and good intentions. After evading responsibility 
comes reducing offensiveness, and that includes bolstering, minimization, 
differentiation, transcendence, attacking the accuser, and compensation. The final two 
categories are corrective action and mortification. The strategies of denial and evading 
responsibility focus on addressing the blame component of the accusation, reducing 
offensiveness and corrective action focus on the offensiveness component, and 
mortification focuses on asking the audience for forgiveness (Beniot, 2017). 

 
The theory that will guide the majority of this analysis comes from psychologist Robert 
Abelson and Ware and Linkugel (1973). Their theory identifies four common strategies 
that are found in apologetic discourse which are denial, bolstering, differentiation, and 
transcendence (Wilson, 1976, pg. 16). Denial deals with, “the simple disavowal by the 
speaker of  any  participation  in, relationship to, or positive sentiment toward,whatever it 
is that repeals the audience” (Katula, 1975, pg. 1). The next strategy bolstering is the 
opposite of denial and  involves,  “any  rhetorical  strategy  which reinforces the existence 
of a fact, sentiment, object, or relationship” (Ware and Linkugel, 1973, pg. 277). With 
bolstering, the speaker attempts to identify themselves  with  something  that  the 
audience views favorably. Both denial and bolstering are reformative because they do 
not attempt to change anything for the audience. 

 
Differentiation is a strategy that involves trying to change the meaning of an event by 
separating “some fact, sentiment, object, or  relationship  from  some  larger  context 
within which the audience presently views that attribute'' (Ware and Linkugel, 1973, pg. 
278). Transcendence is the opposite of differentiation and involves trying  to  take  a 
specific fact or object and join it together with a larger context, so the audience will 
“view the larger context and not the particular charges” (Wilson, 1976, pg. 16). 
Differentiation and transcendence  are  both  transformative  because  they  seek  to 
change the meaning of something that the audience views. 

 
Going further, Ware and Linkugel (1973) identify four subgenres in apologetic discourse 
which are absolution, vindication, explanation, and justification.  Each  subgenre utilizes 
two of the common strategies with absolution utilizing denial and differentiation, 
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vindication combining denial and transcendence, explanation combining bolstering and 
differentiation, and justification utilizing bolstering and transcendence (Wilson, 1976). 
Absolution involves the speaker seeking acquittal, denying wrongdoing, and seeking to 
clear their name (Ware and Linkugel, 1973). Vindictive strategies deal with the speaker 
wanting to preserve their reputation and show their greatness compared to their 
accusers (Ware and Linkugel, 1973). Strategies that are explainative represent the 
belief “that if the audience understands his motives, actions, beliefs, or whatever, they 
will be unable to condemn him” (Ware and Linkugel, 1973, pg. 283). The final subgenre, 
justification, wants the audience to not just understand the actions of the accused, but 
also approve of them (Ware and Linkugel, 1973). 

 
Findings 
Looking at the rhetorical strategy of denial, Clinton restrains himself and does not issue 
denial as often as he had in past reactions to the scandal. During his testimony, Clinton 
admitted to having an inappropriate relationship with Lewinsky. However, denial is used 
when Clinton states “at no time did I ask anyone to lie, to hide or destroy evidence, or 
to take any other unlawful action” (Clinton, 1998). This  emphasizes  one  of  Clinton’s 
points that although he may have done moral wrong, he did not do anything unlawful 
or illegal.  This  use  of  denial  does  not  acquit  Clinton  of his wrongdoings, and shows he 
is ineffectively clinging to being correct in  the  legal  sense.  On  the other hand, Trump 
does not implement denial in his statement, due in part to the nature of the scandal he 
was facing. Trump  could  be clearly identified in the audio and it would be damaging for 
him to deny his actions given this fact. 

 
In terms of bolstering, Clinton does not outright use the strategy, but there is implied 
bolstering in the speech. In his discussion of the real issues that the nation needs to 
return to, the audience is encouraged to think of the job that Clinton has done and the 
good things he has accomplished, and then to focus on a desire to return to that 
instead of continuing with the investigation. This works effectively because the public 
had largely grown tired of the investigation and approved of the job Clinton was doing, 
regardless of his actions. With Trump, bolstering is used in the body of his statement 
when he discusses  different people he has met along his travels. Trump is attempting 
to have the audience identify him with “grieving mothers who’ve lost their children [and] 
laid-off workers whose jobs have gone to other countries” (Trump, 2016). Trump wants 
the audience to view him favorably and see him as someone that represents these 
suffering people, and will help them if elected. 
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Moving on to the rhetorical strategy of differentiation, Clinton uses this in how he refers 
to the investigation. In the speech, Clinton seeks to transform how the audience views 
the investigation and wants them to see it  as something that has devolved into a 
circus. Clinton uses  phrases like, “pursuit of personal destruction”, “the spectacle of 
the last seven months”, and “politically inspired lawsuit” (Clinton, 1998). The goal here 
is to differentiate between what the investigation was, and what it now represents. 
Using this strategy, Clinton is successful in having the audience support his view that 
the investigation has gone on for too long and spiraled out of control. In Trump’s 
speech, he uses differentiation at two separate points. The first time he uses the 
strategy comes at the beginning, where he differentiates between the words he said in 
the tape and his own moral character. By using this strategy, Trump attempts to show 
that the words that he said in the tape do not represent the man that he is. The other 
use of differentiation comes at the end of the speech when Trump attacks the Clintons. 
Trump states, “I’ve said some foolish things,but there is a big difference between 
words and actions” (Trump, 2016). Here Trump is making a differentiation between 
words and actions, suggesting that although he may have said horrible things, they 
were just words that he did not act upon. This transitions into an attack on the Clintons, 
with Trump stating that they are people who have actually done bad things. However, 
the strategy loses its effectiveness here, with Trump attacking the Clintons instead of 
sticking to his own apology. 

 
Both Clinton and Trump incorporate the strategy of transcendence towards the ends of 
their speeches. Clinton uses transcendence with his plea for privacy, and suggestion 
that even presidents deserve privacy. This does not work effectively and appears more 
like Clinton just wants to hide from the issues. Transcendence is used again when 
Clinton mentions how it is time to move on from the investigation and turn towards 
more important issues. Trump uses transcendence in a more aggressive way by 
attacking his opponent, Hillary Clinton. Similar to Clinton, Trump talks about how there 
are more important issues going on in the world at the moment than the current 
scandal he is attempting to respond to. The scandal is framed as merely a distraction 
from the issues America is facing-- issues that have been caused by Hillary Clinton and 
the Democrats. Although this may be effective with Trump’s supporters, it fails by 
giving the impression that Trump is not genuinely remorseful and sees the scandal as 
merely a distraction. 
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Absolution is not used much by either speaker in their speeches. Clinton uses it in the 
beginning of the speech stating, “While my answers were legally accurate, I did not 
volunteer information” (Clinton, 1998). In this instance, Clinton is denying wrongdoing 
in the context of giving inaccurate answers. Although he admits to wrongdoing in the 
speech, Clinton denies wrongdoing in the specific context of legality. On the other 
hand, Trump does not use the strategy of absolution because he cannot deny 
wrongdoing, being clearly caught in the tape footage. 

 
Vindication is prevalent in both speeches, as well as the image repair strategy of 
attacking the accuser. Both Trump and Clinton want to preserve their reputation and do 
so by attacking their accusers and opponents. Clinton’s accuser is Kenneth Starr and 
the investigation that looked into both Clinton and those around him. The investigation 
is frequently put down in the speech and is framed as an unjust operation that has 
gone on for far too long. Clinton frames himself as the bigger person, answering 
questions that no one should have to because he has honor. This does not work 
effectively and Clinton comes off as insecure and bitter, attacking an investigation 
instead of apologizing for his own actions. 

 
On the other hand, vindication and attacking the opponent takes up a portion of 
Trump’s speech. Instead of focusing on the scandal and the apology that needs to be 
made, Trump cannot help himself and proceeds to use vindication to attack his 
opponent Hillary Clinton. This begins with Trump saying, “Hillary Clinton, and her kind, 
have run our country into the ground” (Trump, 2016). Clinton and the Democrats are 
framed as the ones who have hurt the country, and Trump is a better man than them 
who can fix the problems they have caused. 

 
Clinton uses explanative strategies when he attempts to explicate his reasons for 
misleading the public. Clinton states that his silence and comments were misleading to 
the American people, and he names factors that influenced his decisions. Through 
explaining his thought process, Clinton hopes the American people will accept his 
actions. This strategy could have worked for Clinton, but he divulges into attacking the 
investigation, which makes it appear petty and lose its rhetorical effectiveness. In 
contrast, Trump does not use explainative strategies because explaining his motives 
would only hurt him. 
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Justification is employed by Clinton, but not Trump. Throughout his entire speech, 
Clinton emphasizes how the investigation has become unfair and he deserves a right to 
privacy. By  making  such an emphasis, Clinton hopes for the audience to agree with 
him and overall approve with how he has handled the situation. This works for Clinton 
because people at the time viewed the investigation unfavorably and thought that 
Clinton had gone through enough. 

 
Conclusions 
In analyzing the apologetic discourses of Bill Clinton and Donald Trump, a variety of 
rhetorical techniques emerge. These rhetorical strategies are met with varying degrees 
of success, but overall neither speaker fully achieved their goal. Both Clinton and 
Trump failed rhetorically by reverting to attacking their accusers or opponents, which 
made them appear as more angry at their opponents than actually remorseful for their 
actions. Clinton’s constituents approved of his policy,, but did not like him personally, 
with one poll  showing his approval rating dropping from 70% to 61% (Simons, 2009, 
pg. 439). Although Trump was able to win the election, this scandal hurt greatly, 
contributing to losing the popular vote and permanently tarnishing his image with many 
Americans. Trump and Clinton both would have been more successful had they 
expressed mortification and given corrective action, instead of attempting to evade 
their responsibilities and digress into attacks when what was needed was an apology 
(Wilson, 1976). Although both Clinton and Trump were able to recover from their 
scandals, the rhetorical situation called for something more and neither was successful 
in using apologetic discourse strategies to restore their image. Rather, the focus needs 
to be on mortification and appearing to the audience as sincere. Audiences are often 
willing to forgive depending upon the actions done, and speakers will likely be more 
successful rhetorically if they focus on apologizing to their selected audiences and give 
corrective action to provide the audience reassurance that the actions will not happen 
again. 
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LGBTQ+ Representation in Friends 
Sarah DeSimone 

 
One topic that is not discussed enough is the way that LGBTQ+  characters  and 
relationships are portrayed in popular television shows, such as Friends. While Friends 
is a household name to so many, including my own family who used to watch the show 
on a daily basis, there are a significant number of jokes made that portray the LGBTQ+ 
community in a negative and joking manner. These jokes range from talking about the 
“requirements” of being a heterosexual man, to blatant homophobia and transphobia. 
While there is LGBTQ+ representation in the show, somehow every subplot centering 
around one of these characters contains jokes  that  are  meant  to  show  the  audience 
that the main characters, who are all straight, are somehow superior to them. 

 
Stereotyping is one of the main ways that the main characters set themselves apart 
from the LGBTQ+ characters on the show. There is an entire episode that centers 
around a male nanny that was hired by Ross and Rachel, two of the six friends that the 
show is named after, to care for their infant daughter. Ross has a hard time believing 
that a straight man could possibly be interested in the position of a nanny, and 
constantly questions his sexuality. When Sandy,  the nanny, turns out to be a very 
caring and loving nanny with an emotional side, Ross looks on in suspicion. He even 
says at one point “you got to be at least bi.” This stereotype that straight men are 
supposed to be uninterested in nurturing jobs, is a jab at the gay man who is expected 
to play a less-masculine role. This is just one example of how stereotyping is used 
throughout the show to perpetuate norms of heterosexuality. 

 
Stereotyping was not the only method used by Friends in order to poke fun at the 
LGBTQ+ community. This analysis is going to explore how the writers of the show used 
comedy to “other” all of the non-straight, non-cis characters on the show. In addition to 
this, we are also going to look into how the jokes used in the show create hegemony 
that cause the audience to normalize these problematic views and take them into their 
own lives. 

 
Lastly, we will look  at  framing.  The show frames gay characters and storylines in a way 
that makes  them  look  goofy  and  less  serious, perpetuating the notion that being queer 
is not “normal”, and that queerness is only mentioned for comedic relief. The gay/trans 
characters are made to act a certain way that sets them apart from  the  six  main 
characters of the show, so that it is clear to any viewer watching that the straight 
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people are the normal ones and everyone else is there in order to enhance the storyline 
with adult humor and just the right amount of inappropriateness. 

 
Stereotyping, othering, hegemony, and framing are the lenses through which one must 
look at Friends. I have always loved the show, and because of that I was able to blindly 
look past all of the homophobia because they were “just jokes”. But now as a bisexual 
woman, it is impossible to ignore many of the remarks that were made, and the way in 
which they represented queer characters. I wish  I could look past all of it the way I 
used to, because it hurts to criticize a childhood favorite, but things represented in the 
media that are harmful to certain communities need to be challenged so that future 
television shows and other pieces of media are written more thoughtfully. 

 
We must first look at one of the show’s overarching punchlines: Ross, his lesbian ex-
wife, Carol, and her partner, Susan. This storyline is mentioned in the first scene of the 
very first episode and remained present throughout the entirety of the 10 seasons. The 
relationship between Carol and Susan was used as a punchline, and many quick one 
liners were said that used very typical lesbian stereotypes. Examples of this are when 
Ross says “This was Carol’s favorite beer. She always drank it out of the can. I should 
have known”, or when he says, “good shake, good shake,” after meeting Susan and 
shaking her hand for the first time. These jokes are meant to show that the only 
lesbians in the show fulfill the commonly held stereotype that gay women are 
masculine and butch. But the jokes do not stop there. In fact, they go so far as to 
suggest that it was Ross who was able to turn his wife gay, suggesting that being gay 
is  a choice. This can be seen in this quote by Joey, one of the core six characters, “it 
just seems like Ross is the kind  of  guy who would marry a woman on the verge of 
being a lesbian and then push her over the edge”. 

 
Not only is Carol and Susan’s relationship used as a punchline, it is also very clearly 
used in order to create hegemony. Hegemony is defined as “the power or dominance 
that one social group holds over others” (Lull 34). The six main characters on the show 
had countless relationships, all of which were straight, and there were dozens of 
intimate moments shown on screen. Carol and Susan, on the other hand, were never 
shown kissing, even at their own wedding ceremony. This differentiation was 
intentional, and very clearly shows that straight relationships are what was considered 
normal, and gay relationships were not as important, and therefore did not need to get 
the same representation and attention. 
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This portrayal of Carol and Susan was not an accident. In fact, their relationship was 
framed with the purpose of influencing how the audience views non-straight 
relationships in general. If the audience views non-straight relationships as a joke, then 
the writers of the show can continue to use jokes that are hurtful towards the LGBTQ+ 
community with little to no backlash. This type of framing is when a television program 
or popular media influence the way that we feel about a particular topic (Kendall). Gay 
jokes are made throughout the entire 10 seasons of the show, so it was crucial that the 
first gay storyline set the stage for all other non-straight characters and plotlines to be 
seen as a joke. Every other serious relationship that took place in Friends had at least 
one on-screen kiss, so when the show’s only gay relationship does not get one, it is 
painfully obvious that their relationship is purely written into the show as a joke that can 
be referenced when it is convenient. 

 
While that is the only lesbian relationship on the show, there are other episodes that 
display sexual relationships between women. In season four episode 19, “The One with 
All the Haste”, Monica and Rachel, both straight, had just lost their very nice apartment 
to Joey and Chandler in a betting game. In a desperate plea to keep their apartment, 
the two women agree to let their two male friends watch them kiss for one minute. 
Joey and Chandler agree, the kissing scene is not shown, but when it is over, both men 
agree that it was worth it, and then go into their separate bedrooms and shut the door. 
This is meant to insinuate that after being aroused watching Monica and Rachel kiss, 
they are going to pleasure themselves. Monica and Rachel sexualized themselves by 
perpetuating yet another stereotype, that relationships between women are meant for 
male consumption and pleasure. Not to mention, the mere act of Joey and Chandler 
watching their close friends sexualize themselves like this creates a clear hegemony. 
The men hold all the power in this situation, creepily watching two women kiss in order 
to fulfill their own sexual pleasure. 

 
This type of sexualization can also be seen in season 7 episode 20, “The One with 
Rachel’s Big Kiss”. In this episode an old friend of Rachel’s from college makes a guest 
appearance, and Rachel tells her friends about a drunken night where the two of them 
kissed. Phoebe, one  of the six friends, says that she “just can’t picture it,” to which 
Joey responds, “you should get inside my head”. This is yet another example of 
intimacy between women being framed in a sexual yet joking manner, in order to 
appeal to the male gaze as well as remind the audience that this type of relationship is 
not meant to be taken seriously. 
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Aside from the sexualization of lesbian relationships, there is also another significant 
overarching plotline concerning a character who belongs to the LGBTQ+ community, 
Chandler’s dad. For the first few seasons of the show, Chandler throws himself a pity 
party at the thought of having a “gay dad” (quotes are used here because the entire 
time that the character is on screen, they are in drag, and their gender identity is never 
mentioned). Before we even meet this character, they are made a punchline. The 
friends make fun of Chandler for having a dad that performs in a burlesque show titled 
“Viva Las Gaygas” and goes by the name Helena Handbasket. Once  the  audience 
finally meets the character of Chandler’s “dad”, whose first scene had them dressed up 
in drag at their burlesque show, from then on, every scene they are in consists of 
offensive jokes. When Chandler and Monica are getting married, Chandler’s mom, the 
ex-wife of Helena Handbasket makes many remarks such as “don’t you have a little too 
much penis to be wearing a dress like that?” Jokes like this make it clear that people 
like Helena are not “normal”. They do not get the dignity to have a storyline that does 
not revolve around their sexuality or gender identity, that is the only meaningful thing 
about them. 

 
It is clear throughout the show that women are somewhat allowed to explore their 
sexuality, as shown with previous examples, but men are not allowed any wiggle room 
when coming to term with their own sexuality. Chandler makes many remarks that 
insinuate he only watches sports in order to fit in with his guy friends, and he is often 
ridiculed for being thought of as feminine or gay. In one episode, Ross and Joey 
accidentally fall asleep together on the same couch and wake up in a panic that they 
did something so intimate. This is because relationships between males are commonly 
framed as being emasculating. Even platonic friends have to be cautious not to 
accidentally do something that may imply they are not straight, because then they 
won’t be true men. On the other hand, women are allowed to be talked about in such a 
manner, because it is considered erotic. This is not only a stereotype that relationships 
between women are purposely for male consumption and viewership, but also that 
men cannot be men if they do not like women. 

 
There is quite a bit of emphasis on the theory that a person can be “turned gay”. This 
logic is even applied to children in the show. Ross’s son, Ben, from his previous 
marriage with Carol, guest stars in a few episodes as he grows up. In one episode he is 
shown as a toddler playing with a barbie, and Ross freaks out saying that if this 
continues his son could grow up to be in “show business”. He encourages Ben to play 
with monster trucks and G.I. Joe’s, to reduce the risk that Ben grows up to be gay. The 
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“show business” stereotype aside, the fact that Ross is so intent on Ben not being gay 
that he wants to control what toys he plays with proves how gay people are looked 
down upon in the show. They are not what is considered desirable or normal, and 
therefore if Ben was gay, Ross would have to admit to the fact that there is a power 
dynamic between straight and gay people on the show. Not to mention, the idea that a 
person can be turned gay perpetuates a notion that people are all born “normal” and 
straight, and it is their environment that changes them. This is a harmful stereotype, 
especially since it is often considered that feminine things such as a barbie, as in this 
example, are what turns men gay. This forces men to be hypermasculine, so their peers 
do not perceive them as queer. 

 
It is not just men that share these types of beliefs either. In season nine episode two, 
Chandler is forced by his work to take a position in Oklahoma. His wife, Monica, has no 
interest in moving there, and says she doesn’t even care to see the musical 
“Oklahoma”. Chandler then sings a few of the songs from the musical, and when done 
Monica replies “are you trying to tell me that we’re moving to Oklahoma, or that you’re 
gay?” As previously mentioned, the stereotype that gay men are the only men that like 
musicals is yet another way that the show promotes a type of masculinity that is 
harmful. This same type of situation is seen in Season four episode four, when Joey 
agrees to help the landlord out with his ballroom dancing in exchange for not evicting 
Rachel and Monica. After practicing with the landlord, Monica asks Joey how the 
dancing is going, and if he is gay yet. This is now countless  times  that  normal 
behaviors are criticized as being gay because of stereotypes with no basis in truth. 

 
While all of the examples that have been discussed may seem repetitive at this point 
stereotypes being used as jokes, men not being allowed to do normal tasks, queer 
people and relationships used as a punchline, female intimacy being seen as erotic, as 
well as countless other harmful implications that are made from what happens in 
Friends, these are only a handful. I have seen every episode, but while watching I was 
blind to all of the things that the show did wrong. I may have even laughed at some of 
the “gay jokes”. But after re-watching many of the episodes in order to properly analyze 
the show, it is clear that this show is harmful for the LGBTQ+ community. 

 
When looking at the stereotypes that have been discussed, there is a clear pattern. 
Lesbian women are butch and masculine and therefore give strong handshakes and 
drink beer out of a can, yet straight women on the show expressing intimacy with 
another female is erotic, because relationships between women are only meant to 
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please men. Not only this, but men in particular do not get the same freedom to be 
who they truly are. They are not allowed to be nannies, dance, nap on the same couch, 
like musical theatre, or even play with dolls as a child. These are all things that will turn 
them gay according to many common stereotypes, so therefore when men do these 
things, it is always to get a laugh out of the audience. Gay men are made out to be a 
joke and are all assumed to like the same the same things. 

 
When it comes to framing, from the first episode all non-straight characters and 
relationships are set up to be a joke by the way that Carol and Susan’s relationship was 
treated. The writers framed that particular storyline so that way the first interaction that 
the audience has with non-straight people consists of humor and no real substance. 
This was done intentionally so that non-straight people and relationships are allowed to 
be used as a punchline for witty jokes, and when someone says a gay joke, no one will 
get offended. While all non-straight storylines in Friends were framed in a negative way, 
it was Carol and Susan’s storyline that allowed the writers to get away with all of the 
homophobic jokes that were made throughout the entire ten seasons of the show. 

 
Lastly, the power dynamic between straight characters and queer characters is 
inherently unequal. Hegemony was created by not giving queer characters complexity, 
instead the only important thing about them is that they are not straight. This trumps all 
other characteristics that they could possibly have. Also, gay characters not being 
allowed to kiss each other unlike the straight characters on the show, takes away any 
dignity that they have left. They are not allowed to be intimate with the one they love, 
even at their own wedding ceremony, while straight characters form relationships and 
have intimacy in every episode. The fear of men being gay, like when Ross expressed 
that he was scared of what would happen if his son played with a Barbie, also shows 
that being gay is a choice that is something to be ashamed of. They do not get to have 
dignity, a meaningful relationship, or personality traits beyond their gay-ness. All of this 
while the six main characters have on-screen intimacy with dozens of people. 

 
In conclusion, Friends did a lot of things wrong. There is no way to deny this. However, 
considering its longevity, it is a comfort show to so many, including myself, so I can 
see how difficult it is to swear it off for good. While I do think it is important to 
acknowledge and condemn what the show did wrong, there are plenty of things that 
the show got right. It is still possible to love and watch a show that said some bad 
things, so long as viewers recognize this, creators promise to produce more thoughtful 
work in the future, and a valuable lesson has been learned. 
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Memorial Narratives: 
A Local Syncretic Memorial and How it Projects Public Identities 
Danielle Forte 

 
New England is prone to revisionist history on the subject of slavery. Specifically, 
Portsmouth, New Hampshire where there was a major entry point for slave ships in the 
late seventeenth century and early eighteenth century. Slaves remained 
unacknowledged from their very first step on American soil to when they were buried. 
In a segregated cemetery on Chestnut Street, near the outskirts of Portsmouth, they 
were put to rest. As Portsmouth was trying to expand, they did so by covering the 
remains of those who played an integral role in building the city into what it is today. On 
October 7th, 2003 in Portsmouth, New Hampshire a work crew unexpectedly exposed 
coffins containing human remains. Soon after, forensic archaeology and DNA analysis 
determined that the remains belonged to those of African ancestry. This discovery 
sparked conversation among the Portsmouth community that the space should be 
restored to sacred ground. The site that will be examined is the Portsmouth African 
Burying Ground. Today, the citizens of Portsmouth honor the local memorial by walking 
along the commemorative walkway and viewing the displays at the site. This site is 
contrary to the established notions of the area, where New Englanders tend to have 
skewed historical perceptions that slavery is only confined to the south. It’s rhetorically 
interesting since it’s addressed to the citizens of Portsmouth and is not as prominent as 
other big and popular memorials in the south. With the site being so localized, it allows 
us to take a deeper look into the effects of the community and the projections it offers. 
Further, many memorials studied are in the south, whereas this is an African American 
memorial in the heart of a New England city. For this, I'll be examining how memorials 
operate rhetorically to project public identities. 

 
Multiple scholars have studied memorials from different perspectives,  including Carole 
Blair and Neil Michel, who studied the AIDS  Memorial  Quilt  within  the  culture  of 
national commemorative building in the late twentieth century. While the quilt is not a 
memorial per say, it marks the lives of those  who  battled  AIDS  and  lost.  It creates a 
space for those to remember them, much like a regular memorial site. The AIDS quilt 
accomplishes multiple rhetoric achievements.  Blair  and  Michel  make  the  stance  that 
the quilt marks an important moment in U.S. history and continues to “both enable and 
disable contemporary public commemoration” (Blair and Michel,  2007,  p.  3).  The 
studying of this quilt can help us recognize that while memorials are intended to be for 
the remembrance of the past, it has a lot to do with the present. We can apply our past 
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to the present through looking and studying  at  memorials.  Moreover,  Marco  Giliberti 
also studies memorials, through the lens of a “Black-Belt Landscape”  and  thus,  the 
identity of African Americans within memorials. Giliberti states that  while  African 
American memorials are fading, the  memory  they hold and represent is stronger than 
ever, especially through scholarly interest. Scholars want to enhance local identity and 
strengthen the sense of community through examining memorials (Giliberti, 2013). By 
examining African American memorials, we can see that memory is collective in the 
present. Furthermore, Giliberti’s  examination  of  various  African  American  memorials 
can be compared to the Portsmouth African Burying Ground. 

 
Patricia Davis takes a similar look with her examination of African American history 
museums and how they may serve as “vehicles for redevelopment in southern cities 
marked by racial conflict” (Davis, 2013). Davis argues that through the rhetoric that 
reconciliation museums offer, this can rebuild communities that were once tainted with 
racial tensions. Museums and memorials can be constructive, rather than destructive, 
by remembering and using a certain projection into the community or public they serve 
in. Similar to Giliberti, Davis believes that memorials and museums can give 
communities that were once hegemonic a revisionist narrative and enable 
transformation. Additionally, memorials can be examined as features of display, 
specifically the Little Ones’ Memory Garden in Birmingham, Alabama. Dean Terva 
recalls that it's important to understand the importance of how cultural ideals are 
communicated through the concept of display when analyzing memorials and 
monuments. Michael Dickinson takes an alike approach when analyzing memorials and 
how the rhetoric is displayed to the public. Dickinson says that as awareness of black 
issues keeps arising, so does the need to look at black memorials. They serve as a 
reminder of how separate they once were, and still are today. Correspondingly, 
Dickinson also speaks on behalf of the confederate statues and the want to take them 
down. Statues and memorials were put up during insufferable periods of time for 
African Americans. While people can take them down, it does not erase the years of 
pain the statues symbolized. While these scholars all build a compelling approach, I will 
be examining different sources regarding the Portsmouth African Burying Ground. 

 
The Portsmouth African Burying Ground is located on Chestnut Street intersecting with 
Court Street in Portsmouth, New Hampshire. It’s off the beaten path in Portsmouth, 
making it harder to find. Although it is free to anyone that comes across it, the few 
times I went, it was sparse in turnout. There are historic walks in Portsmouth that speak 
about the African American history in the area and how they built most of Portsmouth. 
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Those who wish to see it must go out of their way by paying for a tour or by taking a 
substantial detour from main street. Therefore, the likely audiences for this memorial 
are people interested in the African American history within Portsmouth. Additionally, 
the memorial is also addressed to the citizens of Portsmouth rather than the slaves it 
intends to memorialize. 

 
The memorial has many features  including,  the  ‘Entry  Figures.’  These  figures  look 
almost like bronze  statues.  They  ‘stand’  with  their  backs  to  each other, separated by 
the slab that holds them up. One is a man who stands for the first enslaved Africans 
brought to Portsmouth. Another figure is a female figure who represents Mother Africa 
and is on the side of the concrete slab that bears the name of the memorial. The gap 
between their fingertips is just a detestable reminder of their forced separation and 
divisions of past injustice.  The  space  between their fingers, reaching for each other yet 
still not touching, is just another reminder of past injustices as well as a call to action. 
Moreover, there is a ‘Petition Line’ that slithers through the entirety of the memorial. It is 
a sort of walkway that guides you through the memorial, quoting phrases from the 
“Petition of Freedom'' which was a petition  assembled  by  twenty  men  who  were 
forcibly brought to New Hampshire. The petition  was  for  their freedom in the state of 
New Hampshire. The walkway links together all of the features at the memorial. There 
is also a burial vault lid which holds the  remains  exhumed  in  2003  at  the  site. 
Continuing through the site, there  are  community  figures  symbolized  by  bronze life-
sized figures.  Both  adults  and  children,  female  and male, stand separated around the 
edge of the memorial, forming half a circle, representing the separation  and uncertainty 
experienced by those brought here as captives. Furthermore, they are also a 
representation of the collective community of Portsmouth coming together to 
acknowledge, protect and pay homage to  this  Burying  Ground.  There  is  also  a 
decorative railing, its design that suggests boat paddles, stands behind the community 
figures. The railing is based on a Kinte cloth motif. The last prominent feature at the 
memorial is the burial vault. The Petition Line disappears underneath the  vault, 
establishing the significance to the reality of what lies beneath it. The burial vault, which 
has a  decorative  lid,  holds  the  remains  that  were  found in 2003. The cover has the 
West African Adinkra symbol, which denotes the  phrase  “Return  and  Get  It  –  Learn 
from the Past.” The Portsmouth African Burying Ground Memorial stands for those who 
were forgotten and acknowledges their humanity while  also  acknowledging  ours.  This 
site is off the main  road  of  Portsmouth,  where  any onlooker can view the grounds as 
they please, free of charge. The Burying Ground also lies on  the  Portsmouth  Black 
Heritage Trail to enhance people’s knowledge of the tragic history Portsmouth. The 



40 Comm-Entary 2020-2021 
 

 
memorial provides the individuals who pass through this site an opportunity to look 
back and reflect. 

 
Personally, when I visited the site, an air of melancholy surrounded me as I walked the 
Petition Line from feature to feature. Given that the city of Portsmouth historically knew 
about this segregated burying ground and covered it up made me feel a weight, and 
almost a responsibility. The memorial provided me with the responsibility to educate 
myself about this topic. Also, the mere fact that I went to school so close and never 
knew about this site until this past year was sorrowful. 

 
In the spring of 2015, the African American remains that were found were re-interred in 
the burial vault that is now the focal point of the memorial that stands in Portsmouth 
today. The memorial was created by the community of Portsmouth and on a plaque at 
the memorial they make it known that it is neither black history nor white history, rather 
it’s the collective history of Portsmouth. In the 2003 excavation for a new parking lot, a 
construction crew found thirteen coffins. With this new discovery, the city of 
Portsmouth immediately began their research. They ended up finding multiple maps of 
Portsmouth, some even dating back to the mid eighteenth century. Upon further 
research, they also found that this site has always been in town records. It was 
recorded as the “Negro Burying Ground.” It was a segregated burying ground for the 
African Americans that were forcibly brought here to build up Portsmouth. It was found 
that as Portsmouth continued to vastly expand, the burying ground became something 
of the past,  and the cemetery was subsumed by the urban landscape. A committee 
was soon formed to bring awareness, remembrance, and an overall salute to the lives 
that built up the city that forgot them. The committee, the Portsmouth African Burying 
Ground Committee, wanted the memorial to compliment the surrounding African 
American entities such as the Seacoast African American Cultural Center and the 
Portsmouth Black Heritage Trail (Summary Information, 2016). From this information, 
we can gather that this memorial is rich in rhetorically interesting features. It is a 
localized memorial that aims to educate those who pass by. Nonetheless, the city that 
once tried to cover up the lives of those who developed Portsmouth, is now trying to 
make an inclusive environment for education and remembrance. Conversely, the 
memorials that lay in the south, such as the Martin Luther King Memorial, were built to 
remember a life that was never forgotten, and to make sure it stays that way. 

 
In order for us to better understand the Portsmouth African Burying Ground, the 
concepts of Victoria Gallagher, John C. Adams, and Sonya Foss need to be applied to 
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the rhetoric of the memorial. The concepts and work of Victoria Gallagher most closely 
relate to the Portsmouth memorial and her frequent and important references to 
Richard Merelman’s concepts. Gallagher believes that memorials have a delineated 
purpose and are epideictic in visual form in the sense that they honor the virtuous and 
allow us to remember the past. Gallagher’s work requires understanding of the term 
epideictic, which is stated as the following, according to John C. Adams in Rhetorics of 
Display: “Epideictic displays paradigm cases that embody presently operative, but 
contingent concepts of virtue. As concrete and vividly depicted exemplars of the good 
drawn from the actual deeds of community members, they forcefully display virtues 
reality” (Adams, p. 296). Gallagher recognizes memorials are visual rhetoric as 
“rhetorical scholars are responding to changes in rhetorical practice by expanding the 
data they  analyze  to include visual symbols” (Foss, 1994, p. 2). Foss’s ideas help to 
look at the Portsmouth Burying Ground because she looks at the functions within art, 
such as memorials, signs, or statues, all of which the site contains. Foss pleads people 
to question art when they view it, asking: what does it enable us to do? What function 
does it serve? Foss’s concepts closely interrelate with Gallagher’s views on memorials, 
as Gallagher also requests that people take a deeper look into memorials. She looks at 
them as genres because all memorials have expectations. People design memorials 
based on others they have seen. They take our sense of how to be. Within Gallagher’s 
chapter in Rhetorics of Display, she pairs her concepts with those of  Richard 
Merelman, as he speaks about racial and cultural projections, all of which closely 
pertain to the Portsmouth site. Enacting cultural forms have been deemed important to 
society. Merelman contends there is growth in black cultural projections and that the 
scene is set for a struggle between a changing American culture. It’s salient to examine 
Merelman’s four forms that cultural projection may take when surveying a site such as 
the Portsmouth African Burying Ground. The four forms being syncretism, hegemony, 
polarization, and counter hegemony. The most pertinent to the Portsmouth site is 
syncretism, which “occurs when dominants accept some of the subordinate cultural 
projection, and subordinates accept some of the dominant projection” (Merelman, p. 
178). To closely analyze the question, “how do memorials operate rhetorically to project 
public identities?” it is important to apply Merelman’s cultural projection forms to 
Gallagher’s theory on genres within memorials. Gallagher believes that public memory 
and the genre theory go hand in hand when looking at memorials as they can “provide 
a framework for describing and theorizing this complexity as well as the patterns of 
regularity that cut across artifacts” (Gallagher, p. 179). To apply her concepts and 
thoughts along with Merelman’s, Gallagher applies them to various memorials, one of 
them being the Martin Luther King Memorial. Gallagher does so because an emphasis 
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on the genre theory requires “looking comparatively across discourses and artifacts” 
(Gallagher, p. 179). To analyze the Portsmouth African Burying Ground, it is important 
to compare it to the King Memorial to classify cultural projections as well as analyze 
genre theory. The Portsmouth site serves as a generic function to remember the lives 
that were lost. Gallagher’s work on genre is also helpful to “understand how cultural 
projections related to public memory lead to the development of social, racial identities, 
since, as individuals, we ‘reproduce patterned notions of others’” (Gallagher, p 180.). I 
will be taking all of these concepts to analyze how the Portsmouth Burying Ground 
operates rhetorically to project identities. 

 
Using Merelman’s model, we can characterize Portsmouth African Burying Ground as a 
form of a syncretic cultural projection since the dominant group, being the white people 
who occupy Portsmouth, accept some of the subordinate cultural projection. Thus, 
subordinates, being the black community, accept some of the dominant projection. 
This can be compared to the King Memorial that Victoria Gallagher analyzes in her 
chapter, Displaying Race. The King Memorial includes the involvement of the National 
Park Service while the Portsmouth site has the city of Portsmouth. Portsmouth held 
many town forums and had all that wanted to be, involved in the creation of this 
memorial. Physically, much of the two memorials are very different, but the King 
Memorial correspondingly merges dominant and subordinate projections, just like the 
Portsmouth African Burying Ground. One difference between the King Memorial and 
the Portsmouth site would be that when the King Memorial first opened, a majority of 
white people rejected it, “or at least, ignored the images displayed at the site” 
(Merelman, p. 191). This would be almost impossible at the Portsmouth site through 
the historic tours that the majority of white people voluntarily take, as well as the 
plaques that give a plethora of information at the site. Secondly, the King Memorial and 
Center for Nonviolent Social change are all located on one side of the street. Whereas, 
the Portsmouth site compliments the Seacoast African American Cultural Center and 
the Portsmouth Black Heritage Trail. Furthermore, the birthplace of Martin Luther King 
is present at the King Memorial. At the Portsmouth site, this can be seen connotatively 
through the statue that represents Mother Africa, as this is the birthplace of many who 
were forcibly brought to Portsmouth. This establishes a sense of a birthplace for the 
subordinate community. Also, everyone can relate to this woman, humanizing the 
“other” for dominant viewers. The place is personified by the Mother of Africa. 
Nevertheless, the features at the Portsmouth’s site are highly functional and serve as 
an educational resource that binds the community together. The King Memorial has a 
gift shop, so the “activity and identity of being a consumer is clearly secondary,” 
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whereas the Portsmouth site is free to enter and does not have a gift shop, so the 
activity and identity of being a consumer is never a worry (Gallagher, p. 191). Gallagher 
states that the features and surroundings of the King Memorial indicates “both 
structurally and symbolically that an individual's commemoration can lead to social 
action and change,” and the same can be said for the Portsmouth site, with its internal 
features as well as surrounding displays (Gallagher, p. 191). When looking at the 
Portsmouth site it’s hard to overlook the Petition Line, or the commemorative walkway, 
and for good reason. At the King Memorial, the walkways serve as an aid in guiding 
people as well as providing them a place to contemplate throughout the memorial. At 
the Portsmouth site, the Petition Line does just that. With the line ending at the burial 
vault, it serves as a function of reflection. It allows people to consider why they’re 
there, what happened in the past, and what they can do to change themselves and 
situations for the present and future. These two memorials “share a common 
commemorative purpose” (Gallagher, p. 184). They both seek to honor the virtuous 
person/people, “thereby shaping historical memory and asserting values to inform 
current and future deliberations” (Gallagher, p. 184). Through applying Gallagher’s and 
Merelman’s concepts and ideas about the King Memorial, we can see that the 
Portsmouth site is closely interrelated to the King Memorial, thus making it a genre 
within the genre theory. They share many common features that serve the same 
functions. While the meanings may be different, there are no grievances in that the 
Portsmouth site and the King Memorial are interchangeable in functions. 

 
Through analyzing this memorial rhetorically, it can be discerned that this a syncretic 
projection as it is a memorial that is sanctioned by Portsmouth. Merelman’s forms on 
cultural projection can and should be applied to more memorial sites throughout the 
world as it serves as a catalyst to analyze the functions through the lens of race and 
culture at memorials. The Portsmouth African Burying Ground is truly a projection of 
both groups, dominant and subordinate, as it is not a threatening memorial and 
actually provides education on the events that occurred. Moreover, Gallagher’s genre 
theory can be applied to other sites as memorials serve as a generic function of 
reflection and remembrance. We can see this through looking at the commemorative 
walkway at both the King Memorial and the Portsmouth site. The King Memorial’s 
walkway provides a time of reflection, as does the Petition Line. A lot of the memorials 
that are studied are big and popular, but we need to look at smaller memorials, such as 
the Portsmouth memorial. The issue was engaged locally, therefore it serves as a local 
remembrance for the Portsmouth community. Although as not a lot of people know 
about this site, it is possible that it will not be remembered or acknowledged by 
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community members farther than outside of the seacoast region. Nonetheless, this 
memorial serves a generic function while taking  on  a  mutual  projection.  Through  the 
use of the features at the site and the dominant and  subordinate  groups  working 
together, the Portsmouth African Burying Ground operates rhetorically to project public 
identities of the ones that were once forgotten. 

 
Actual birthplace of Martin Luther King Jr. 

 
Mother Africa- symbolizing the birthplace 
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Nike’s Dream Crazy Movement 
Brian Heaney 

Nike has a following unlike almost any other clothing brand, or any brand for that 
matter, around the world. Therefore, it can be assumed that they realize as a company 
how important their voice is. In most advertisements and campaigns from Nike, the 
viewer sees some of their favorite athletes from each sport, wearing the sports gear 
from Nike that anybody could purchase to be just like those athletes. This campaign, 
however, is different from the rest. This is a unique opportunity to utilize a two-minute 
video, just longer than most commercials, and be able to invoke real and powerful 
emotion from those that watch. This is done in a way that relates those who follow Nike 
to the brand and to the athletes that represent it. Nike could have decided to shy away 
from speaking on social issues and rather just stuck to what they have been involved 
with all along, sports. However, because of their decision to address the problems in 
the world head on, they were able to inspire both the athletes that are a part of Nike 
and the fans of those athletes and the brand itself. 

One of the most interesting aspects of Nike is their use of famous and easily 
recognizable athletes throughout all their advertisements, including the one that 
launched the Dream Crazy campaign. The ability to have instant credibility in whatever 
message they are putting out because of the athletes that broadcast the message is 
something that Nike takes full advantage of. The commercial that started the Dream 
Crazy campaign is no different, as it includes many famous athletes showing their 
stories, all narrated by Colin Kaepernick who has his own unique story. In 2016, Colin 
Kaepernick was the quarterback of the San Francisco 49ers. In a preseason game, he 
decided to take a knee on the field during the National Anthem before the opening 
kickoff. When asked about this after, he stated that he was not disrespecting the flag 
and the country, but rather to show that he could not take pride in a flag that 
represented a country that oppressed Black people (USA Today). 

This is the first example of Nike utilizing the credibility of someone already linked to 
their brand to promote their message. Kaepernick is well known both as a football 
player and as a modern-day civil rights activist. He was unwilling to compromise his 
beliefs in order to continue playing football, and as a result he was forced to give up his 
career. After a few months of demonstrating this same type of civil disobedience, 
Kaepernick was black balled from the NFL. Some called him crazy for continuing to 
demonstrate and protest, however he maintained that it was necessary to not just sit 
back and allow injustice to take place. Again, Nike is able to show the idea of having 
ideas that people may call crazy, or “Dream Crazy”. If Kaepernick had been willing to 
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set aside his beliefs to abide by what society had deemed acceptable behavior, he 
would have kept his job, but not been following his dreams of social equality in 
America. Kaepernick has been a signed athlete for Nike since 2011, and when Nike 
decided to run this campaign, part of their ability to run it so effectively was based on 
the story of Kaepernick and how many followers of Nike could relate to him. 

The significance of Kaepernick narrating the advertisement and being a focal point of 
the campaign is clear. His demonstration of protest by kneeling during the  National 
Anthem was not just about him, or even  protesting  in  general.  It  was  about  him 
showing that athletes have a platform because of who they are and what they have 
accomplished. It is Kaepernick’s belief that they must use that platform to speak out on 
social injustices and other areas where they feel people are being treated wrongly. As a 
result of his actions,  Kaepernick  caught  the  attention  of  many significant people who 
had something to say on  the  matter,  such  the  Commissioner  of  the  NFL,  Roger 
Goodell, as well as former  President  Barack  Obama  and  current  President  Donald 
Trump (USA Today). While the opinions might have been mixed, as some agreed with 
Kaepernick having the right to  protest  as  he  saw  fit whereas others believed it was not 
his place to do something like that, it still got the  conversation  started,  which  is 
ultimately a large part of Kaepernick’s goal. This  relates  back  to  Nike’s  goal  in  this 
Dream Crazy campaign because they must be  willing  to  start the conversation on how 
they as a company can speak  out  against  social injustice in America and show other 
brands like them that they can do the same. Just as Kaepernick did for other athletes, 
Nike is able to show other  brands  what  can  be  accomplished  by  using  the  platform 
they have built to speak up and do the right thing. 

The reaction to Colin Kaepernick’s protests were mixed, as some felt that it was either 
not his place or that he was spreading the wrong message. As a result of this and him 
being represented by Nike, there was clearly going to be some sort of fallout for the 
brand itself. People began to destroy their own Nike belongings as a way to protest 
themselves that the message  Nike  was spreading was wrong, and that they could no 
longer support the brand. Much like the advertisement with Kaepernick that started this 
movement, the videos of people burning and shredding  their  Nike  gear  went  viral  as 
well (Forbes). People have also twisted the message Kaepernick was trying to convey 
of standing up  against  police  brutality  in  America  to  now  him being against America, 
the flag, and the people who protect it (Vox). Of the notable people listed previously 
that responded to both Kaepernick and Nike, President Trump  was  leading  this  new 
group of protestors against Nike. However, this reaction is  not  as bad as people might 
think for two reasons. First, people are destroying Nike clothing that they have already 
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purchased, so even if they say they no longer support Nike, at one point in time they 
did support the company by giving their money for the clothing they are now 
destroying. The second reason is that while many people are familiar with the 
expression, “there is no such thing as bad publicity,” this could not be truer in the case 
of Nike. People have already supported the company by giving them money for the 
clothing, and now they are mentioning the company when they post the viral videos of 
them destroying their things. 

Those that were already followers of the brand now have even more reason to support 
the company, and others who may not have already bought from Nike but had this new 
message of Dream Crazy resonate them will go out and support in any way they can. 
This is all to show that the move from Nike to  put  out  this  advertisement  with 
Kaepernick as the narrator  was  calculated.  They knew there was a risk in doing so, but 
also a reward  for  putting  out  the  message,  and  like  any company, they had to weigh 
the two. In an article from Forbes, Derek Rucker  talks about this when he says, “it was 
likely a massively strategic decision that was, by design, tethered to the brand’s DNA,” 
(Forbes). It would be ideal to think that Nike started  this campaign and put out the 
message in this manner purely out of the goodness of their hearts and to promote the 
right message of social  justice.  While  some  of this may be true, Nike is still a business, 
and as such, must factor in the risk when putting out a message like this. This is also 
not the only situation where Nike has had to do this. In an article from the Wall Street 
Journal that was reported by Business  Insider,  the  CEO  of  Nike  John  Donahoe  said, 
“The simple mind-set I would have is to be guided by what is good for our consumer, 
good for our athletes, good  for  our  company,”  (Business Insider). With any campaign 
Nike decided  to  take  on,  they  utilize  this  mindset as a way to determine how to go 
about broadcasting their message. It is not an easy thing to do, but with this example 
of the Dream Crazy campaign, they show how it can be possible. 

In the advertisement that launched the Dream Crazy campaign, Kaepernick may be the 
narrator, but he is far from the only athlete featured. Like Kaepernick, famous athletes 
depicted in the commercial such as LeBron James and Serena Williams have also been 
both champions in their respective sports  and  activists  for  social  justice  in  America 
(Nike News). LeBron James might be the most notable outside of Kaepernick for what 
he has been able to accomplish while not playing professional basketball, and for the 
responses he has received as a result of it. Many people would argue that either James 
or Michael Jordan, another famous Nike athlete, are the greatest basketball player of all 
time. However, it would seem clear that James is the far better “player” off the court, 
as his ability to be a leader for social justice and promote equality is something that 
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Jordan could never do. In addition to the school he built  in  his  home  city that has 
afforded the opportunity for children to go through school and on to college that could 
otherwise not, James has also been able to speak out on social and political issues in 
America. By creating the “More Than A Vote” group that  is  dedicated  to  mobilizing 
African  American  voters  and  fighting against voter suppression, James was able to use 
the phrase, “more than an athlete” that he had  already  been  using  in  a  way  that 
focused more on  politics  (NBC  News).  Keeping  all  of this in mind as to how it relates 
back to Nike and their own campaign, LeBron James is  one  of  the  biggest  and best-
known faces for Nike. Anyone who plays basketball has likely owned a pair of his signature 
Nike shoes at one time or another. Therefore, they use  him  in  the advertisement and talk 
about being more than  an  athlete,  a  phrase  he  had  already been using, to connect the 
people  following  Nike  and  their  campaign  with  someone who has shown what this 
looks like in real life. 

In addition to these athletes, the  U.S.  Women’s  National  Soccer  Team  (USWNT)  was 
also featured in the campaign advertisement. They have been striving  for  equality 
between men and women particularly in sports, but also in every facet of life. With that, 
members of the team have not been quiet about their protests regarding  the 
compensation and recognition they receive as one of, if not the, best teams in their 
respective sport. In recent years, the Women’s National team in  soccer  has  been  far 
more successful than  the  Men’s team. However, they have not been compensated as 
such, as the Men’s team has made a significant amount more in terms of payment for 
this performance (The New York Times). This  is  clearly  a  problem,  but  as  Nike  can 
safely assume, the members of the USWNT are far from the only people, particularly 
women, who have had to face lower  compensation  in  exchange  for  equal  and 
sometimes superior work. If that message can resonate with followers of the brand and 
campaign, and people who support that  cause  and  the  protests  of  the  USWNT  see 
them as a part of this Nike campaign, they are more likely to support the company as 
well. When Kaepernick said that when people mention the greatest team in the history 
of the sport, he was referencing this example of the USWNT and their fight for equality. 

Each example that was used in  the  main  advertisement  video  to  start  the  campaign 
was not  selected  at  random.  Each athlete or team was purposefully selected with the 
idea in mind that they represented some part of the following of Nike that people could 
relate to. Nike explained this rationale in a statement that was posted along with the 
original advertisement that started this whole campaign. In the statement they said, “To 
celebrate that rich diversity, the second film in the JDI series, “Dream Crazy,” focuses 
on a collection of stories that represent athletes who are household names and those 
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who should be. The common denominator: All leverage the power of sport to move the 
world forward,” (Nike News.)  This  is  such  an  important  aspect  of  the  campaign 
because each athlete had their own story of facing challenges or restrictions and they 
used both those challenges  and the platform that sports had created for them to better 
the world and the people around them. 

As pointed out earlier, there are going to be people who simply do not buy into this 
campaign from Nike and the message they are trying to spread. Whether it be those 
who are just genuinely against social justice, or those who feel it is not Nike’s place to 
speak out on the issues, the fact still remains that some people feel that Nike is not 
doing the right thing. In an article from The Atlantic, it is pointed out that businesses 
often do not pay back nearly as much as they gain from their associations with Black 
Americans (The Atlantic). As Nike is clearly linked to many African American athletes 
that are part of the brand, a comment like this was clearly directed at companies like 
Nike. However, the article does go on to name Nike and say that, “Nike is more active 
than most brands in its creation and participation in charitable programs, many of 
which benefit nonwhite kids who want to play sports,” (The Atlantic). However, they 
also state that the senior leadership structure of the company which is the main 
beneficiary of the company’s profits is overwhelmingly white. While Nike may promote 
social justice and equality for African Americans through the athletes that represent 
that message, that race, and the brand, the benefits do not necessarily cover 
everything that the message does. Of course, Nike is no stranger to public relation 
scandals, such as the controversy around the sweatshop warehouses in China where 
the bulk of their merchandise is made for a very little amount of money and the workers 
are not rightfully compensated (The Washington Post). Because of this, any message 
that Nike puts out on social justice and equality for all can be taken with a grain of salt 
by skeptics who believe Nike only wants to improve their own image rather than 
broadcast the accomplishments of others, even if they also represent the brand. 

Even though this may be true, and there may also be some truth in Nike attempting to 
restore their public perception, the argument can still be made that Nike has been able 
to both talk-the-talk and walk-the-walk. In June of 2020, Nike announced that they 
would be committing 40 million dollars over the next four years to support the Black 
communities that they worked with on behalf of the Nike, Jordan, and Converse brands 
collectively (Nike News). Clearly, if there was any reason to think before that Nike would 
say all of this but then not actually do anything about, they were able to put that 
thought to rest. Additionally, while CEO John Donohoe might  have come across as 
more calculated and insincere in his comments mentioned earlier, in this 

https://www.bizjournals.com/memphis/news/2018/04/13/nike-awards-community-grants-to-ninememphis.html
https://www.bizjournals.com/memphis/news/2018/04/13/nike-awards-community-grants-to-ninememphis.html
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announcement he seemed much more open about the goals for Nike and social justice 
when he said, “we must educate ourselves more deeply on the issues faced by Black 
communities and understand the enormous suffering and senseless tragedy racial 
bigotry creates,” (Nike News). Beyond just the campaigns and statements that Nike has 
made in the past about fighting for equality and both social and racial justice, the 
company is able to make a very serious contribution in terms of real dollars that will 
change lives, while still sticking to the message they give in campaigns such as Dream 
Crazy. Nike is aware of the platform they have, as well as the platforms that the 
athletes who represent the brand have created for themselves. They know the 
messages they put out through campaigns such as Dream Crazy can reach people 
around the world. However, if they are unwilling to act upon these messages they give, 
then they will always be met with skepticism from the people who are not sure if they 
can trust the company. As they proved in June of this year through the commitment of 
40 million dollars, Nike is willing to show just how committed to this fight they are. 

This idea of Dreaming Crazy and the campaign that Nike has launched with it is still so 
interesting even after analyzing all the parts of it. There was clear risk, as Nike was 
promoting a potentially controversial message. The results of going forward with this 
campaign are evident, as it received an overwhelming amount of approval and support 
and even won an Emmy  (The New York Times). This is a major accomplishment for 
even a brand as big as Nike because it symbolizes the positive response to a risk that 
they took as a company. This was the first time Nike had won an Emmy since 2002, 
showing how this two-minute commercial that launched the campaign was able to not 
only go viral, but also leave a lasting impression on its viewers (The Guardian). As 
previously stated, Nike is a wildly popular brand around the world. Taking a stance on 
social issues, particularly in America, could have cost them hundreds of thousands of 
supporters and customers, and they knew that going in. However, with the athletes 
that represented their brand taking their own stance in their personal lives, Nike knew 
they had to empower those that followed their brand and expand on their classic 
slogan “Just Do It”, opting for “it’s only crazy until you do it. Just do it.” Kaepernick’s 
narration of the advertisement fits perfectly, because of the stories he was able to talk 
about others and his own story of taking a risk and standing up for what he believes in. 
He ends the video saying, “Don’t ask yourself if your dreams are crazy, ask if they are 
crazy enough.” I’m sure that when Nike was making this decision to run this campaign 
and take their stance on social justice issues, they felt like it might be crazy, but it was 
more important to present how they felt about the problems going on in America and 
around the world as well. So, they just did it. 
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The Marketplace of Internet Data and Surveillance 
Margaret Hicks 

 
Introduction 
On February 3, 2020, Alphabet Inc., Google’s parent company, reported that for the 
2019 fiscal year, Google had generated approximately $160.74 billion (USD) in revenue; 
of that amount, $134.81 billion, or roughly 83% of all of Google’s profits, was cited to 
have been produced through digital advertising. Similarly, Facebook announced that 
their revenue in the 2019 fiscal year amounted to $70.7 billion, with around $69.7 
billion, or 98.5%, being generated through digital advertising. From the years of 2018 to 
2019, Google’s advertising revenue grew 15.75%, while Facebook’s increased by 27%. 

 
In the contemporary Internet marketplace, digital advertising made possible through 
the collection of users’ personal data is the primary means for achieving monetary 
success; this is evident in both Google and Facebook’s total revenues for 2019. 
However, advertising was not always seen as the fundamental proponent for attaining 
profits on the Internet. After the dotcom crash of the late 1990s and early 2000s, the 
introduction of the Web 2.0 and its emphasis on user interactivity forced Internet-based 
corporate entities such as Google and Facebook to create and adopt new methods of 
generating revenue. The capitalist imperative to create profit, coupled with the crash of 
the dotcom bubble and the novel promises of the Web 2.0, led to the rise of “data 
colonialism” as the driving mentality for corporate entities in the Internet marketplace 
(Couldry & Mejias, 2019). Assuming the rationales and logics that data colonialism 
asserts, corporate entities began enacting them within the Internet marketplace 
through the practices of “data capitalism”, such as collecting users’ personal data 
(West, 2017). 

 
On the Web 2.0, data capitalism became the prominent structure of the new Internet 
marketplace, and within this system, digital advertising is the primary means in which 
profit is created. However, within the latter half of the 2010s, a new form of data 
capitalism emerged: “surveillance capitalism” (Zuboff, 2019). While surveillance 
capitalism originates from the same driving mentality of data colonialism that data 
capitalism was conceived from, and while it similarly uses digital advertising as a 
primary means of generating revenue, surveillance capitalism presents far greater 
implications for the present Internet marketplace. Surveillance capitalism seeks to 
replace digital capitalism as the main structure of the Internet marketplace, and 
simultaneously invites surveillance into every aspect of our lives. While the statistics of 
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Google and Facebook’s digital advertising revenues reveal how data colonialism has 
manifested as the dominant mentality in the data capitalist system of the Web 2.0, the 
recent emergence of surveillance capitalism and its practices threatens to not only 
transform the Internet marketplace, but to also forcibly impose and integrate corporate 
surveillance into greater areas of our lives. 

 
The rise and growth of surveillance  capitalism in the Internet marketplace marks a new 
turn in the Web 2.0, and the substantial implications it has on the corporate entities 
that use it, the consumers who are affected by it, and the Internet marketplace in which 
it operates in, undeniably calls for a greater assessment of how it came into being, how 
it functions currently, and how it facilitates the pervasive surveillance of our lives. This 
paper examines the development of the Internet data and surveillance marketplace 
through the concepts of data  colonialism,  data  capitalism, and surveillance capitalism, 
and explores how Google is a pioneer of surveillance capitalism, how surveillance 
capitalism is a form of a surveillant assemblage, and the themes of power asymmetry 
and the exploitation of the unpaid laborer and the appropriation of personal data. 

Data Colonialism and Data Capitalism 
Since the late 1990s, online commerce has undergone a series of evolutions. West 
(2019) notes that initially, “online commerce focused on the sale of goods online, 
seeking profit from the anticipated growth of Internet users” (p. 25). When the dotcom 
bubble burst, 

 
…there was a demand for new business models that would shift e-
commerce in ways that could leverage Web 2.0’s interactivity… 
Businesses needed to maximize the network effects that could be 
achieved through their platforms: Control over the databases that store 
users’ data would lead to control over the market. (p. 26) 

 
Faltering Internet based companies, such as  Google  and Facebook, were quick to 
adopt this new model because it positioned itself as a primary way to ensure financial 
recovery and Internet marketplace control. Web 2.0 is the colloquial term for the 
Internet post-dotcom crash, and it is defined by its emphasis on user interactivity. On 
the Web 2.0, the Internet was harnessed for much more than just simply online sales; 
users began to use the Internet in a magnitude of different ways, such as using social 
media to communicate with others, using Internet-based apps to control ‘smart home’ 
devices, and so forth. The expansion of Internet usage into different aspects of the 
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user’s life is an ongoing process, one in which corporate entities continually use to 
exploit the user and their generated data for financial gain. As people use the Internet, 
they become sources of data; every click becomes a data  point.  Data  essentially 
serves as reference points in an individual’s Internet usage. Before the dotcom crash of 
the early 2000s, user data and its tracking technologies were available, but were used 
mainly for product or service improvement; user data was primarily used for the 
purpose of facilitating bilateral e-commerce. For example Kristol and Montulli (1997), as 
cited by West, note that cookie technologies were originally developed “to enable a site 
to remember a visitor to make activities like collecting items for purchase in a web 
“shopping cart” possible” (West, p. 27). On the Web 2.0, cookies and other Internet 
technologies are used for the purpose of specifically extracting personal data. Couldry 
and Meijas (2019) define personal data as “data of actual or potential relevance to 
persons, whether collected from them or from other persons or things” (p. 339). 
Personal data, because it offers the most enhanced view into the consumer’s intimate 
life, is of the most importance to corporate entities in the Internet marketplace. 
However, before personal data can be profited from, it must be extracted; before 
personal data can be extracted and appropriated, the mindset and mentality of data 
colonialism must be adopted. 

 
Greenwood (2020) asserts that data colonialism is “a term that describes a means of 
‘capitalism  accumulation  by  dispossession  that  colonizes  and  commodifies  everyday 
life in ways previously impossible’” (p. 89). Data colonialism parallels the common 
vernacular understanding of colonialism as a forceful invasion  of  one  entity  into 
another’s domain, and the coercive domination of one onto another.  However, 
Greenwood notes that data colonialism is a “distinctively 21st-century manifestation of 
colonialism that normalizes the ‘exploitation of human beings through data,  just  as 
historic  colonialism  appropriated  territory  and  resources and ruled subjects for profit” 
(p. 96). Data  colonialism  is  a  corporate mindset, a profit driven mentality that justifies 
the collection and  accumulation  of  personal  data  for financial use by transfiguring it as 
an exploitable, tradable, and profitable commodity. Couldry and Meijas (2019) contend 
that in order for personal data to be freely available for appropriation, it  must  be 
extracted through data relations, a “new type of human relations” in which, “social life 
all over the globe becomes an “open” resource for extraction that  is  somehow  “just 
there” for capital” (p. 337). As foreign lands’ resources appeared to be natural and just 
there for appropriation by large and powerful countries during the historic age of 
colonization, users’ personal data is interpreted by the large and powerful corporate 
entities as natural resources that are somehow “just there” and “open” for extortion 
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and exploitation on the Web 2.0. Couldry and Mejias note that the process of 
extracting personal data from data relations is contingent upon two conditions: “first, 
life need to be configured so as to generate such a resource; second, data about one 
individual’s actions or properties at one moment needs to be combined with data 
about other actions, moments, and properties to generate valuable relations between 
data points” (p. 338). In other words, the things that occur in life need to be 
reconstructed into observable and recordable data points; the use of interactive 
technologies (such as social media, wearable technologies, smart home devices, and 
the like) that users find themselves using every day, for everyday things, transforms life 
itself as a data generating resource. The personal data derived from individual users’ 
lives must then be combined with other users’ personal data to discover relations 
between their data, and these findings generate the data’s value. The process of 
extracting personal data from data relations positions personal data as a commodity, 
defined as a something that has market value and can be bought and sold. Data 
colonialism occurs when personal data is understood and considered as an open and 
freely exploitable natural resource; it is the driving mindset of contemporary corporate 
entities that seek to profit off of the increasingly digital lives of users, and is the 
framework that data capitalism and surveillance capitalism structure themselves on. 

 
Data colonialism is the underlying imperative for data collection; it is the revelation of 
personal data’s economic value, the reconfiguration of life as a generative source of 
personal data, and is the justification for the continuous expansion of corporate data 
collection activities in all domains of life. Data capitalism assumes this logic, but is the 
enacted economic system of data colonialism in the background of capitalism. West 
(2017) defines data capitalism as “a system in which the commoditization of our data 
enables an asymmetric redistribution of power that is weighted towards the actors who 
have access and the capability to make sense of information;”  in data capitalism, 
power is granted to the corporate entities that facilitate digital activity through their 
ownership of the personal data that is produced on their online environments (p. 20). 
Data capitalism operates through the trade of data among corporate entities, and West 
asserts that this is mainly done by, “leveraging user data for advertising purposes” (p. 
20). As mentioned previously, the burst of the dotcom bubble, coupled with capitalist 
imperatives to continuously produce and grow financial profits and expand and 
maintain market share, forced corporate entities to change their business model to fit 
the new Web 2.0. The realization of data as a source of economic value, instilled by the 
mentality of data colonialism, led to a data-based Internet business model in which the 
greater the amount of personal data collected, the more pronounced market share and 
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profit a corporation could obtain. This new Web 2.0 business model reflected, “an 
advertising model premised on the sale of audiences—or, more accurately, on the sale 
of individual behavioral profiles tied to user data” (p. 23). 

 
Corporate entities' ascendancy over users and their data is apparent through the sale 
of personal data to data brokers, third party corporations that connect the data to 
other corporations, often times for advertising purposes. In many instances, users are 
unaware of how their data  is used, including how it is sold. For example, in 2018 
former Cambridge Analytica employee and whistleblower Chris Wylie revealed that 
Facebook had been quietly selling the personal data of millions of users to British 
political consulting firm and data broker Cambridge Analytica, without user consent or 
knowledge. Cambridge Analytica was found to have been using the data for political 
advertising, linking users based on their personal data to political advertisements. The 
Facebook-Cambridge Analytica data scandal reflects two critical components of data 
capitalism. First, it clearly shows how personal data is commodified  through 
Facebook’s trading of it to Cambridge Analytica as something with market value. 
Second, it highlights how West (2017) claims that data capitalism can create an 
asymmetrical power relationship that favors the corporate entities that can collect and 
access the data, and the actors that have the capability to utilize that data for financial 
means, such as data brokers like Cambridge Analytica. While Cambridge Analytica 
claimed that it only had data on 30 million user profiles, Facebook claimed that it had 
access to upwards of 87 million user profiles’ personal data; this is significant because 
despite Cambridge Analytica and Facebook’s conflicting figures, not a single affected 
user was aware of how their data was being collected, traded, and used. Moreover, 
while Facebook did receive intense scrutiny and backlash from  users,  other 
companies, and even governments, challenging the underlying structure of data 
capitalism is immensely difficult. West (2019) notes that data brokers like Cambridge 
Analytica “act in ways that obfuscate the source of their data, buying information from 
other brokers and thereby making it difficult for any individual to retrace the paths 
through which their data was collected” (p. 31). 

 
The activities of data capitalism, such as using brokers, is thus exceedingly difficult to 
challenge because users do not even wield the ability to retrace the extraction and 
distribution of their personal data, and the relative powerlessness of the users over 
their data in comparison to the power of corporate entities over it reflects the 
systematic asymmetry of power in data capitalism. In all, data capitalism leaves the 
user, the generator and laborer of personal data, in the dark; it privileges in the entities 
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that collect, store, sell, and use personal data because only they are granted the ability 
to render the data into a financially profitable and legible commodity. Data capitalism 
fosters an asymmetrical power relationship in which  corporate  entities  are  the 
harbingers of control over personal data, and the user is rendered powerless to contest 
corporate appropriation of their data. 

 
The commodification of personal data is not a result of the Web 2.0’s emphasis on user 
interactivity, but is rather the child of data colonialism and data capitalism. In data 
capitalism, data is collected and accumulated through the digital actions of the user; 
data colonialism commands and justifies the surveillance of users for their personal 
data. In data capitalism, personal data is commodified as a tradable entity when it is 
sold by the corporations that collect and record it to other corporations, mainly for 
advertising purposes. The commodification of personal data is thus the child of data 
colonialism and data capitalism, as data colonialism is the fundamental imperative that 
positions personal data as a natural resource “just there” for data capitalism to 
appropriate. Thus, because data colonialism enables data capitalism, and data 
capitalism enables the commodification of personal data, the establishing of personal 
data as a commodity is not the result of the Web 2.0’s accentuation on user 
interactivity, but rather a result of both data colonialism and data capitalism. 

 
Surveillance Capitalism 
Like data colonialism,  surveillance  capitalism assumes the mentality that personal data 
is a natural resource in which the invasion,  domination,  and  exploitation  of  it  are 
justified under the means that it is “just there;” like data capitalism, personal data is 
commodified and traded for  the  benefit of the corporate entity, and at the cost of the 
user. As  with  both data colonialism and data capitalism, surveillance capitalism creates 
an asymmetrical power relationship between the corporate entities and the people who 
use their online products. However, surveillance capitalism  is  much  more  convoluted 
than just the appropriation and  trading  of  personal  data;  surveillance  capitalism uses 
the foundations of data  colonialism  and  data  capitalism  to  enact  a  far-reaching, 
invasive system of behavioral surveillance, datafication, and modification. In the same 
effect that data colonialism is a driving mentality of personal data appropriation, 
surveillance capitalism provides the rationale for the appropriation of personal data in 
realms that are traditionally kept safe from the prying eyes of corporate entities. Zuboff 
(2019) asserts that surveillance capitalism is, “not a technology; it is a logic that imbues 
technology and commands it into action”  (p.  15).  Recall  that  data  tracking  and 
collecting technologies, such as cookies, existed before the dotcom bubble, and 



60 Comm-Entary 2020-2021 
 

 
before corporate entities framed personal data as something of market value. In the 
age of Web 2.0, data colonialism re-envisioned cookies as technologies that facilitated 
the invasion of personal data and began to use them as such, and their repurposed 
use sharply contrasts to that of their original function. In other words, many of the 
technologies that enable the collection of personal data today were not intentionally 
designed to exploit and appropriate data and the user; rather, surveillance capitalism is 
the logic and active agent that repurposes these technologies to do so. 

 
In surveillance capitalism, these technologies are continuously adapted to allow for 
increasing surveillance and data collection in all aspects of life; in this system, life and 
all the actions, behaviors, and emotions that it entails can be surveilled, datafied, and 
used  by corporate entities. Consider the app Spreadsheets, which was released in 
2016 and worked by using a phone’s microphone and accelerometer functions to 
capture audio and motion data; this data was then used to track the user’s sexual 
performance (Levy, 2015). Spreadsheets datafies one of our most private domains of 
life, our sexual activities. Apps like it reflect surveillance capitalism’s ever-growing 
ability to surveil, datafy, and appropriate all aspects of life. In surveillance capitalism, 
traditional notions of public and private spheres are coalesced into a novel rendition of 
life in which every action, behavior, and emotion can be monitored, datafied, and used 
by corporate entities as the cogs of the surveillance capitalist system. 

 
Surveillance capitalism, as coined by Zuboff (2019), “unilaterally claims human 
experience as free raw material for translation into behavioral data” (p. 8). Zuboff notes 
that, although some data may be used for product or service improvement (i.e. the way 
data was predominantly used before the dotcom crash), a majority of it is used as, “a 
proprietary behavioral surplus, fed into an advanced manufacturing processes known 
as “machine intelligence,” and fabricated into prediction products that anticipate what 
you will do now, soon, or later” (p. 8). The process of turning personal data into a 
behavioral surplus, and eventually into prediction products through machine learning, 
occurs in what Zuboff calls behavioral futures markets. Karl Marx (1867), as cited by 
Haggerty and Ericson (2000), defines surplus value as extra value derived  from 
workers’ excess labor power (p. 615). In data colonialism, data capitalism, and 
surveillance capitalism, the users of the Internet are the workers in the digital factory, 
and the labor is producing personal data, performed through the use of corporate 
entities’ online products. However, in the context of surveillance capitalism, surplus 
value is the unspoken, but increasingly valuable data that can be inferred from other 
data. For example, a person joining a Facebook group for a knitting club generates 
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data that indicates that they are  interested in knitting, and the labor is preformed when 
the data is generated (i.e. when they hit the join group button). However, this data may 
also indicate that the person is older, and may be interested in crafts; in this case, the 
personal data that was  originally  produced  when  the  person  joined  the  Facebook 
group (and preformed the labor) serves as a proxy for generating more in the form of 
surplus value, the indirect, additional personal data derived from the person’s directly 
generated data. This oblique data is  termed  behavioral  surplus,  and  its appropriation 
and exploitation for the benefit of corporate profit is a  signature  trademark  of 
surveillance capitalism. Because the basic imperatives of  surveillance  capitalism  still 
reside in those of data colonialism, behavioral surplus  is  realized  as  an  exploitable 
natural resource. Thus, behavioral surplus  is exploited in the same manner as personal 
data is, and in the same way that data capitalism results  in  power  asymmetry, 
surveillance capitalism leaves the laborers behind the data production powerless in a 
relationship dominated by the corporate entities. 

 
Behavioral surplus is obtained through the surveillance of user behavior, which is 
collected, datafied, and modified in such a way that it can be rendered legible by 
machine intelligence. According to Zuboff (2019), behavioral surpluses are fed into 
what she calls machine intelligence, “a  term in which includes machine learning, as 
well as “classical” algorithmic production, along with many computational operations 
that are often referred to with other terms such as “predictive analytics” or “artificial 
intelligence”’ (p. 65). For example, Google’s use of machine intelligence technologies is 
evident in their work on, “language translation, speech recognition, visual processing, 
ranking, statistical modeling, and prediction,” and they state that, ‘“in all of those tasks 
and many others, we gather large volumes of direct or indirect evidence relationships 
of interest, applying learning algorithms to understand and generalize” (p. 65). Machine 
intelligence is used to take the indirect data on users obtained through the 
accumulation of behavioral surplus and render it legible and usable to the corporations 
that possess it. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

The process of analyzing behavioral surplus through machine intelligence produces the 
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commodity of surveillance capitalism, prediction products. Zuboff defines prediction 
products as a commodity that is “designed to forecast what we will feel, think, and do: 
now, soon, and later” (p. 96). Prediction products are especially appealing to 
advertisement agencies and the corporations that use them because they, 

 
…reduce the risk for customers, advising them where and when to place 
their bets. The quality and competitiveness of the product are a function 
of its approximation to certainty: the more predictive the product, the 
lower risk for buyers and the greater volume of sales. (p. 96) 

 
Prediction products quite literally predict the future behaviors of users; when a user’s 
behavior can be accurately anticipated, their response to an advertisement and their 
inclination to purchase whatever is being advertised can be approximated and 
leveraged to feed the user advertisements in instances where they are most likely to 
buy that product or service. For example, when purchasing an iPhone through Apple 
online (i.e. through their website or app), the consumer must provide their email. Apple 
receives data that the consumer has just purchased a new iPhone, and from assumed 
predicted behaviors, Apple sends that consumer an email promoting their AppleCare 
protection plan and protective accessories, such as phone cases and  screen 
protectors. 

 
This happened to me quite recently  when  I  purchased  an  iPhone  12  via  Apple’s 
website.  Over  the  years,  I  have unfortunately broken many of my iPhones and because 
of this, I’ve had to visit the Apple Store to get them fixed or replaced. When bringing a 
damaged device for repair at both Apple’s physical and online stores, you must fill out 
several pieces of information, including your name, address, Apple account information 
(which contains your email and other ways in which Apple can contact you), and such. 
Because I had to do this process an unfortunate amount of times before,  Apple  had 
already compiled a substantial informational file on me;  they  assumed  from  the  data 
that was generated from my previous visits that I  was  a  consumer  who  would  most 
likely need to buy a case and  other  protective  products.  So  when  my  new  phone 
arrived in the mail, so too did Apple’s promotional emails advertising their phone cases 
arrive in my email inbox. Another experience of mine is quite common for any user of 
the Internet. Often times I will click on an advertisement that catches my attention and 
spend a small amount of time exploring that product’s webpage. I recently saw an 
advertisement on Facebook for Pura Vida Bracelets, and spent around five minutes 
browsing their jewelry; however, the time I spent on browsing Pura Vida’s webpage is 
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irrelevant to the point I am raising in this example. The reality of surveillance capitalism 
is, even if I only spend a mere seconds on the advertisement’s webpage, I still produce 
the data that indicates a perceived interest in the product. Following the logic of 
reducing consumer risk and maximizing sales thorough the assumed probability of the 
consumer buying the product, the data I produced when visiting Pura Vida’s webpage 
was enough to tell them that I was probably shopping for jewelry, and I would be likely 
to buy theirs based on how my data indicated an apparent interest in them. My one 
visit to their page suddenly replaced all the advertisements that appeared on my 
Facebook with ones from Pura Vida; in those few minutes I visited their webpage, 
Facebook interpreted that data as an interest in the product, and fed it back to me 
under the logic that my interest would equate to purchasing it. 

 
I share this and my Apple experience because it addresses two key components of 
surveillance capitalism. First, prediction products are the main commodity in the 
marketplace of surveillance capitalism. Prediction products attempt to maximize an 
advertisement’s ability to generate a sale, and thus profit, by selectively matching 
advertisements to users who have a strong assumed probability of buying the 
advertised product or service. Apple’s email to me promoting phone cases and the 
influx of Pura Vida advertisements on my Facebook highlight this effort. Second, 
because the commerce of surveillance capitalism is consummated through the trade of 
prediction products, it occurs within the behavioral future market. In this market, Zuboff 
(2019) notes that the exchanges of prediction products are simply the buying and 
selling of the future behavior of users (p. 96). In my Pura Vida example, Facebook sold 
their advertisers the probability that I would buy their jewelry in the future, based off my 
data that expressed an apparent interest in it. Moreover, this example shows that 
because prediction products are the driving commodity in surveillance capitalism, and 
because prediction products are the acts of using personal data and their behavioral 
surplus to sell assumed future consumption behaviors, surveillance capitalism 
fundamentally occurs within the behavioral future market. 

 
Google and Surveillance Capitalism 
Google is cited by Greenwood (2020), West (2017), and Zuboff (2019) as a pioneer of 
surveillance capitalism. Today, Google is a search engine company whose mission 
statement is to, “organize the world’s information and make it universally accessible 
and useful” (Google). Google’s mission statement is ominously similar to how Zuboff 
(2019) notes that surveillance capitalism, “commandeered the wonders of the digital 
world to meet our needs for effective life, promising the magic of unlimited information 
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and a thousand ways to anticipate our needs and ease the complexities of our harried 
lives” (p. 53). Indeed, Google’s foundation as a company lies within this promise of 
boundless information; Google was founded in 1998 by Sergey Brin and Larry Page as 
a search engine, a digital technology that allowed users to find any kind of information 
they desired. The magnitude of information that was rendered accessible to any 
person with Internet access seems democratic on the surface: anyone can view any 
information on the Internet that is retrievable by Google’s search engine. Further, 
Google’s search engine can find information on practically anything, such as directions 
to a place, a recipe, instructions on how to calculate taxes, and so on; the promise of 
Google’s search engine as a freely accessible source for the solutions to all our 
dilemmas, questions, and curiosities of life obscured it as a democratic technology in 
which the users of it possessed equal power. However, as the following makes clear, 
Google’s technologies are far from democratic; because Google fundamentally 
operates from a surveillance capitalist approach, it systematically instills an 
asymmetrical power relationship between itself and its users. As in every form of 
capitalism, the corporate imperative for the creation, improvement, and modification of 
products and services is to generate financial profit; Google’s products  and 
surveillance capitalism itself are no exceptions to this general logic of capitalism. 

Google’s Surveillance Technologies 
Zuboff (2019) asserts that Google’s technologies can be understood as machine 
intelligence operations that, “convert the raw material into the firm’s highly profitable 
algorithmic products designed to predict the behavior of its users” (p. 65). As explained 
in the previous section, proprietary behavioral surplus is fed into machine intelligence 
to produce prediction products, personal data that is modified in such a way that 
enables it to be sold as predictions of future user (and more generally, consumer) 
behavior. Google was the first to discover and recognize the value of behavioral 
surplus, the first to appropriate and leverage it, and was the first corporate behemoth in 
the behavioral future market. As stated before, Google  began as a search engine, 
which was created in order to make information more easily accessible to those with 
Internet access. In Google’s infancy, data was used to improve its product (the search 
engine) and the user’s experience with it; data was stored, but was not viewed as a 
commodifiable object. Zuboff explains that before the dotcom crash, behavioral data 
was employed for the sake of the user’s benefit in a cycle she terms the behavioral 
value reinvestment cycle; 

 
User data provided value at no cost, and that value was reinvested in the 
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user experience in the form of improved services: enhancements that 
were also offered at no cost to users. Users provided the raw material in 
the form of behavioral data, and those data were harvested to improve 
speed, accuracy, and relevance and to help build ancillary products such 
as translation. (p. 69) 

 
Yet Google’s primitive search data provided, “a wake of collateral data such  as  the 
number and pattern of search terms, how a query  is  phrased,  spelling,  punctuation, 
dwell times, click patterns, and locations”; Zuboff  reports  that  early  on,  “these 
behavioral by-products were haphazardly stored and operationally ignored” (p. 67). 

 
When the dotcom crash occurred, Google reacted in a state of utter emergency; the 
faltering economy of Silicon Valley resulted in many Google investors expressing 
“doubts about the company’s prospects, and some threatening to withdraw support” 
(p. 72). At this time, Google was still considered the best search engine, “traffic to its 
website was surging, and a thousand résumés flooded the firm’s Mountain View office 
each day” (p. 72). Despite these successes, the fundamental capitalist imperative to 
generate profit  was an unavoidable pressure for Google; loosing investors because 
they saw a  dire economic fate for Google further compelled Google to find new ways 
to generate profit. Google engineers revisited the “data exhaust,” that was produced as 
a byproduct of search data; they discovered that their massive data cache, which was 
widely ignored before, provided a wholly new source of data resources. Google’s 
treasure trove of data exhaust became the mine in which behavioral surpluses were 
extracted. On October 23, 2000, it introduced AdWords in 2000 to make use of this 
new resource, and to reassure investors of Google’s financial stability and potentials 
amidst the dotcom crash. West (2017) explains that AdWords functioned to serve 
users, “advertisements alongside search results using plain text, focusing on the 
promotion of the content deemed “relevant” to users” (p. 32). AdWords worked by 
showing users advertisements that correlated directly to what Google predicted would 
interest and relate to them, based off of what of their behavioral surplus indicated. 

 
AdWords was Google’s first use of surveillance capitalism, and its massive success led 
to Google’s discovery “that while ostensibly a search company, it was really in the 
advertising business, selling its users’ data to advertisers rather than its search 
technologies” (p. 32). The success of Google’s AdWords reflected the notion that, while 
advertising was a primary means of generating profit, the sale of behavioral surplus 
and personal data to advertisers could produce far more. According to this rationale, in 
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order for Google to maximize its profits, all data must be collected and stored for the 
sake of discovering more behavioral surplus; after all, behavioral surplus could be 
found in every bit of personal data. Thus, a new logic of accumulation was assumed, 
and Google began its ascent to obtain more and more information about consumers 
and their behavior through the intense capture of their personal data. 

 
In 2003, Google launched AdSense, “which serves ads on sites across the wider Web 
through a network of millions of third party sites that display its ads. AdSense deploys 
cookie technologies, which install a bit of code on a user’s computer whenever they 
click on an ad so the advertiser can track subsequent behavior” (p. 32). AdSense 
allowed Google to surveil and record users’ personal data and behaviors even further. 
In 2008 Google acquired DoubleClick, in which, “its data mining capabilities were 
further augmented through cookies that tracked users not only when they click on ads, 
but also when they simply viewed ads on sites across Google’s expansive network” (p. 
33). Google’s creation of AdWords and AdSense, combined with the acquisition of 
DoubleClick, “leveraged the web’s most powerful tracking technologies to serve ads 
highly tailored to users’ interests and past behavior. Slowly but surely, Google grew 
into a data-collecting behemoth, indexing 20 billion web pages and three billion search 
queries every day” (West, p. 33). West’s (2017) depiction of Google as  a data-
collecting behemoth is frightening, and the market power that its seemingly infinite 
data cache possesses is undeniably a result of the system of surveillance capitalism. 
Driven by the imperative of surveillance capitalism’s logic of accumulation, Google has 
attempted to uncover more sources of data. For example, while Google’s Nest is 
marketed as a smart device for managing smart home products, it allows Google to 
surveil and record people’s behaviors at home; this reflects another dimension of 
surveillance capitalism, the notion that all aspects of life as exploitable sources of data 
collection. Zuboff (2019) asserts that it’s this very logic of data accumulation that 
defines Google’s success (p. 77). 

 
In all, Google’s discovery of the value of personal data and behavioral surplus and their 
adoption of the logic of  accumulation highlight how Google is both a pioneer and 
prime example of surveillance capitalism. Google continuously works to create new 
means of extracting personal data from all aspects of our lives. Every time you use 
Google to search something, you are being surveilled for your data and the behavioral 
surplus that derives from it. Moreover, Google is subtly conquering more aspects of 
our lives for the purpose of data extraction, reflected in their growing participation in 
creating smart home devices. If you use Google or any of its products, you are 



Hicks 67 
 

 
submitting to their surveillance. The evolution of Google and surveillance capitalism are 
crucial to the future of the marketplace of Internet  data  and  surveillance;  and  the 
current conquest and transformation of our lives into data  by  Google  and  other 
corporate entities may continue to expand and proliferate in the near future. Worse, the 
practices of surveillance capitalism may institutionalize it as the primary means of 
generating corporate profit, which would normalize and expedite the  invasion  of 
corporate surveillance into all facets of life. Google exemplifies both the values and 
downfalls of surveillance capitalism, and users  of  the  Internet  must  consider both as 
they navigate through the ever-changing environment and Internet marketplace of the 
Web 2.0. 

 
Surveillance Capitalism as a Surveillant Assemblage 
Haggerty and Ericson’s (2000) work on surveillant assemblages provides a critical 
theoretical framework for understanding how surveillance capitalism invades our lives. 
Haggerty and Ericson state that, “surveillance is driven by the desire to bring systems 
together, to combine practices and technologies and integrate them into a larger whole. 
It is this tendency which allows  us  to  speak of surveillance as an assemblage, with 
such a combination providing for exponential increases in the degree of surveillance 
capacity” (p. 610). Haggerty and Ericson’s surveillant assemblage is a system in which 
physical human bodies are surveilled in order to create fully digital counterparts, coined 
‘data doubles.’ Recall how surveillance capitalism operates through trading behavioral 
surplus as prediction products. Behavioral surplus cannot be captured without 
possessing extensive knowledge-turned-data on individuals. To maximize the amount 
of behavioral surplus obtained, more and more data on the user must be collected. 
Ideally, the entire body of the user, including all the behaviors that pertain to it, 
becomes datafied to the fullest extent as a ‘data double.’ However, while surveillant 
assemblages facilitate the “capture of flesh/information flows of the human body,” it is 
less concerned about the direct physical relocation of the body, focusing on, 
“transforming the body into pure information, such that it can be rendered more mobile 
and comparable” (p. 613). 

 
Surveillant assemblages, like surveillance capitalism, concentrate on using surveillance 
to collect and gather behavioral data. In a surveillant assemblage, discreet surveillance 
technologies are increasingly deployed to create bountiful and accurate data doubles; 
in surveillance capitalism, these data doubles produce quantifiable behavioral 
surpluses that are commodified to create prediction products. Surveillance capitalism 
is a surveillant assemblage, a system in which data doubles are quietly created by 



68 Comm-Entary 2020-2021 
 

 
corporate entities to understand and predict users’ behaviors not only online, but in all 
aspects of their lives. For example, some new smart refrigerators have the ability to 
recognize what foods users put into them. For many, this technology  appears 
beneficial as it can notify users when certain foods are low and when to purchase 
more. However, this technology allows for the surveillance of their eating habits, and 
the data produced about what the user refrigerates (and presumably eats) gives the 
corporate entity that wields the data information about the user’s behavior, while 
simultaneously creating a data surplus. The smart refrigerator example illustrates how, 
“the surveillant assemblage relies on machines to make and record discreet 
observations,” and how the implementation of discreet ways to enact invasive forms of 
surveillance through machines and technologies is a trademark of both surveillance 
capitalism and surveillant assemblages (p. 612). 

 
Moreover, the smart refrigerator example shows how surveillance capitalism and 
surveillant assemblages are rhizomatic in nature. Deleuze and Guattari (1987), as cited 
by Haggerty and Ericson (2000), likened the root systems of rhizome plants to the 
growth of surveillance. Rhizome plants grow, “in surface extensions through 
interconnected vertical root systems… which throw up shoots in different locations”; 
surveillance is theorized to have grown similarly and, “its expansion has been aided by 
subtle variations and intensifications in technological capabilities, and  connections 
with other monitoring and computing devices” (p. 614-615). Like rhizomatic plants, 
surveillance has expanded into different locations of our lives, such as the monitoring 
of our eating behaviors, and new technologies, like smart refrigerators, enable this 
growth and invasion; yet, while the spread and colonization of surveillance is 
undoubtedly the result of human agency, the rhizomatic nature of the surveillance 
capitalist assemblage masquerades this invasion as a natural process. Moreover, this 
growth indicates the proliferation of more intense, and yet continuously subtle and 
dismissive forms of surveillance in our everyday lives, and reflects the surveillance 
capitalist assemblage’s rhizomatic nature. In all, surveillance capitalism is a surveillant 
assemblage because it is a system of rhizomatic surveillance in which our lives are 
increasingly monitored by corporate entities in discreet ways to produce data doubles, 
which in turn create an abundance of data surpluses that enable the commodification 
of prediction products to be traded in the behavioral future market. 

 

 
The Effects of Data Colonialism, Data Capitalism, and Surveillance Capitalism on 
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the User in the Marketplace of Internet Surveillance 
In data colonialism, data capitalism, and surveillance  capitalism,  two  key  themes 
emerge: an asymmetrical power relationship and the exploitation of the unpaid laborer 
and the appropriation of personal data. The  following  section  assesses  how  both 
themes manifest in data colonialism, data  capitalism,  and surveillance capitalism, and 
how they affect the user. 

 
Power Asymmetry 
Greenwood (2020) asserts that, “power asymmetry is integral to the process of data 
colonialism: the relations between the producers of data and the collectors and owners 
of data ‘mirror the process of primitive accumulation or accumulation by dispossession 
that occur as capitalism colonizes previously non-commodified, private times and 
places’” (p. 96). The inherent nature of colonization positions the invading party as the 
authoritative force in the power relationship between them and the colonized; in data 
colonialism, the corporate entities that colonize our lives for our personal data are 
granted power over the users in this modern digital relationship. As data colonialism is 
the mindset that enables the invasion of personal data, the asymmetrical relationship 
assumed and instated  by  corporate data colonizers on the colonized users is a result 
of this mentality. 

 
Data capitalism, because it is the enacted form of data colonialism, systematically 
materializes this asymmetric power relationship. As in data colonialism, the 
corporations that accumulate and possess the user’s personal data are granted 
immaculate power over the users. For example, the terms-of-service agreements that 
corporations force users to comply with presents what Zuboff (2019) calls “take-it-or-
leave-it conditions” on users that force them to either agree to have their data 
collected and used to use their product, or to disagree and forgo any use of their 
product (p. 48). Data capitalism relies on the asymmetrical power distribution between 
corporate entities and users to enact invasive surveillance and data collection, as well 
as to enable and facilitate the commodification of personal data. 

 
Surveillance capitalism is subtle; its function as a surveillant assemblage requires the 
discreet indoctrination of its invasive practices on users. Thus, while the asymmetrical 
power relationship that is evident in data colonialism and data capitalism still persists, 
it is made faint in surveillance capitalism. As more aspects of our lives are being 
colonized for data, an increasing amount of power is allocated to corporate colonizers. 
Yet this invasion and this growing power is obscured from scrutiny as corporation 
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create the illusion that their surveillant technologies only serve to, “meet our needs for 
effective life, promising the magic of unlimited information and a thousand ways to 
anticipate our needs and ease the complexities of our harried lives” (p. 53). Zuboff 
(2019) summarizes this deception by stating, “under this new regime, the precise 
moment at which our needs are met is also the precise moment at which our lives are 
plundered for behavioral data, and all for the sake of other’s gain” (p. 53). Google is an 
excellent example of how power asymmetries are concealed and maintained in 
surveillance capitalism. Zuboff (2019) notes that Google is a “notoriously secretive 
company” that often masks this power asymmetry by presenting itself to the public as 
a company that facilitates a democratic environment (p. 80); this is evident in its 
mission statement, “to organize the world’s information and make it universally 
accessible and useful” (Google). Google’s mission statement denies any challenges to 
the access and information about its data and its accumulation processes, as it rejects 
any conceptualization of itself,  its business activities, and its products as anything 
other than democratic. Moreover, Zuboff (2019) notes that the imperative of 
surveillance capitalism’s logic of data accumulation, nestled within the functions of its 
products, further reinstates this power asymmetry through creating exclusivity to the 
data it collects, while denying users this access: “Google’s invention revealed new 
capabilities to infer and deduce the thoughts, feelings, intentions, and interests of 
individuals and groups with an automated architecture that operates as a one-way 
mirror irrespective of a person’s awareness, knowledge, and consent, thus enabling 
privileged secret access to behavioral data” (p. 81). Thus, while data colonialism, data 
capitalism, and surveillance capitalism all harbor and uphold an asymmetrical power 
relationship that privileges corporate entities that collect personal data, surveillance 
capitalism subtly obscures this unequal distribution of power. 

 
The Exploitation of the Unpaid Laborer and the Appropriation of Personal Data 
Data colonialism, as the driving mentality behind the conquest of personal data, 
systematically exploits the user by appropriating their personal data. In the same 
manner that historical colonization exploited the unpaid labors of the conquered, 
corporate data colonizers exploit the unpaid labors of users who produce personal 
data. Data capitalism and surveillance capitalism are similar in how users are exploited 
and data is appropriated. Data and surveillance capitalist systems function by 
commodifying and selling different forms of data. In data surveillance, direct personal 
data is appropriated and commodified through the collection and trading of it, for the 
profit of the corporate entity that possesses it. In surveillance capitalism, personal data 
is collected, assessed, and manipulated into prediction products; this process still 
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appropriates and commodifies personal data, albeit in the form of prediction products. 
However, neither data capitalism nor surveillance capitalism systems can function 
without the creation of data, which is generated through the use of corporations’ 
products by users. When someone uses  an online product, such as social media, 
search engines, and so forth, they produce the work that creates the data from which 
the corporate owners of the product profit from. In other words, the laborers who 
create the product are the users who create personal data, and those who order the 
work and profit from it are the corporate entities that sell personal data. However, the 
users as laborers behind these corporation’s profits are never paid for their work. As in 
data colonialism, the work of the users is never acknowledged, compensated, or paid 
for; the users’ personal data is appropriated and commodified, and the users 
themselves are exploited for their work by the profiting corporations. 

 
Fuchs’ (2019) study of the social media economy reveals the extent of user labor 
exploitation by corporate entities; he makes clear that the social media economy is 
“based on the exploration of users’ unpaid digital labour” (p. 60). For him, the social 
media platforms from which data is collected from is not the commodity, but a ‘free 
lunch;’ “personal data is a commodity generated by users’ digital labor that is sold to 
advertising clients who are enabled to present targeted ads on users’ profiles” (p. 60). 
Moreover, Fuchs claims that, “users’ digital labour on social media is based on the 
prosumption (productive consumption), constant surveillance of personal data, 
targeted and personalised advertising, predictive algorithms and algorithm auctions” 
(p. 61). Fuchs' assertions on the social media economy reveals the broader ways in 
which users are exploited in data and surveillance capitalist systems. First, to reiterate, 
users’ labor in creating personal data is not exclusive to social media; anything a user 
does on the Internet creates data that is ‘just there’ and open for appropriation. Thus, 
digital labor in data and surveillance capitalist systems is preformed anytime someone 
uses the Internet. Second, users are continuously subjected to increasingly invasive 
forms of surveillance, and in general, the datafication of their lives into personal data. In 
both data and surveillance capitalist systems, these surveillance methods are used for 
exploiting the user’s labor by collecting their generated personal data and selling it to 
advertisers or other corporate entities for profit, at the expense of the user. The user’s 
labor may also be exploited when their own data is used by corporate entities to serve 
them targeted and personalized advertisements. Finally, the commodification of user 
data and behavioral surplus into prediction products reflects this ongoing process of 
corporate entities appropriating the data that exploited users create. 
In the Internet marketplace of the Web 2.0, data and surveillance capitalist systems 
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have achieved monumental financial successes from the exploitation of the unpaid 
user. Recall that in 2019, Google made $134.81 billion from digital advertising, with 
Facebook following at approximately $69.7 billion. Google is cited to have 
approximately four billion users worldwide, while Facebook is reported to have around 
1.69 billion. The billions that both corporate entities made from digital advertising are 
direct results of the exploitation of users’ labor and the appropriation of their personal 
data. If Google  and  Facebook  were  to  compensate  each  of their users for their labor 
and the commodity they produce (personal data), dividing their total digital advertising 
revenue by the amount of their users reveals that every single user would be eligible to 
collect $33.70 and $43.56 respectively, as payments for their labor. 

 
These theoretical salaries are significant in two ways. First, these theoretical salaries 
are inaccurate in reflecting the actual amount Google and Facebook gains from each 
user; in 2019, over four billion users each produced $33.70 worth of labor for Google, 
and 1.69 billion users made $43.56 each for Facebook. Yet, the data produced by 
users realistically exceeds the value of the theoretical salaries, and is one that cannot 
be accurately estimated to an exact monetary value. For example, someone’s credit 
card information is far more valuable to them than just $33.70 or $43.56; thus, personal 
data’s value cannot be accurately calculated by reducing it to simple monetary figures 
because its implications for users and corporate entities makes it have considerably 
greater value. The theoretical salaries serve to illustrate how users’ personal data is far 
more important to corporate entities than we think; yet, the fact of the matter is that 
these theoretical salaries were all uncompensated, unacknowledged, and unpaid, and 
they reflect the exploitation of users’ labor. The second reason for why these 
theoretical salaries are significant is because they reflect Zuboff’s (2019) quote, “we are 
the means to other’s ends;” the exploited, unpaid labors of users is fundamental for 
achieving financial success in the Internet marketplace of data and surveillance 
capitalist systems (p. 94). With data colonialism setting the stage for data appropriation 
and user exploitation, data and surveillance capitalism both enact and expand these 
practices to the point where users’ create billions in profits for the same companies 
that continue to exploit them for their unpaid labors; on the contemporary Web 2.0, 
users are the means to the corporate colonizers’ profits. 
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Conclusion 
Since the dotcom crash, the Internet marketplace has  been  the  epicenter  of 
revolutionary upheavals. The introduction of the  Web  2.0  saw  the  datafication  of 
billions of people as they progressively  began  to  click,  share,  and  use  the  Internet 
more. Today, it seems almost impossible to meet someone without some form of social 
media, and it seems even  more  insurmountable  to  encounter  someone  who  doesn’t 
use the Internet in any way; corporate entities, driven by the capitalistic imperative to 
create profit, adapted to the increasingly new ways in which the Web 2.0. Under the 
domineering mentality of data colonialism, systems of data capitalism and surveillance 
capitalism were conceived as a result of the dotcom crash and adaptations to the Web 
2.0. While many corporate entities like Facebook were quick to embrace data 
capitalism, the evolution of Google’s technology and business model laid the 
groundwork for surveillance capitalism. 

 
Surveillance capitalism, while deeply rooted in the mentality of data colonialism and 
the practices of data capitalism, immerses itself in the logic of accumulation and the 
value of behavioral surplus. Within this system, as people increasingly grow their 
Internet presence, they simultaneously invite more surveillance into their lives. When 
data doubles continually grow in this surveillant assemblage, new surveillant 
technologies discreetly appear at every corner to monitor and digitalize our behaviors 
and lives into commodifiable data. As in data colonialism and data capitalism, the 
system of surveillance capitalism creates a hostile, arduous asymmetrical relationship 
between the exploited users and the powerful corporate entities that control their 
personal data. Moreover, in the same vein, users are uncompensated, 
unacknowledged, and unpaid for their labors, as the personal data they make is 
appropriated for the financial profit of the corporate entities that surveil them. 

 
As more corporate entities turn to systems of surveillance capitalism to compete in our 
contemporary Internet marketplace, users must be aware of how their labors are 
exploited, how their personal data is appropriated, how the power asymmetry between 
them and their corporate colonizers continues to deepen, and how new and emerging 
surveillance technologies are datafying every aspect of our lives. To be conscious of 
these conditions is a starting point in resisting the expansion of corporate surveillance 
in our lives and combating the exploitation of us, the users, but to ignore the present 
implications and future ramifications of surveillance capitalism will solidify our role as 
users within the Internet marketplace as the means to other’s ends. 
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The Analysis of the 9/11 Memorial as Ritualistic 
Jocelyn Kenyon 

 
Introduction 
The 9/11 Memorial was built in memory of the victims that were killed from the terrorist 
attacks on September 11, 2001. The 9/11 Memorial is located at the World Trade 
Center in New York City. The memorial honors 3,000 people that died from the attacks, 
and also includes the six people that died in the World Trade Center bombing 
previously in 1993. The 9/11 Memorial responds to the terrorist attacks and creates a 
place for Americans to visit, reflect, and grieve for those lost. The 9/11 Memorial 
opened exactly ten years later on September 11, 2011. The memorial is a significant 
memorial in history that several people visit daily. Memorials are places where various 
emotions can surface or people may experience emotional numbness. There are 
several memorials that hold the ingredients of sacred spaces (Wasserman, 1998, p.43). 
Memorials can provide a community space and bring individuals into the collective 
realm that generates a community sense of loss, and other emotions (Wasserman, 
1998, p.43). Memorials can be studied rhetorically from a number of viewpoints. For 
example, Gallagher (2006) looked at the Stone Mountain Commemorative Walk and the 
Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial from a rhetorical model of cultural projection and 
displays of racial identity (p.178). Additionally, Prelli (2018) looked at the Ulysses S. 
Grant Memorial from the viewpoint of epideictic rhetoric and symbolic ritual (pp. 99-
100). Another memorial study, Blair and Michel (2007) focused on the Aids Memorial 
Quilt and the expression of public commemoration ( p. 595). These memorial studies 
show how applicable memorials can be when analyzing rhetorically. The 9/11 
Memorial will be analyzed by using a framework centered around ritual, civic religion, 
and social hierarchy. I will use these concepts to answer the question, “Why do people 
visit death sites  such as memorials?”. The terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001, is 
an unforgettable day for Americans. The memorial is a special place for Americans to 
visit. There are various artifacts that the 9/11 Memorial encompasses which will be 
useful to analyze throughout the paper when working to answer the important question 
about death sites. 
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Description of the Display 
The 9/11 Memorial was created by architects Michael Arad and Peter Walker. They 
named the display Reflecting Absence and had a noteworthy vision for what this 
memorial could be. The memorial can be described as a large space where people 
enter the memorial to see two enormous underground pools surrounded by waterfalls 
above ground level that stream one by one into the pools. Large bronze panels 
surround the pools where the names of those who have passed are engraved clearly 
on the panels. People can lay roses and flags around the names on the bronze panels. 
Additionally, there are about 400 trees that surround the pools at the memorial. The 
9/11 Memorial is a space that is open to the public daily. Anyone can visit the 
memorial: tourists, Americans, and the citizens of New York who may encounter it 
every day when walking around. There are three artifacts of the memorial that are 
important to analyze. Specifically, the entrance to the memorial overlooking the twin 
pools, the engraved names on bronze plaques, and a distinct tree beyond the pools 
which is known as the Survivor Tree. When visitors enter the memorial, they overlook 
two large pools with water flowing into the pool. Visitors can watch the waterfalls and 
walk around the pools. The border of the pools include bronze plaques where the 
names of those who were killed in the terrorist attacks are engraved on the plaques. 
People  can walk around the pools, view the engraved names, and lay flowers, flags, 
and other objects along the names. Beyond the two twin pools, visitors can walk 
through the space where they encounter a large tree. The Callery Pear Tree is known as 
the Survivor Tree at the memorial. On the day of the attacks, this tree was discovered 
broken and damaged at Ground Zero. The New York City Parks and Recreation 
Department took the tree, allowed it to recover, and it now stands at the memorial. 
Visitors can encounter the large Survivor Tree which stands as a reminder of resilience, 
rebirth, and survival. Each of these artifacts will be significant to look at rhetorically. 
The artifacts of the display and the memorial as a whole can be accessed through 
various pictures that I have, as well as utilizing the 9/11 website. This display will be 
vital to analyze because of how moving the memorial can be for people and society in 
general. It creates a  space for grieving, honoring, and reflecting on a significant piece 
of history which will be further explicated. 
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Conceptual Framework 
The 9/11 Memorial is a significant place that holds rhetorical power. By understanding 
the terms ritual, social hierarchy, and civic religion, I will analyze the 9/11 Memorial as a 
ritualistic display. Ritual, social hierarchy, and civic religion are  useful  concepts 
because of the public significance the memorial holds. As many people visit the 
memorial, they may experience feelings, interact with features of the memorial, 
remember the innocent victims, sympathize, as  well as other responses. By utilizing 
this framework, the concepts guide my analysis of answering the question, “Why do 
people visit death sites such as memorials?”. 

 
Rituals are common in society. People may not know they are participating in a ritual 
when they are. Rituals can also be powerful in society. Specifically, “a ritual is seen as 
an expression of social order that has the power to constitute it, and therefore 
functions in creating, maintaining, and adapting it” (Butterworth, 2005, p. 109). Rituals 
affirm religious values and practices as well as cultural norms (Butterworth, 2005, p. 
110). Rituals establish a social hierarchy, and may become instruments of ideological 
control (Butterworth, 2005, p.110). Rituals can be performed at any time and in several 
forms. By participating in a ritual, people use symbols to act within or alter a 
designated social order (Butterworth, 2005, pp. 109-110). The effects of a ritual may 
only work if there is active participation in the ritual, and people can also reject certain 
rituals (Butterworth, 2005, p. 110-111). A ritual can take many forms. One example of a 
ritual that has become significant in society is baseball, specifically the patriotic hymns 
that are sung before the players play ball. These patriotic hymns such as the National 
Anthem, became the songs that played before every game across the country, in order 
for everyone to show their patriotism (Butterworth, 2005, p.113). This opening hymn 
became a religious like experience for all fans as it can unite the country together. 
Furthermore, baseball after the 9/11 Terrorist attacks can be seen as a ritual for its 
quasi-religious symbolic power that worked to provide social order and heighten a 
sense of national unity (Butterworth, 2005, pp. 113-115). The quasi-religious power 
baseball provides is the recurring national hymns that can be compared to the hymns 
at a religious ceremony. By participating in these rituals at baseball games,  they 
provide a social order, specifically a nationalistic order, where Americans  come 
together to show their patriotism for the nation. From ritual to ritual, the social hierarchy 
can change. People participate in rituals daily, and by doing so, they identify with a 
certain hierarchy that reinforces the symbolic power rituals have on people and in 
society. 
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Additionally, when participating in a ritual, people may view the ritual as a ritual of civic 
religion. Civic religion is described as “objects held up to public view by rhetorics that 
transform seemingly mundane things into objects of a “religion” whose purpose is to 
unite us as a congregation of citizens (Halloran & Clark, 2006, p. 148). Civic religion 
specifically in a ritual may express the religious values of a nation. Symbols in a 
ritualistic display can become sacred and have different meanings that support the 
values of the nation which can be seen as religious. 

 
In the discussion of national park landscapes, Halloran and Clark (2006) use the 
Saratoga Battlefield as an example of a ritual that expresses a civic religion ( p 141). 
They compare the tour of the Saratoga Battlefield to another religious ritual, specifically 
the stations of the cross (Halloran & Clark, 2006, p. 148). People stop at locations along 
the Saratoga Battlefield and travel symbolically through the park. By stopping along the 
way, citizens may meditate, reflect, and interact with the symbols that may hold 
religious power. Through the display, visitors have a semi-religious experience that can 
connect people, forming a community. This expresses a civic religion because of the 
ritualistic display that unites people together identifying with the values of the nation 
and being an “American”. The concepts of ritual, social hierarchy, and civic religion can 
work together to show how places can become sacred and ritualistic when people 
participate in the ritual. When people participate in rituals, symbols and activities of the 
ritual can evoke meanings that constitute a social order. People may view themselves 
in a wider collective identity, whether it be nationalistic, patriotic, or democratic. This 
framework is widely applicable and can be used to examine memorials of all kinds, and 
it will be used to evaluate the 9/11 Memorial. 

 
Results 
The 9/11 Memorial has many features that can be useful to examine the feelings 
people may have when encountering the memorial, whether they have symbolic 
meaning, or not. By analyzing the 9/11 Memorial, the experiences and artifacts visitors 
encounter will be detailed to understand if the memorial is considered as a ritual. When 
people visit the 9/11 Memorial, they may have different experiences walking through 
the memorial. The entrance to the memorial, engraved names on the bronze plaques, 
and the Survivor Tree are three artifacts of the memorial that visitors encounter that can 
bring up emotions and feelings. All together, when people enter the memorial, they can 
visit three parts of the memorial. In most cases people start at the entrance and walk 
their way through. As thousands of people visit this memorial daily, people congregate 
around different parts of the display. As people walk in groups to the features of the 
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memorial, it can be thought of as a ritual. This venture can represent a ritual because 
there is active participation from individuals walking through the memorial and the 
features of the memorial that individuals encounter can hold quasi-religious power. 

 
More specifically, the entrance of the memorial is an attribute that can be symbolic for 
the audience. The entrance of the memorial opens up to massive twin pools with water 
flowing into the pools. By standing over the pools and watching the water flow, the 
audience can collectively participate in a reflection process. The action of standing 
over the pools silences many visitors where they gather around the water. In this case, 
as visitors stare into the water, it can reveal quasi-religious power. Water can have 
many meanings. In religious terms it has significance related to baptism, and “holy 
water”. Water is symbolic and can signify rebirth, vitality, change, and new beginnings. 
The 9/11 Memorial pools are located where the twin towers stood. People can stand 
over the pools, and sympathize for the loss of those who passed in the towers. 
Furthermore, as the water can be symbolic, visitors present at the memorial can think 
of the water as a sign to move past the 9/11 Terrorist attacks. They can think of the 
nation strengthening together, becoming alive again, and a new chance for the country 
to be together and honor those who we lost. 

 
Around the twin pools, visitors will encounter bronze plaques bordering each pool with 
all the names of those who died in the attacks largely engraved. The names are clear 
and bold. Visitors can easily identify a name they are looking for by walking around the 
pools looking at all the names. As people congregate around the pools, they are also 
focusing on all the names  of  those  who  have passed in the attacks. At the site, visitors 
can lay flowers, American flags,  and  other  items surrounding the names of loved ones. 
This action that the individuals participate in can be sacred for those at the memorial. 
Visitors of the memorial can  come  together,  sympathize  for  the innocent victims who 
lost their lives, and pay their respects. The 9/11 Memorial can be a space for people to 
honor those who we have lost in a tragic time. This is a space for visitors to  view 
themselves collectively in the community. Everyone is together at the memorial, 
sympathizing for victims,  gazing  at  the  engraved  names,  and  remembering  the  lost 
lives of American people. Visitors participate in sympathizing together whether it be 
reflecting, staying silent, or  laying  flowers.  They  are  collectively honoring the lives we 
lost which can hold symbolic meaning. 



Kenyon 81 
 

 
Another significant feature of the 9/11 Memorial that people can view is the Survivor 
Tree. Beyond the twin pools, visitors can walk over to an enormous tree that is fenced 
in and decorated with flags, ribbons, and flowers that people bring. The Survivor Tree 
previously described is the tree that survived and is a living reminder of resilience, 
survival, and hope. The tree can symbolize that out of death comes life, and that as a 
nation, we can  survive anything. The survival of this tree after the attacks can show 
that the nation is stronger and resilient. The Survivor Tree is an important feature of the 
memorial as it captures the strength the nation has since the attacks. People are able 
to unite over this remarkable tree that survived. People may feel through the Survivor 
Tree that it is a reminder that their loved ones are with them. The Survivor Tree can 
bring forth a theme encompassing that Americans are strong, and together we can 
survive anything that comes our way. The Survivor Tree on display at the memorial is 
prominent and can evoke the audience to feel emotions about their identity within the 
nation and can reveal quasi-religious power that people may feel when viewing this tree 
at the 9/11 Memorial. 

 
As a whole, there are different emotions and feelings that may come up when visiting 
this memorial. Through the features of the twin pools, engraved names, and the 
Survivor Tree, the 9/11 Memorial is a ritualistic display. Visitors of the memorial walk 
around the memorial overlooking the pools, encounter the engraved names, and view 
the Survivor Tree at this display. They are engaging in activities that correlate with 
participating in a ritual. The experiences at the memorial described above can each 
hold quasi-religious power that constitutes a social order. The 9/11 Memorial is an 
important place to visit in society, as it functions as a place to gather and remember 
the dead. The memorial can function as something else than a place to remember the 
dead, and can hold symbolic meaning. As individuals enter the memorial and see two 
twin pools with flowing water, many are silent gazing into the flowing water. The water 
can become quasi-religious in comparison to water in the Catholic Church which is a 
sacred symbol. The engraved names people encounter is a way for people to 
collectively pay their respects, lay flowers, and American flags, and sympathize for the 
Americans we lost. The Survivor Tree is an important relic that symbolizes rebirth, 
survival, and the emerging strength of America after the attacks. The 9/11 Memorial 
and the different features visitors encounter creates a ritualistic display because of the 
quasi-religious power that imposes a  social hierarchy. As a social order can change 
from ritual to ritual, the hierarchy that is imposed at the 9/11 Memorial is an order 
central to creating peace and honor for America. The 9/11 Memorial as a ritual 
constitutes this type of hierarchy as citizens visit features of the memorial. There are 
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constant symbols reassuring  that the nation is at peace, and everyone is honoring 
those who have passed, as well as the strengthening of America since the attacks. As 
people enter the memorial and experience the sites, they are inclined to participate in 
this social hierarchy. Everyone is gathered around in silence, reflecting on this tragic 
event but identifying themselves with America and that the nation is now at peace and 
stronger than ever. The social order allows the audience to celebrate the peace and 
strength of the nation after a tragic event in history. The 9/11 Memorial is a space 
where people can identify themselves in more collective terms, where they are proud to 
be Americans and be able to visit this site and experience peace and strength that has 
been restored since the attacks. 

 
Additionally, the 9/11 Memorial has been described as ritualistic. The memorial can 
also work to express civic religion. The features of the memorial that have been 
analyzed provide an array of symbols that can support the values of the nation. The 
periods of reflection, patriotic flags, and a surviving tree all can support the values of 
the American people and American society when visitors walk through the memorial. 
Civic religion in a ritual evokes a semi-religious tone and provides an opportunity for 
people in the community to unite. The 9/11 Memorial expresses civic religion as people 
congregate together in different parts of the memorial. They may be silent, 
overwhelmed, have feelings of tranquility, and strength. When coming together at this 
memorial they may think of themselves a part of a whole community. A community 
where everyone is proud to be an American. Visitors can celebrate the American way of 
living after the attacks at the memorial and feel a sense of peace and strength in the 
nation. The 9/11 Memorial works both as a ritual that imposes social order and 
expresses civic religion as a result of citizens coming together and participating in 
nationalistic values. 

 
Conclusions 
Throughout this inquiry, I have analyzed the 9/11 Memorial as a ritualistic display 
including social hierarchy and civic religion. The research question proposed was “why 
do people visit death sites such as memorials?” Based on my analysis of the memorial 
with ritual and civic religion guiding my findings above, people visit death sites for 
particular reasons. In terms of the 9/11 Memorial, the event that brought this memorial 
to the World Trade Center is an important time in history. People visit death sites such 
as this memorial to feel certain emotions and to become a part of something. By 
examining each artifact at the 9/11 Memorial, I have exemplified that there are many 
feelings involved at memorials and people can feel the sacred and symbolic power that 
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memorials can hold for people who visit. As it was disclosed that the 9/11 Memorial 
can be ritualistic. People who visit memorial sites are involved in a social hierarchy, 
whether the social hierarchy provides values such as justice, democracy, or 
nationalism. Visitors at the site become part of this order and can view themselves in a 
wider polity. The amount of memorials in the world and the amount of people that visit 
them is astonishing. People continuously visit memorials all over the world exemplifying 
the power they can hold for people, and the ritualistic qualities they have. By visiting 
memorial sites, people can come together in the community, reflect, sympathize, and 
unite over something tragic that has happened but ultimately may make the community 
stronger. Memorials are everywhere and many display ritualistic qualities where people 
may find themselves sympathizing in a tight community and discovering symbolic 
meaning together, feeling inspired to see more memorials. 

 
In my analysis, I have shown with the 9/11 Memorial that we can unlock symbolic 
meaning and understand it as a ritual. I believe Butterworth’s model (2005), and 
Halloran and Clark’s (2006) discussion on ritual and civic religion is widely applicable 
and can be used to look at other memorial sites. When visiting formal memorial sites, 
these memorials are established through political organizations which can induce the 
visitors of memorials to participate in social hierarchies. This model can be used to 
investigate several memorial sites to unlock certain ritualistic patterns that people are 
encouraged to participate in when visiting. Rituals will differ from memorial to 
memorial, and many will hold quasi-religious power. This symbolic power that has been 
shown at the 9/11 Memorial can be prominent at other sites whether it be one of the 
Holocaust Memorials, war memorials, and other kinds significant in  history. 
Specifically, if this model was used to analyze the Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial, 
Vietnam Veterans’s Memorial, and Stone Mountain Park’s Commemorative Walk, 
people may encounter a ritualistic site where visitors can participate that can evoke 
different social hierarchies. I have communicated that rituals are prominent in society, 
and through Butterworth’s (2005) discussion on ritual, and Halloran and Clark’s (2006) 
discussion, the 9/11 Memorial can be viewed as ritualistic, and the social hierarchies 
that people are induced to participate in allow us to understand why people visit death 
sites such as memorials. 
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Positive Street Art 
Gabrielle Masseur 

 
Cultural policy, which relates to art forms like visual art, music, and theatre, is not only 
an aesthetic issue but one that is situated within the small cities and communities we 
live in. A look at my hometown of Nashua, NH shows how cultural policy can 
transform a city for the better. A visitor will easily notice the art murals all around 
downtown. They have been added to downtown in the last few years by an art 
organization. They have been scattered in the downtown main strip, as well as a few 
low-income areas. These murals are very beautiful and bring more light to the 
downtown. Our downtown is surrounded by old, run-down properties, and low- 
income communities became an eye sore to the downtown atmosphere. The murals 
have made the main strip look more alive and friendly. This kind of public art has not 
only impacted my city, but many other communities around the world. This essay 
explores the potential positive effects of street art on the areas it is situated in. I 
believe that street art is beneficial in any community as it makes an area more 
welcoming, creates more of an attraction to the area, and can financially benefit the 
area. Street art allows artists to express who they are, use their voice, represent their 
culture to places all over the world. 

 
Starting off with one of the biggest cities in New Hampshire, Nashua has become a 
home to 90,080 residents all ranging from wealthy to lower income (Nashua, New 
Hampshire Population 2020). When many people think of the downtown area of 
Nashua, the first thing they will think of is the Mills, the Tree Streets, Holman Stadium, 
and the outlying community that surrounds downtown. Downtown Nashua is filled 
with many restaurants, small businesses, coffee shops, and boutiques. What lies right 
on the outside of the main strip is what turns many people away from the beautiful 
downtown area. The communities that surround downtown have been around for 
ages, being filled more and more by lower-income residents and even attracting the 
homeless. Many homeless people and ‘panhandlers’ from the lower-income area will 
walk up and down the main strip of downtown, following people around, asking for 
money, or even sleeping on the sidewalk. 
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For many Nashua residents, this has been a turnoff to the downtown main  strip, 
especially for younger adults who  do  not  always  feel  safe. When I was in high school, 
the only time I would visit downtown  was  for  the  holiday  stroll; otherwise, I would 
never feel safe hanging around the area. The summer I came  back  from  college,  I 
noticed a new  breath of fresh air to downtown that made it more appealing. The street 
art that filled the walls and buildings of downtown made a major difference. People 
wanted to go downtown—they wanted  to  go  out  to  eat  and take pictures in front of 
the murals before dinner. This is when I first experienced Positive Street Art. 

 
Positive Street  Art was founded in 2011 as a nonprofit organization, whose mission 
is to embrace urban art and community in Nashua. Founders, Cecilia Ulibarri and 
Manuel Ramirez, found a need for urban art in Nashua. They partnered with many 
other artists to create so many beautiful and powerful paintings. On their website, 
they discuss how this organization was used to bring positivity and  artistic 
expression to life. Their very powerful mission statement correlates with the act of 
cultural policy, “To inspire passion for urban arts in a productive way and to build 
stronger communities through educational workshops, community events and artistic 
services” (2011). There has been such a draw to Positive Street Art’s work, especially 
their newest mural of a girl superhero saying, “You can change the world.” Positive 
Street Art needed to meet with group leaders of Nashua to get permission to paint 
specific areas (Positive Street Art, 2011). This organization has made an extremely 
huge impact on the community and has grown so much since 2011. They now hold 
different events, dance classes, fundraisers to help with the education of urban art 
and embracing our community (Positive Street Art, 2011). These murals exploded on 
social media as so many young people were capturing pictures in front of  the 
murals. Not only have they helped bring life to downtown, but they have also 
represented many cultures and allowed many artists to use their voices. 

 
Street art and murals have become a huge trend in the last 10 years, especially since 
the rise of social media. The Huffington Post identified 19 of the best cities to see 
public street art (Brooks, 2017). Throughout their article, you can see the beauty of 
these pieces and how vibrant they are among the cities and people that surround 
them. The Spray Planet, also, highlights 5 of the most amazing street art pieces in 
America and how each mural relates to the area (Montana Colors, 2018). The Spray 
Planet included that many of these pieces will tell a story about the area that they are 
made in, which is very powerful. “A cultural political economy would broaden and 
deepen such approaches. In the case of museums, exactly this interaction of 
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socio-economic and ideological forces has shaped and confined policy. Thus, fiscal 
strains on the public purse have not only resulted in the restructuring of education and 
health provision, but have also deeply affected publicly funded institutions like 
museums and libraries” (Kenny & Stevenson 267). Street art has made an impact on 
communities, culturally and economically. 

 
It is very easy to see how street art can promote culture and politics in an area. Kenny 
and Stevenson discuss the questions that are asked when discussing cultural political 
economy. “A number of important questions follow: how might minority voices be 
organized to make sure that they are heard and supported, in cultural terms? How can 
such groups be empowered so that they are not subject to the exclusions which state 
policy and market logic produce?” (Kenny & Stevenson 267). These questions set the 
tone for the purpose of art in a community and how it can be influential. A lot of the art 
of the streets and graffiti that is made, tells a story, and depicts the culture from the 
artist. In The World Atlas of Street Art and Graffiti, Rafael Schacter focuses on a 
particular artist, Nunca (119). Nunca has Brazilian culture running, not just through his 
veins, but through his paintings. Nunca has focused much of his street art through the 
graffiti technique. Schacter explains that “Bringing issues of history, race, and ethnicity 
to the forefront of his work, Brazilian artist Nunca has shaped a distinctive aesthetic 
that is as richly ornate as it is political…reflects Nunca’s desire to reassess the 
historiographical depiction of the Brazilian people and reinstate their indigenous 
heritage.” This was his way of taking action to represent his culture and show Brazilian 
culture is like (Schacter, 119). 

 
Looking back at the earlier questions from Kenny and Stevenson, street art can give a 
voice to those who cannot necessarily use their words to make an impact. Many of 
those who cannot use their voice are ones in minority groups and those with certain 
political views who cannot talk about it. In, “Giving a Voice to the Voiceless: Street Art 
as a Form of Political Protest,” Emma Freedman displays how we can use art to voice 
what we think, feel, or want the world to know. She discusses how street art was used 
in Brazil to make a stand against the government. She shares that, “the power of a 
starving Brazilian child with nothing to eat but a soccer ball grew into a symbol for the 
social and political clash that was occurring.” In so many communities, street art is 
seen as something beautiful and allowed under certain governments. Freedman 
explains that in Argentina, business owners allow for street art to be made on their 
buildings or in surrounding communities. We can see how cultural policy has become 
a part of the Argentina culture due to street art being subsidized by governments and 
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companies. “The movement has revamped many old buildings and factories in cities 
that are just now beginning to recover from the economic distress of neoliberalism. 

 
Beyond culture, Kenny and Stevenson go more  into  depth  on  cultural  policy  and 
looking at how it affects the economy. “It is concerned with the cultural and symbolic 
relations that ensure the  reproduction  of  the  social  and economic structures of both 
the public and everyday worlds” (252). Kenny and Stevenson here are showing the tie 
between culture and economics. When thinking of street art, we  can  see  how  the 
culture is brought out of these pieces. Street art can impact an  area  economically 
because of its influence over so  many  people  and  cultures.  People  all  around  the 
world will visit different street art or murals, especially when they are trending places 
on social media. The more tourists coming to see street art, the more foot traffic in the 
area. 

 
As Freedman said above, street art in Argentina helped renovate old buildings and 
areas that could not be supported financially before. Grace Austin wrote an article 
called, “TheImportance of Street Art”, that brought to light how there are benefits to 
street art, economically and through the authority. Austin explains how the street art in 
Cambridge’s Central Square has brought the area to life with the bright colors and 
unique designs, all original from these local artists. She explains that “additions of 
street art benefit urban environments by creating a safer community, generating 
relationships between constituents and businesses, and increasing economic 
revenue.” Street art can attract more people to an area, which means they will usually 
make a day of touring the surrounding communities, restaurants, and shops. When 
thinking of our government and economy, street art can benefit both areas. 

 
Austin explains how street art can help create a safer community and even lower crime 
rates. Austin makes a point to share that street art gives a sense of care to a 
community, as it shows how artists are revamping the area and cleaning it up. “If the 
environment is cared for, drug use, crime, robbery, and vandalism decline statistically.” 
New York City is known for its graffiti and street art, as well as its homeless and crime 
rate. Austin brings to light how SoHo’s street art helped lower crime rates compared to 
other communities in New York City. Finally, in relation to Cambridge and the small 
businesses in the area, Austin says, “Economically, street art encourages residents and 
tourists alike to visit local businesses and regions.” 
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Tying economy, government, and culture all together, street art has become a major 
attraction to those who use social media. Not only have residents appreciated their 
local street art, celebrities and people all around the world have travelled to view street 
art pieces. Stevenson explains the power of the media and how it emerged into our 
world. Stevenson says, “Here, I seek to analyze media power, taking account of 
interconnections between the public, private and popular media culture” (98). 

 
Instagram gives street art the power to be something that was once private within 
communities, to be posted publicly for the world to see. The trend of street art 
became more powerful when Instagram was launched, celebrities were taking 
pictures in front of walls in cities across America. Cultural policy has given the 
opportunity for artists to use their skills to embrace life in their community, but also 
allowed them to broadcast their work to the world. Media and cultural policy together 
have become a strong duo in promoting art within our world. Lachlan MacDowall 
dives deeper into the concept of street art and graffiti’s presence in the media. In 
Instafame: Graffiti and Street Art in the Instagram Era, MacDowall goes into detail on 
street art and graffiti being introduced to the media. When thinking of cultural 
citizenship, Stevenson discusses Habermas’s public sphere model. In this model, we 
can think of how our private sphere has become more public with media (99). With the 
use of social media, we can discuss and post about our  local  communities. 
MacDowall explains that “As graffiti and street art have infiltrated mainstream culture, 
they can now be understood in semiotic terms as highly mobile sets of aesthetic 
features detached from particular artists or politics…become available and visible in a 
range of contexts, from t-shirts and television ads, to web page designs and movie 
sets.” MacDowall then goes on to explain how street art and graffiti went from 
something that was once illegal, a crime, to a form of culturally accepted art in our 
cities (25). Cultural policy and media have opened the opportunity for street art to be 
embraced by communities and by governments. Governments have seen the 
powerful impact of street art in the area and the attraction it has to people. The media 
helps local artists be known and appreciated for their work. 

As cultural policy has allowed for artists to embrace their talents and backgrounds, 
there are still some areas around the U.S and world that need more convincing. Alan 
Ehrenhalt notes that while some cities are becoming more accepting of street art and 
graffiti, many other cities have painted over and scrubbed this art off buildings, 
finding street art and graffiti as something ugly. But in recent years, the momentum 
seems to be moving towards street art. Ehrenhalt shares the case of “a federal judge 
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in New York City awarded $6.75 million to 21 graffiti artists in Queens whose works 
had been painted over without warning on a cluster of buildings being prepared for 
development.” The judge decided this case on the precedent of the Visual Artists 
Rights Act, which has protected artists and their pieces since 1990. Under VARA, 
business owners cannot just strip art off their walls—a notice to the artist is needed if 
there is to be new development. When thinking of cultural policy, we can see how 
VARA represents a change in our thinking about both art and property. “Over its 28-
year history, VARA had never been used to protect graffiti—until now. The decision 
is on appeal, but whatever the final result, it’s part of a new era in the complicated 
relationships among artists, vandals, property owners and city governments.” 
Different cities around the world, such as Lisbon, Bogota, Montreal, Brussels, Tel 
Aviv, have embraced the street art in their city. Much of this art is bright, bubbly, 
powerful and hopes to teach a lesson, share a goal, or make an impact on the 
audience who views the street art. Street art and graffiti has been accepted as it has 
brought positivity to the area, making cities more welcoming to tourists or residents. 
Ehernhalt discusses examples of how America has been accepting street art and 
graffiti in even the biggest most respected of cities. “American cities are moving 
more deliberately in the same direction. The District of Columbia has more murals on 
its city walls than ever before. It pairs aerosol artists with neighborhoods and 
property owners to create 10 officially sanctioned wall projects a year. In St. Louis, 
an annual festival called Paint Louis covers two miles of floodwall with spray painted 
productions.” 

 
Yes, there has been a great push for street art and graffiti and much evidence to it 
being beneficial to cities. But still,  as  Ehernhalt  explains,  some  cities  with  street  art 
still are menaced by the tags and  violence  of  gang  vandalism.  Gang  tagging  with 
graffiti has been used over centuries and many will avoid graffiti  parks  and  areas. 
Subway cars, railings, buildings, alleyways,  and  rooftops have been popular spots for 
gang tagging. Over the last few years, many cities  have  found  a  way  to  help  bring 
down the gang tagging in communities. According to Ehernhalt, “Cities around  the 
country have curbed it by  using techniques similar to those that had worked in New 
York.” These cities have  also  found  ways  to  help  push  graffiti tagging to certain areas 
of cities. Specific walls of rundown building, redevelopment spaces, and other cities 
spaces were made as legal graffiti walls. With the  push  of  positive  street  art  and 
graffiti, there is hope to help make a city feel safer. 
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In conclusion,  cultural policy has allowed for artists to use their talents and bring life 
to their surrounding cities and communities. Street  art  has  evolved  from  something 
that was once considered gang tagging to something beautiful  and  positive. 
Governments and cities have taken the time to work with artists in legalizing the act of 
street art and graffiti. With this, governments are letting art become a money-making 
factor in the economy. With street art, cities can have an added attraction for tourists 
and locals to come visit. As said earlier, embracing street art means embracing other 
local  businesses that are surrounded by the art. With the positive push for street art, 
there are still doubts that it may not help with gang tagging and vandalism. As street 
art started out of gang-related activities, artists  have  changed  the  way  of  street  art 
and graffiti. With VARA and other examples of street art and graffiti support, artists 
can tell a story. Artists are given the tools to tell a story and use their voice. They can 
create street art on political views and on their local government, like in Brazil. Artists 
can create art that tells  a  story  about their life or upbringing. Street art and graffiti 
allows for artists to embrace their culture and share it with the world. Street art and 
graffiti have become beautiful additions to communities. Making cities or smaller 
communities more welcoming, brighter, relatable, accepting, and safer. Without street 
art, communities would not be able to understand the culture  around  them or the 
people around them. With street art, people can  come  closer  together.  Street  art 
would not be street art, without cultural policy taking the lead. Cultural policy opens 
opportunities for cities, communities,  businesses,  parks, and the word to embrace art 
and culture all together. 
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Going Viral(ish) in 2020 
Gabrielle Podmore 

 
I’m going to say a few words and unlock some memories in your brain. We’re going to 
dig way back, but you’re going to know exactly what I’m referring to. Ready? Gangnam 
Style. Harlem Shake. What does the fox say? The mannequin challenge. Evil Kermit. 
Success Kid. Baby Yoda. Friday by Rebecca Black. I’m sure you remember most, if not 
all, of these things since they were all viral internet memes at one point in time. Videos 
and images like these may seem frivolous, but their virality at some point in time gained 
widespread sharing in the digital and ‘real’ world to the point where our brains still 
remember them. However, if I was to name off a few of the viral videos I’ve watched 
today or the latest meme, it is much more unlikely that you’d know them, let alone even 
heard of them before. This is because the nature of memes and viral content on the 
internet has changed tremendously in the recent history of the internet. In what follows, 
I will explore the history of memes and viral content on the internet, ultimately leading to 
one current-day question: what does it mean to be viral today? 

 
Before there were internet memes, there were memes: the non-internet kind. The term 
meme was  coined  by  Richard  Dawkins as human behavior that comes not from genes, 
but culture. Memes in the biological sense are taught or learned, in contrast to genes, 
which are inherited. Memes are easily  replicable  in  organisms  because  instead  of 
waiting for generations of offspring, people can immediately replicate the behavior. 

 
With the creation and rise of the internet, memes found themselves in a new place on 
the web. While very different, many of the same characteristics of biological memes 
apply to internet memes, explaining why they share a name. The connection lies within 
both referring to a piece of culture shared by humans and their replicable nature. In a 
formal sense, they are referred to as “a piece of culture, typically a joke, which gains 
influence through online transmission” (Mandiberg, 122). This definition can be applied 
to videos, images, and sayings that are replicated by many people to generate 
popularity. 

 
However, not everything that goes viral on the internet  becomes  a  meme.  This 
distinction lies within whether that viral trend, video, or sound is replicated in a way that 
people understand what it is referencing. Oftentimes, there is a plethora of viral content 
that does not gain meme status. Going  viral  on  the  internet  refers  to  “sharing 
something via email or social media that spreads quickly to millions of people online,” 
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typically with that threshold being around five million views (Wonderopolis, 2020). 
These viral videos, images, or stories are pieces of information that are interacted with 
and shared to the point where millions see it, which is how culture and entertainment 
are spread online. So essentially, memes are always viral, since it is inherent, but not all 
viral things are memes. Both memes and viral content have some sort of appeal to 
them to the point where they are either shared or replicated by other internet users, 
whether it be a video, story, picture, song, or any other piece of culture. Even still, both 
are a huge part of the way people interact and exist both on the internet and in society. 

 
The nature of memes and viral content has already shifted since the earlier days of the 
internet, and a new type of viral culture is evolving. So far, there have been two 
designated eras of the internet: Web 1.0 and Web 2.0. The first era of the internet is 
characterized by email, few content creators, and lots of consumers (Soha, 2015). 
Afterward came era 2.0, which is where the first memes and viral content emerged, 
along with blogs, Wikis, and the first social media platforms. These additions to the 
internet allowed average users to become creators and have a personalized 
experience, which completely changed the landscape of the internet. 

 
I would argue that since this time where social media was evolving, we have entered a 
Web 3.0 era, characterized by an overwhelming amount of content, unlimited virality, 
interconnectedness among apps,  and  fake news. This era is truly limitless and seems 
to consist of neverending connections to our phones (many have heard the phrase 
there’s an app for that). I would argue that part of the reason why we could be 
considered in a third era of the internet is because of the sharp contrast between viral 
content and memes between ten years ago and now. The result of going viral and the 
way people treat viral content has evolved to the point where it can no longer be 
grouped in the same time period as when Gangnam Style went viral. 

 
Memes are not what they used to be. Early memes, such as the Harlem Shake, were 
few in quantity and typically were popular for a significant amount of time. Also, memes 
of the early internet were very widely known, because the same ones were used over 
and over. Other characteristics of early memes include being simple to understand and 
replicate. It is important to note that in the early days of the internet, almost every viral 
piece of content became a meme. This is because people were so fascinated by viral 
content that they felt compelled to recreate it, which is the basis of memes. For 
example, the Mannequin Challenge was a type of challenge that could have just been a 
viral video, and perhaps would be in today’s landscape, but it became a meme at the 
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time because everyone was talking about it and felt a need to recreate it. Viral content 
was such  a  big  deal  at the time that everyone wanted to be a part of it, which is why 
most things that went viral became a meme. 

 
Today’s memes are opposite of almost everything they once were. Instead of being few 
in quantity, new memes are produced every day, though some gain more popularity 
than others. Today’s memes are typically short-lived and because of this, not known by 
everyone who interacts on the internet. Unlike in the earlier days, not everything that 
goes viral becomes a meme-- in fact, most things do not. In addition, memes have 
become widely understood and even act as a language of their own for younger 
generations. Memes that pop up on Twitter or GIFs that we send in a text are all used 
to communicate a message. Whether we retweet that message or send it in a text, we 
often don’t need to accompany it with any other text because the meaning is implied 
within. Therefore, if we are using solely memes to communicate it is evident they have 
become a form of discourse, which was not as established in the earlier days of the 
internet. 

 
Viral content has changed in a very similar way to memes. I specifically remember the 
earlier days of things going viral on the internet, and one thing is for sure: it was a big 
deal. If someone or something had gone viral, chances are everyone knew about it and 
was talking about it. Going viral was such a big deal that companies and celebrities 
even played into it, with a notable example being a boy named Daniel getting a lifetime 
supply of vans for going viral once. This goes to show that in the early days of the 
internet, going viral was much less frequent and therefore much more notable when it 
happened. Similar to early memes, most internet users were aware of the same things 
that were viral at a certain time period because there were fewer things to know. . 
Another aspect of early viral content was that the status was difficult to achieve: it was 
not easy to create a viral video. 

 
Viral content has completely transformed in this new era of the internet, too. Whereas 
years ago there were relatively  few  videos  that  got  millions  of views, there are now 
more videos than ever receiving that same amount of attention. The reality is that in this 
day and age, viral content is limitless to the point where no one could ever predict all 
the  viral  content  currently  circulating. A reason that I think contributes to this is that 
there is more content being produced than ever, and  consumers essentially have the 
option to make every video viral if they want to, because there is no limit on how many 
videos or pictures they can like. It has been discovered that over five billion videos are 
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watched online every day, with that number only growing (Wonderopolis, 2020). From 
this large number of videos, it is then up to the consumers to practically decide what 
goes viral and what does not. Because viral content is much more common, it is not 
nearly as big of a deal when something goes viral and that popularity is often short-
lived. I have also noticed that in contrast to outlandish content going viral in the early 
internet days, viral content is often more on the tame, relatable side. 

 
In recent years, especially with the rise of TikTok, I have truly learned the immense 
audience the internet consists of. What used to be considered a lot of subscribers or 
likes has now become only a fraction of what the popular influencers these days are 
getting. Just recently, Charli Damelio, the most famous TikToker, reached 100 million 
followers, a feat which took YouTube’s biggest creator PewDiePie nine years  to 
achieve. That number goes to show that it is much easier to attain an audience in a 
small amount of time than it ever has been. Many people complain that Charli did not 
do anything to warrant the number of followers and that the term “influencer” is 
ridiculous, but the fact of the matter is that regardless of what she did, she managed to 
gain a substantial audience that she does have an influence over, which is why she 
recently has so many brand deals. In my opinion, these numbers such as follower 
counts and likes are so large that they have almost lost their meaning. I doubt many 
people, even Charli herself, recognize how many people that actually is. When you 
think about how she has a following of about a third of the United States population, it 
helps put it into perspective. 

 
I can attest first-hand to how the notion of going viral has completely transformed, as I 
recently had a TikTok go viral. When I posted the video, I had no intentions of going 
viral and didn’t expect it at all. Within the first hour, though, it had already been getting 
a decent amount of likes and comments, which is key-- because based on initial 
responses, TikTok will show your content on more or fewer pages. Throughout the day, 
I watched the video get more likes, shares, and comments; eventually  reaching 
100,000 then 500,000, then one million likes. But as I’ve explained, going viral is 
nowhere near an accomplishment today as it used to be. 

 
Considering my own example, I’ve been able to think of a few reasons why some 
TikToks tend to do better than others in terms of virality. For one, they have something 
worth commenting on. This is especially important on TikTok, but other apps have 
similar algorithms where comments boost the videos. Therefore, if there is something 
that inclines people to leave a comment, whether it was a quote said in the video or a 
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particularly funny part, it will help it go viral. A second component of viral content is 
that it is sharable. Platforms are highly interconnected, and sharing something within 
an app or across different apps has never been easier. If the content is worth sharing 
with a friend, it will allow for more exposure. The last key to going viral these days is to 
create something unique, but relatable. The best way to do this is usually to take a 
trend and put your own spin on it, which is essentially the whole model of TikTok. While 
viral content has changed much over the years, I would say that these premises have 
remained somewhat consistent over the years and these same things would have 
contributed greatly to a viral video ten years ago. 

 
My viral time was also very short-lived. In the early days of the internet, someone who 
went viral was sure to have somewhat of a following and a likely chance of going viral 
for other content. But it’s not the early days of the internet anymore, and going viral in 
2020 means frequent, fast, fame before you become a part of the millions of other 
“viral” videos that are forgotten. Millions of people viewed my video, but its popularity 
did not live past a couple  of days-- so compared to the recognition something viral 
used to garner, I’d say it only went viral-ish. 

 
Viral content and memes are no longer contained to just the internet: they have 
become a way of life in the physical world, too. People communicate through them, 
laugh with them, relate to them, and talk about them. Users will comment on various 
posts with certain emojis, talking in a sarcastic tone, and using similar phrases. These 
phrases are cultural creations that are replicated by other users, thus forming a 
discourse. This concept has even intersected into  our everyday lives, where many 
social media users are referencing memes and the new digital language in person. The 
way people interact in physical spaces seems to be directly influenced by what they 
are consuming online, and often, in viral content or memes. These phenomena are 
inescapable parts of the digital and physical worlds and have only become more 
integrated into our everyday lives as time has gone on. 

 
The internet is constantly evolving: it has changed in many ways since its original 
existence, and will only continue to expand in the future. Many of the current ways of 
the internet will likely be replaced by new ones later on, whether we’re using different 
apps, or viral content and communication have completely shifted. There is no way to 
tell what the future of the internet will bring, but we can easily examine what has 
changed from the past. The art of a viral internet meme is a clear case of just one way 
the internet has transformed. Millions of views and likes would have once made 
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someone a celebrity, but now they may still remain an average person that no one 
makes note of. This is because as more and more content is created and published on 
the internet, more content will go viral, but going viral has less meaning. Viral content 
has evolved with the internet to become more frequent, more short-lived, and less 
rewarding. In today’s day and age, fewer people truly  go viral as they used to, and 
more people go viral-ish. I just happen to be one of those people. 
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Introduction to Brooke Marston’s Essays in Comm-Entary 
Nora A. Draper 

 
Each spring, Comm-Entary publishes a collection of the strongest work by students in 
the University of New Hampshire’s Department of Communication. On occasion, an 
individual student will have two pieces that merit inclusion in this collection. Never 
before, however, has a single student published six essays in  an  issue  of Comm-
Entary. This unique accomplishment belongs to Brooke Marston. 

 
In the six essays published here, Brooke’s characteristic mastery of language, theory, 
and argumentation is on display. These essays not only examine a range of topics – 
from fan culture, to politics, to public health – but they also draw on theories and 
methods from the distinct subfields within the Communication discipline. Brooke’s 
ability to move seamlessly between ethnomethodology, discourse analysis, and 
historical research speaks to her skills as a researcher. Her comfort in using concepts 
developed in one area to interrogate an entirely different set of issues demonstrates her 
theoretical flexibility and maturity. The result is a collection of work that provides 
important and intriguing insights across a range of topics. 

 
Despite this diversity of  topics,  theories,  and  methods,  Brooke’s  work  is  always 
engaged with issues of power and privilege. Whether she is  examining  the  ways 
campaigns that depict the birth control pill as a path  to  individual  fulfillment  and 
women’s empowerment obscure the exploitative practices that brought this medication 
to a mass market or the ways that  fandoms  and  subcultures  fail  to  live  up to their 
claims of inclusivity, Brooke is invested in research that forces us to confront difficult 
questions about our social and cultural realities. 
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United States of Satire: 
Borat and Political Culture Jamming as a “Get-Out-The-Vote” Effort 
Brooke Marston 
Content warning: This article contains depictions of racist and extremist imagery appearing in Borat Subsequent Moviefilm. 

 
Delaure and Fink (2017) use the term culture jamming to refer to tactics utilized in order 
to critique or subvert mainstream culture, to the extent of ‘jamming’ its usual function. 
Historically, culture jamming has existed as a set of subcultural practices, often playful 
and creative, that undermine or point out the shortcomings of dominant culture. These 
practices have manifested in public and often clever or even artistic acts, including 
prank and parody. Sometimes this is encapsulated through the media genre of satire, 
which utilizes the rhetorical or structural forms of a source in order to take a critical lens 
to that source (Jones, 2012). While we may think of forms such as parody and satire 
existing on and because of the Internet (due in part to social creation platforms like 
YouTube allowing for unprecedented global spread of such works) and therefore being 
relatively novel, they actually have history with previous dominant communication 
media. Most are familiar with Orson Welles’ radio drama The War of the Worlds, a 
dramatized news broadcast, or Comedy Central’s  The  Daily Show, whose anchors 
often will infiltrate political conferences and rallies in order to cause confusion or make 
light of political matters. Satire and parody are no strangers to cinema, either, and this 
is evident through the legacy of Sacha Baron Cohen’s Borat. 

As part public-performance art and part mockumentary, 2020’s Borat Subsequent 
Moviefilm effectively engages in culture jamming through its immersion in mainstream 
political culture as a means of satirization. Sacha Baron Cohen’s titular  character, 
Borat, is portrayed as a European journalist with a very limited knowledge of American 
political culture. Thus, in the prank sequences woven throughout the film, he acts as a 
blank canvas upon which unwitting subjects authentically project their own beliefs and 
opinions regarding politics, religion, and other topics that comprise mainstream culture. 

Baron Cohen’s actions take on the ideals of culture jamming as they are brought out 
into the public, with the purpose of satirizing participants who believe they are in a real 
situation when they are actually being pranked. This is most apparent when it is official 
or authoritative settings that are being ‘jammed’; for example, when Borat is faced with 
the challenge of sneaking into the Conservative Political Action Conference unnoticed, 
and attempts to ‘blend in’ by donning a white hood and robe (Figure 1). Of course, the 
audience is aware that Borat is not actually trying to remain under the radar while 
wearing traditional KKK attire. Rather, it is clear that Baron Cohen is making a pointed 
commentary on the underlying racial motives of modern conservatives. As cameras 
follow  Borat’s  entrance  into  the  convention  center,  the  confusion  and  discomfort 
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created by his presence is  palpable  in  the  expressions  of  attendees  around  him. 
Though to some the demonstration may seem random and nonsensical, it is probable 
that others at the scene (as  well  as  the  audience)  understand the implication being 
made. 

 

Figure 1. Baron-Cohen enters the Conservative Political Action Conference as Borat, hoping to visually and ideologically “blend in”. 

 
In particular, the film tends to focus on the Trump presidency and  associated 
ideologies of nationalism (and even white-supremacy) as powerful cultural phenomena 
that have transcended the realm of politics, pervading all other aspects of mainstream 
culture. Through Baron Cohen’s implementation of unscripted pranks, the supposed 
darker ideologies underlying Trumpism and modern conservatism are exposed. In one 
particularly striking example from the film, Borat stays in the company of two men who 
identify as Republicans for multiple days during the COVID-19 pandemic, remaining in-
character the entire time. During this time, the audience is able to watch as these men 
attempt to “teach” Borat about the political inner workings of the United States. As 
they unceremoniously describe their extremist beliefs (for example, that the Clintons 
are part of a ring of elites who torture children) it becomes clear to the viewer that the 
men are not “two of America’s greatest scientists” as Borat claims— but regular 
citizens who have been taken in by the extremist and conspiratorial ideologies that 
have come to be increasingly associated with the Republican party. 

 
This arc culminates at a far-right gun rights rally in Washington, D.C., where Borat takes 
the stage and performs an original song. To the delight and enthusiasm of attendees 
(including the two men befriended by Borat, who are also present at the rally), he sings 
of injecting liberals and scientists with COVID-19 and murdering journalists. As a 
"liberal" himself, Baron Cohen is performing a pivotal act of culture jamming here— by 
offering up an ideology that is blatantly, obviously, and offensively problematic to the 
viewer, only for it to be accepted and embraced by the crowd (Figure 2). By capturing it 
on camera, he is solidifying a body of proof demonstrating that the many on the 
political far-right celebrate these harmful viewpoints. Moreover, he is making a point 
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not only about the callous outlook of the alt-right, but the complicity of the rest of the 
Republican party in allowing these ideologies to take hold. 

 

Figure 2. Baron Cohen took the stage at a March for Our Rights rally in Washington D.C. in character, and performed a song 
suggesting the torture and murder of journalists and scientists. In footage of the performance, the crowd can be seen cheering and 
singing along (including one attendee who was recorded making a Nazi salute). 

 
Despite his mission to expose corruption and inhumanity in others, Baron Cohen’s 
character is not without its own concerns. For one, Borat has been criticized for its 
portrayal of Kazakhstan (the character’s home country) and other nations in this region 
as primitive and impoverished. However, Wallace (2008) argues that Borat’s highly 
stereotypical background and odd mannerisms meant to caricature eastern Europe are 
actually strategic tools that serve to draw out the naïveté of the American subjects in 
the film. For example, the two men who invited Borat into their home probably would 
not have treated him the way they did if Baron Cohen behaved within the cultural 
norms of an American man, or even a western European man. Instead, his guise of a 
primitive and naive ‘foreigner’ set the tone for the men to explain their ideas very plainly 
to him, which aids the film by highlighting just how absurd many of these ideas really 
are and how strongly some people believe them. Still, the dilemma remains over 
whether this treatment and portrayal of other nations is acceptable, as it certainly 
pushes the boundaries of political correctness at best, and harmfully caricatures other 
cultures at worst. Another focus in criticism of Borat is the character’s strong 
antisemitism. As a Jewish man himself, Baron Cohen defends this portrayal as an 
instrument of both mockery (of antisemitic sentiment) and education (through 
displaying the absurdity of antisemitism). Lastly, Delaure and Fink (2017) speak of 
culture jamming as having anticapitalist and anticonsumerist roots, which raises 
concerns about the legitimacy of Subsequent Moviefilm as culture jamming and as 
activism, since it is sponsored and distributed by the highly contentious corporation 
Amazon. 
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Osgerby (2004) purports that media images “do not simply ‘reflect’ reality . . . Instead, 
they actively explain and interpret, deploying visual codes and textual techniques to 
suggest specific ways of making sense of the world.” Subsequent Moviefilm does both: 
it reflects reality as a largely unscripted and unsuspecting portrayal of both cultural 
elites and regular people as subjects, yet it also frames how we look at this reality by 
placing us in Borat’s mindset with unique preconceptions and goals. The act of culture 
jamming is integral to this process, both to solidify Borat’s clunky and awkward 
character, as well as to draw out this reality from participants, including the darker side 
it is perceived to have. Despite how obviously problematic the character of Borat is, 
Subsequent Moviefilm has been widely praised for its pointed critique of nationalism 
and other extremist ideologies that have begun to strongly pervade American political 
culture as a result of the Trump presidency. In the film, Borat ‘jams’ conservative and 
far-right culture by immersing himself in its most legitimate outlets (such as journalism 
and public demonstration) in order to expose darker ideologies that he purports to exist 
within them. Lalo (2009) writes of Borat’s appeal that it is a challenge to ideologies 
such as  political correctness, yet the subversions of such ideologies implemented in 
the film are used to critique the dominant culture which rejects political correctness. 
Additionally, there is a sentiment regarding satirical works such as Borat that they “will 
ultimately have a therapeutic, healing effect” on the society and culture that is being 
depicted. This is extremely visible in Subsequent Moviefilm— given its highly political 
subject matter, its depiction of current government officials such as Vice President 
Mike Pence and President Trump’s lawyer Rudy Giuliani, and its release just weeks 
before the general election, it can be reasoned that this film is, among other things, a 
very well-produced ‘get out the vote’ effort. While it is first and foremost a piece of 
entertainment media to be consumed, it also makes a social statement by bringing into 
public focus these unsavory and even harmful ideas that many on the political right 
hold. By framing the issue as a political one, a solution comes into play, and that 
solution is to vote. Thus, Baron Cohen’s culture jamming efforts can be viewed as 
activism with the main goals of drawing attention to problems in modern conservatism, 
and encouraging increased civic engagement. 
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Ethnomethodology of Gameplay: 
A Collaborative Enactment of Meaning, Rules, and Structure 
Brooke Marston 

 
The following report is a case study of ethnomethodology in gameplay, using the board 
game Skull. I analyze five cases from gameplay to illustrate the various [methods] 
implemented by players, and how the phenomenal field details of the game experience 
and understanding of the game’s structure are collectively and interactionally achieved 
through accounting for actions, professionally coding and representing functions of 
gameplay, using conversational facets such as overlap, aligning  understandings 
through repair, and understanding and using ‘nextness’ in gameplay. 

 
I. Accountability - Ethnomethods in Gameplay 
The game of Skull consisted of a few distinct practices which are observable in the 
video of our gameplay: [placing], [challenging], and [flipping]. [Placing] occurred in the 
first phase of gameplay, where each person ‘played’ one of their discs by playing it 
facedown. After each player had [placed], the next player could [challenge], making a 
bet to flip over a certain number of discs. The bet could be escalated by subsequent 
players, unless they chose to pass. Once all players passed but one, that player was 
tasked with [flipping] their chosen number of discs, hoping to not reveal any skulls on 
the other side. 
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Case 1 - “Flipping” 
[22:59 - 23:20] 

Heritage (1990) states that explanations, or accounts, of our actions “play a significant 
role in the social and psychological organisation of ordinary actions.” Accounts in our 
gameplay were not only verbal, but displayed through embodied practices. This talk 
occurred during a round of [flipping] that had the potential to decide the game’s 
outcome. Skull is a kind of bluffing game, where players can sabotage each other by 
secretly placing a skull disc that will cause another player to fail a challenge if it is 
revealed. Thus, the method of [flipping] attempts to adapt to a precarious situation, and 
involves a lot of glancing and gazing amongst the [flipping] player and others. Amily 
accounts for her actions as a challenger by playfully interrogating the other players 
both verbally  and through gestures (line 20, fig. 4 & 5). In doing so, she takes the 
stance of unawareness of the content of the other player’s discs, as well as suspicion 
of other players’ potential sabotage. 
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II. Professional Vision - [Coding] Functions of Gameplay 
According to Goodwin (1994), professional vision consists of “discursive  practices 
[that] are used by members of a profession to shape events in the domains subject to 
their personal scrutiny”, including coding, highlighting, and representing (p. 606). In 
preparing for our gameplay, myself and my group engaged in practices of [coding] by 
first going over the game’s written instructions, then attempting to apply those 
principles. 

 
Case 2 - “Challenge” 
[03:49 - 04:05] 

This exchange took place after everyone had [placed] and I was attempting to 
[challenge]. As I spoke, I continually referenced the directions, partially reading them 
aloud and frequently pausing (Fig. 6). I [coded] my intended actions using the language 
of the game: for example, phrases like “issue a challenge” and “reveal two discs” came 
from the instructions. This is comparable to the process of professional [coding] 
described by Olszewski, Macey, and Lindstrom (2007), where outside phenomena are 
transformed into objects of knowledge that can be manipulated and used within that 
particular situation’s context. Through [coding], we achieved a collective coherence of 
the game’s setup, learning to implement and modify the language of the game. 
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III. Rules as Action - The Function of Overlap 
Wells and  Macfarlane  (1998) examine the role of overlap in turn-competitive incomings, 
or interjecting utterances that attempt to claim a turn. They  state that overlap occurs 
when a speaker has projected the soon-to-be completion of their turn at talk. 

 
Case 3 - “Adding Discs” 
[14:15 - 14:29] 

 
As our group attempted to figure out our next steps in the game, turn-competitive 
incomings were used to ascertain control of the conversation. In  line  18,  Edward 
projected a possible turn completion through speaking with noticeable quietness and 
extensive pausing (Fig. 7). This created an opening for Amily to begin her own line of 
questioning, which begins with a turn-competitive “so”. Edward stops talking after the 
overlap, and Amily continues with a full turn. In this case, Amily’s self-selection moves 
along the group’s learning by filling in for Edward, who seems like he intends to say 
something but has not yet said it. 

 
 



108 Comm-Entary 2020-2021 
 

 
IV. Meaning as a Collaboration - Aligning Understandings Through Repair 
In conversation, techniques of repair are used to address “recurrent problems in 
speaking, hearing, and  understanding” (Sacks, Schegloff, Jefferson, 1977, p. 361). As 
we were discussing the rules of the game, an instance of repair occurred when Edward 
asked a question that I did not understand. 

 
Case 4 - “Question” 
[06:42 - 07:05] 

Sacks, Schegloff and Jefferson state that “the one  who  performs/accomplishes  a 
repair is not necessarily the one who initiated the repair operation” (p. 364). In this 
case, repair was other-initiated, and also completed by another participant. The target 
utterance came from Edward in lines 3-4, and repair was initiated by myself in lines 8-
10. Afterwards, the repair was completed by Amily through her respecification of 
Edward’s question. It is discernible that Amily’s utterances constitute repair because 
she states “I think he’s trying to say…” in lines 11-12. 
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Amily’s act of repair was aided through nonverbal behavior. First, Amily gestured to the 
playing mat, demonstrating that the question referred to gameplay (Fig. 8). Next, she 
emulated the act of [flipping], to show specifically what aspect of the game the 
question was referring to (Fig. 9). Both her description and use of embodied practices 
in repair recreated the question in a way that I understood and could respond to. After 
Amily’s repair of Edward’s statement, responses indicative of understanding were given 
by both Edward and I in lines 18-19. In this case, the use of repair helped to further the 
group’s understanding of the game’s rules by moving conversation along. 

 

 
 
 
 

V. Phenomenal Fields - Nextness in Gameplay 
Brown (2004) describes the phenomenon of nextness in situations of formatted 
queues. The line is created through everyone’s continued organized participation in it, 
which constitutes the phenomenal field details of the line. Particularly, members 
present themselves as being ‘next in line’ (rather than a bystander) through embodied 
practices. Preoccupation with nextness is particularly present in gameplay. To properly 
engage in the game, we have to be constantly aware of whose turn it currently is, and 
whose it will be next, to keep the process of the game moving along smoothly. 
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Case 5 - “Betting” 
[14:32 - 14:58] 

In this exchange, the group moves smoothly from one player to the next, as the bet is 
escalated. Members are preoccupied with nextness to the point that they almost 
immediately will give some kind of response when it comes to be their turn, even if it 
does not complete their turn (such as Amily’s utterance in line 29). Embodied practices 
including gaze are also used in anticipation of upcoming turns. The preoccupation with 
nextness displayed by players enacts an understanding of order, and the structure 
under which the game is conducted. 
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The Cool Candidate: 
Bridging the Gaps of the Modern Meme Candidacy, from Bloomberg to Biden 
Brooke Marston 

 
Former mayor Mike Bloomberg began his presidential run in November of 2019, later 
than his fellow Democratic competitors. He had a unique strategy that involved 
focusing campaigning efforts towards Super Tuesday states while ignoring New 
Hampshire, Iowa, Nevada and South Carolina, entirely self-financing  his  own 
campaign, and pouring hundreds of millions of dollars into advertising efforts. 
Particularly in socially liberal Democratic circles and among younger voters, internet 
users reacted with cynicism to Bloomberg’s candidacy— painting him as another old 
white billionaire corrupted by years in politics. This was exacerbated by some elements 
of Bloomberg’s time as mayor of New York City, including his alleged inappropriate 
treatment of women working for him, and his support for stop-and-frisk policies that 
led to targeted harassment of people of color. 

 
With a track record poised to disparage his reputation with many young Democrats, 
Bloomberg’s campaign opted to reach out to this demographic in new, sometimes 
baffling ways. Social media were at the heart of these strategies, from posting 
nonsense on Twitter to contracting Instagram’s most popular influencers to make 
cringe-worthy sponsored posts. The analysis that follows will examine how Mike 
Bloomberg’s presidential campaign bandwagoned upon a culture of subversion of 
traditional politics through both individual outreach efforts and partnerships with well-
known content creators. Respectively, these efforts indicate an unprecedented level of 
adaptation to both modern meme culture and the attention economy. While this 
approach was not successful in earning Bloomberg the nomination, earning criticism 
from both the political left and right, it is nonetheless worth some exploration and 
discussion to understand why a meme candidacy would be warranted in our current 
world, and what this could mean for the current presumptive nominee, Joe Biden. The 
Bloomberg campaign capitalized on digital culture, attempting to partake in one of the 
modern Internet’s oldest forms of cultural communication: the meme. 

 
Richard Dawkins first used the term “meme” to describe patterns of human behavior 
stemming from cultural learning and experience, characterized by a capability for rapid 
transmission. Applying this concept to cultural behavior online, Davison (2012) 
describes the newer, colloquial meaning of a meme as “a piece of culture, typically a 
joke, which gains influence through online transmission.” Whether they are relatable to 
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the typical person or nonsensical to the point of being funny, the “best” and most 
memorable memes achieve virality simply because they are so resonant that they are 
easily shared and replicated. 

 
Meme culture has thrived on the modern internet, where technological advancements 
have made the rapid transmission of information  more  possible  and  accessible  than 
ever. Moreover, these changes have helped to foster a global online community where 
individuals can organize, communicate, and take collective action without the guidance 
of traditionally powerful institutions. Shirky (2008) writes of this phenomenon of mass 
amateurization, in which “social  tools remove older obstacles to public expression, and 
thus remove the bottlenecks that  characterize  mass  media.”  In  this  sense,  the  open 
and accessible nature of the internet makes  it much easier to create and share content 
than in the past, resulting in a massive proliferation of content creators  and  media 
sources. Mass amateurization on the internet has also created its own hierarchy of 
influence, where attention itself is a commodity. This manifests on platforms  like 
Instagram, where users who gain a  large  enough  following  can  set  online trends and 
help to shape the general conversation, or even turn attention into profit as paid 
influencers. 

 
Vying for the attention of young voters, the Bloomberg campaign’s outreach efforts 
ranged from playful to outright bizarre. For example, over the course of January 14th’s 
Democratic debate (for which he did not qualify), the Team Bloomberg Twitter account 
rattled off dozens of strange one-liners and bizarre “#BloombergFacts” including one 
claiming the candidate had “not only reduced the number of uninsured by 40%, but 
also passed out free jars of Vicks VapoRub to people on the subway” (Fig. 1). Just 16 
minutes after the debate began, the account had even tweeted a photo of a plate of 
meatballs with Bloomberg’s face edited onto one (Fig. 2), accompanied by the 
challenge “SPOT THE MEATBALL THAT LOOKS LIKE MIKE” (sic). These tweets, clearly 
at odds with the traditional performative expectations of a presidential candidate, were 
a bold attempt to draw away attention from the candidates on the debate stage at that 
time. And although they fell short of viral attention, they still garnered a considerable 
amount of likes and retweets. 
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Beyond the campaign’s use of Twitter, they additionally sought promotion in the form 
of sponsored posts from some of Instagram’s  most  prominent  humor  accounts. 
According to a report published  by  The  New  York  Times,  the  Bloomberg  team 
partnered up with over 18 accounts, who collectively  have  an  audience  of  over  60 
million followers (Lorenz, 2020). The posts were similar across the different accounts— 
each featuring a fake direct messaging exchange between the famous account and 
Bloomberg’s, and attempting to create an ironic, self-aware persona for the candidate. 
There is a theme among the posts of Bloomberg expressing a desire to look like “the 
cool candidate”, highlighting his lack of finesse  in  an  oddly  straightforward  way  (see 
Figs. 3 & 4). The fictional Bloomberg makes all kinds of technological faux pas, from 
addressing users with  formal  prefixes,  to  requesting they make a “viral meme” of him 
and “fax it over”. One particularly telling ad has Bloomberg offering “a billion dollars” in 
exchange for positive exposure, showing  an  extreme  self-awareness of his own wealth 
and power, and attempting to make light of it. 
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Do the unprecedented efforts from the Bloomberg campaign represent a broader shift 
in the way politicians are communicating to modern audiences? According to a 
Bloomberg aide, the strategy behind the effort was “to break the mold in how the 
Democratic Party works with marketing, communication and advertising . . . in a way 
that’s extremely internet and social native” (Lorenz, 2020). Attempts to utilize, co-opt or 
even become a meme are not new to modern presidential campaigning. Jurgenson 
(2012) dubbed the 2012 cycle the “Meme Election”, referencing how the phenomenon 
of memes had permeated society to the point of impacting politics through both 
mainstream media and general discourse. As a politician, striking gold with a witty 
comment or compelling tweet can be of vital importance to a campaign. And as social 
media become an increasingly significant part of daily life, adapting to  modern 
methods of communication has become an important skill for the aspiring politician to 
learn. 

 
However, as Jurgenson (2012) notes, “what goes most viral are not the zingers carefully 
constructed by teams of hired writers . . . nearly any attempt on the part of 
[presidential] campaigns to manufacture virality fails.” He argues that when a campaign 
finds success through a meme, it is most often some unplanned moment that is 
spontaneously picked up and spread by the internet masses. On the other hand, meme 
culture seems to be generally more resistant to attempts by outsiders to fit in. This 
places the Bloomberg campaign’s outreach strategies at a crossroads— their carefully 
crafted memes (bad for virality) portrayed Bloomberg in an ironic, even self-deprecating 
light (good for virality). 
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The Bloomberg campaign’s unique approach yielded  unique  results  that  were  not 
entirely positive or negative. While memes and partnerships ultimately did not carry him 
to the nomination, they did turn heads and get users talking,  even  if it was only to 
question whether the campaign’s Twitter had been  hacked or whether the sponsored 
posts supporting him were real  or  satirical.  Exposure  and  opportunities  to  stand  out 
can be vital for a candidate, especially an establishment politician such as Bloomberg 
running against younger, more representative, and more generally favored Democrats. 
Speaking to The New York Times, senior national spokesperson for the Bloomberg 
campaign Sabrina Singh stated  that  “while  a  meme  strategy  may  be  new  to 
presidential politics, we’re betting it will  be  an  effective component to reach people 
where they are and compete  with  President  Trump’s  powerful  digital  operation” 
(Lorenz, 2020)-- making an important point that the digital battleground will be of vital 
importance to the upcoming election. The sentiment behind these words seems more 
relevant now than ever, given both the current conditions of life in the United States 
and the presumptive Democratic nominee  of  this  cycle,  Joe  Biden.  With  Americans 
being encouraged to stay away from public places  due  to  the  risk  of  spreading COVID-
19, reaching people where they  are  is  exactly  what  a  challenging  candidate needs to  be  
doing  right now, since in-person campaigning events cannot and likely will not happen for 
a while. Additionally, it’s possible that Joe Biden may  consider implementing some form of 
meme-based campaigning in preparation for the general election, given not only the 
political right’s successful implementation of meme culture to galvanize support for 
Trump, but also Biden’s lower popularity among young voters. With this in mind, it’s 
necessary to put forth some more specific criticisms of the meme campaign strategy 
pioneered by Bloomberg, in order  to  examine  how  an  effective “meme campaign” could 
be conducted. 

 
While the bizarre memes and tweets circulated by the Bloomberg campaign during late 
2019 through early 2020 did not really achieve virality individually, they contributed to a 
face of the campaign that itself became a viral phenomenon-- though mostly through 
confusing its onlookers rather than engaging them. A major issue with Bloomberg’s 
meme campaign is that this front lacked any substantive political positions meant to 
keep voters engaged beyond initial appeal. The most successful (in terms of reach) 
effort of the campaign-- the ads made in collaboration with Instagram humor pages-- 
did not put forth any reasons why voters should consider Bloomberg, or even relate to 
politics at all besides the mention of Bloomberg himself. Instead, they made him look 
silly and inept, which easily caught attention but was not enough to hold it. Moreover, it 
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did not give voters any reason to have faith in Bloomberg as a candidate, much less a 
president. 

 
Other critics of the approach saw Bloomberg’s meme campaign as a more insidious 
attempt to distract from problematic aspects of his past. As mentioned, Bloomberg has 
a somewhat contentious history as both a public figure and the mayor of New York 
City. He ran for mayor as a Republican  and was not registered as a Democrat until 
2018, stirring doubts regarding whether he actually embraced the values of the party, 
or simply saw an opportunity for gain in its delicate and polarized state following the 
2016 election. Additionally, during his time as mayor he implemented policies that 
turned out to be harmful and discriminatory, such as stop-and-frisk. Many who 
ideologically oppose Bloomberg see him as being no different from Trump due to his 
history of racism and sexism, and viewed his campaign as a front to maintain the 
political status quo rather than to make the leftward changes he promised. For these 
voters, the meme campaign was ineffective, because it was disingenuous  and 
irrelevant to the everyday concerns of regular, working/middle-class Democrats. 

 
Under Jurgenson’s conditions, the Bloomberg meme campaign was bound to fail from 
the start as the frustration of many Democrats with Bloomberg’s superfluous approach 
was compounded by the campaign’s ill-fated attempts to manufacture virality. Internet 
meme culture is deeply subversive, meaning that those who identify as part of this 
group tend to reject any sort of mainstream infiltration, whether that’s coming from 
popular culture influences or more authoritative entities like the government (Nagle, 
2017). For Bloomberg to even attempt to participate in this culture and expect to be 
embraced, as a decades-long public figure deeply associated with establishment 
politics, was considered ridiculous by this group’s actual participants. This was evident 
in internet users’ general response to Bloomberg’s campaign. Appropriately, they 
created and posted memes mocking Bloomberg in droves, juxtaposing his past failures 
and/or problematic positions against the same types of absurdist humor implemented 
by his own campaign.  One  example  uses the same format Bloomberg’s campaign 
used in its collaboration with Instagram humor pages, taking the form of a falsified 
direct message exchange between Bloomberg and the user (see Fig. 5). In this 
exchange, Bloomberg  is  shown sending an actual quote given during a speech he 
made in 2015, which included discriminatory sentiments regarding race and crime. 
Another meme (see Fig. 6) adopts a popular format-- an image of two identical Spider-
Men pointing at each other, meant to humorously insinuate that two different things 
are actually the same-- to compare Mike Bloomberg and Donald Trump. While of 
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course not every internet user opposed Bloomberg, these memes represented large-
scale rejection from an important voting demographic. 

 

 

  
 

As mentioned, Bloomberg’s meme-forward campaigning was not without flaws, and 
was unsuccessful in earning him the nomination. However, declaring it as an outright 
failure risks missing the meaning, importance, and function of such a campaign-- 
specifically, what Bloomberg’s strategies may say about our political future. The 
internet as a catalyst in political movements and action is not a new idea, and we know 
that meme culture specifically played an influential role in the 2016 election by rallying 
the right around Trump. Now that Joe Biden is the presumptive nominee for this 
November’s general election, how his campaign chooses to utilize the internet and 
mass communication could turn out to be a make-or-break moment. A meme strategy 
might appeal to Biden’s campaign as an effort both to appeal to young adult voters, 
with whom he is unpopular, and to distract from negative press (including a current 
sexual assault allegation). 

 
In recent months, Biden has been developing an online persona to appeal to young 
voters, particularly through his use of Twitter. Often, his approach involves mocking his 
opponent (President Trump) in an effort to demonstrate his incompetence. For example, 
the pinned Tweet on his profile at the time of writing is “I can’t believe I have to say 
this, but please don’t drink bleach”-- a direct response to Trump’s recent suggestion 
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that cleaning chemicals and UV radiation may be used inside the body as a treatment 
for COVID-19, which was quickly decried by the medical  community  (BBC  News, 
2020). His approach is simpler and feels more authentic than Bloomberg’s meme 
campaigning, in part because it appears to happen in real time without careful planning 
(regardless of whether that is actually the case). He focuses on political and moral 
matters, rather than reaching into the abstract and absurd like Bloomberg did. And with 
the current administration’s inconsistent and arguably ineffective approach to the 
current pandemic, Biden’s campaign certainly has a lot of material to work with. 

 
However, it’s possible that this approach still will not be enough to defeat Trump in 
November. Much like in the Bloomberg campaign, Biden’s efforts  arguably  are  not 
focused enough around himself. They point out the many perceived flaws of the Trump 
administration, but don’t quite highlight why he alone is the  candidate  who  can  do 
better. And given that he is faced with many young voters who feel his policies are too 
moderate or disapprove of his alleged past, it may be necessary to put more effort into 
dissuading them from third-party options. As Bloomberg’s campaign showed,  meme 
culture is demonstrably tricky territory to enter-- and it’s unclear whether this could be 
the right way forward for Biden, as he is  a  part of the mainstream that meme culture 
tends to reject. If nothing else, the Bloomberg campaign may provide Biden with a map 
of pitfalls to avoid as he attempts to navigate an uncertain medium. 
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Emancipation and Exploitation: Examining the Political Roots and Social 
Consequences of the Contraceptive Pill 

 
Brooke Marston 

 
The contraceptive pill is widely regarded as a landmark development of the 1960s. Not 
only did its development lead to new discoveries in the field of pharmacology, but it 
was seen as the first potential solution to a global problem, and ultimately would open 
many doors for women by placing them in control of their reproductive rights. This 
paper will start by describing the historical development of the pill as well as the social 
and political backdrop it was created against, and how this may reveal darker 
intentions for developing the pill. Next, I will introduce and analyze some historical 
primary sources related to the pill to illustrate how the pill changed as a marketable 
product since its initial release, how public relations materials attempted to shape 
public perception and acceptance of the pill as a contraceptive method, and the social 
and political messages these materials sent to female consumers specifically. Finally, I 
will discuss how the messages in these materials are reflective of the social  and 
political ideas that pervaded the time period in which the pill was developed, and how 
these helped to socially construct birth control as an inherently feminine practice which 
still persists today. 

 
I. Literature Review 
Initial Conception & Development of the Pill 
The concept of the pill was first developed in the 1950s. Despite the somewhat 
unstable political climate at this time due to the Cold War just beginning, overall quality 
of life had noticeably improved from the past among many metrics, including medicine: 
thanks to advances in medical science, it was now much easier to prevent premature 
death and infant mortality, and life expectancies were on the rise. However, this 
created a new issue that slowly but surely posed a threat to whatever stability 
remained: a rapidly rising world population (Marks, 2001, 13). 

 
One of the first advocates for  a simple contraceptive was Margaret Sanger, a nurse 
who worked with lower-income and immigrant women affected by unwanted 
pregnancy and saw increasing birth rates as a threat to the social, economic, and 
political stability of the entire world (Buttar & Seward, 2009). She and other advocates 
for population control argued that a steadily increasing population would lead to 
economic displacement caused by more babies needing nourishment, shelter, and 
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provision. This idea amplified already-rising political panic over communism, stirring 
fears that the immense financial pressures of a growing population might create a 
demand for communism in developing nations. Even the well-off had reason to fear 
overpopulation, too— as an increasing population could threaten their way of life by 
making entire countries poorer. All of these factors created a demand for some method 
of population control,  which Sanger imagined as “a simple, cheap, safe contraceptive 
to be used in poverty-stricken slums and jungles, and among the most  ignorant 
people” (Sanger, cited by Marks, 13). 

 
Sanger  brought this idea to reproductive physiologist Gregory Pincus in 1951, who 
then obtained a small grant from the Planned Parenthood Federation of America to 
begin research on a hormonal contraceptive. It had been known since the 1930s that 
hormones could be manipulated as a contraceptive method— high doses  of 
androgens, estrogens, or progesterone all were shown to inhibit ovulation. However, 
these hormones could only be obtained from European pharmaceutical companies 
which produced the hormones from animal extracts, and this was originally very 
expensive. In 1942, the chemist Russell Marker discovered a more sustainable material 
from which progesterone could be synthesized— saponin, derived from Mexican yams 
(2017). This finding ultimately broke the monopoly on hormones, and made 
progesterone much more accessible for research by people like Pincus (Asbell, 1995). 
However, Planned Parenthood had only agreed to provide minimal funding for his 
research, since there was not yet much public interest in it. When this caused research 
to stall, Sanger reached out to an old friend and supporter, Katharine Dexter 
McCormick. McCormick was an educated woman (the second ever  woman  to 
graduate from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology) and a wealthy heir, who had 
advocated for women’s rights since her time at MIT. After meeting Pincus at his 
institution, the Worcester Foundation for Experimental Biology, she offered him 
$40,000 to continue his research-- a significantly higher amount (“Katharine Dexter 
McCormick”, n.d.). 

 
Pincus worked with two other professionals who are also regarded as “fathers” of the 
pill. One of them was John Rock, a professor of gynecology at Harvard who had been 
conducting research on reversing infertility through the use of progesterone. In a study 
of 27 of his infertility patients, Rock found that ovulation could be suppressed with 
high-enough dosages of progesterone. However, these dosages were so high that they 
would be too expensive to marketably produce, and they also produced undesirable 
side effects in women such as breakthrough bleeding. For this reason, researchers 
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decided to explore the possibility of synthetic progesterone to inhibit ovulation. Another 
one of Pincus’ colleagues was Min-Chueh Chang, who identified chemical compounds 
with progestogenic properties in order to make the pill more financially sustainable to 
produce. Ultimately, the three men chose the progestin noretynodrel to go to clinical 
trial in women in 1956 (May, 2010). 

 
A combination pill of noretynodrel and menstranol (a form of estrogen) was approved 
by the FDA first for treatment of menstrual disorders in 1957, and then for 
contraceptive use in 1960. The first contraceptive pill, Enovid, was distributed by the 
pharmaceutical company Searle (who also produced the progestin used in the pill). 
Despite being approved by the FDA, contraceptives like Enovid and those developed 
later were not available to married women in all states until 1965, and unmarried 
women in all states did not have access to it until 1972. The pill also caused a variety 
of detrimental side effects due to the high hormone dosages, which was eventually 
discovered after the pill was already on the market (Junod & Marks, 2002). Its formula 
has been altered dramatically over time, and today’s pill contains a much lower dose of 
estrogen to minimize side effects. 

 
Political Motives of the Pill 
While the pill is rightly championed  as  a  huge  step  forward for women’s rights, the 
details of its development from concept to release seem to reveal more  insidious 
objectives that had nothing to do with the  empowerment  of  women.  Marks  (2001) 
writes that the development of the pill was “powerfully intertwined with the politics and 
rhetoric of the Cold  War  and the threat of overpopulation” (15). More than just a means 
of contraception, the pill was symbolically linked with population control and a higher 
quality of living as a result of a  smaller  population.  As  the  Cold  War  escalated, 
additional fears sprang up that underdeveloped nations would become literal breeding 
grounds for Communism without access to contraceptives. These social and political 
stances implicitly linked birth control to the preservation of individual wealth and 
capitalism, turning it into a means to achieve political goals. 

 
Besides capitalist aims, other sentiments behind the pill seem overtly discriminatory to 
a problematic degree. Take, for example, birth control champion Margaret Sanger’s full 
comment about the need for accessible contraception cited at the beginning of this 
essay: “the world and almost all our civilization for the next twenty-five years is going 
to depend upon a simple, cheap, safe contraceptive to be used in poverty-stricken 
slums and jungles, and among the most ignorant people.” When taken into 



Marston 123 
 

 
consideration alongside the historical context in which it was spoken— the “population 
problem” that was beginning to surface due to rapidly rising population rates in parts of 
Asia, Africa, and Latin America— this comment is horrifying. Sanger’s references to 
“slums” and “jungles” are gross mischaracterizations of entire nations, and her implicit 
argument seems to be that women from these nations should not be having children, 
or at least, they should not be having children at a rate that outpaces the United States 
or the “developed world”. Although Sanger also spoke out more positively on behalf of 
women— once writing “no woman can call herself free who does not own and control 
her body . . . until she can choose consciously whether she will or will not be a mother” 
— her overarching rationale for establishing the importance of birth control seems to 
posit that particular kinds of people are inherently fit or unfit to bear children. At its 
worst, this position can serve extreme ideas of eugenics that suggest barring particular 
traits, both external characteristics like personal wealth or even immutable ones such 
as race, from having reproductive freedom. 

 
The potential of the pill for facilitating exclusion and exploitation of particular groups is 
also made evident through how it was tested. After a promising trial on sixty volunteer 
patients, there was a demand for more participants who would be motivated to adhere 
to the dosage schedule. In the absence of willing volunteers, researchers turned to 
coercive methods, such as forcing psychiatric patients to participate (May, 2010, 27). 
The first large-scale trials of the pill were conducted in Puerto Rico, where 
contraceptives went unregulated and many women were desperate for an effective 
birth control alternative to sterilization. Over 17 percent of subjects experienced 
seriously detrimental side effects, but Rock and Pincus refused to end the study. Even 
though Puerto Rican women volunteered “freely and enthusiastically” to test the pill, 
they were ultimately misinformed about the potential harm it could cause because so 
little was still known. When Pincus’ female subjects brought up concerns, the 
detrimental side effects were dismissed as being psychosomatic on the part of the 
women or unserious. 

 
While the pill was a landmark for women’s rights in putting women in control over their 
choice to have or not have children, it’s important to consider  the  ulterior  political 
motives and effects that contributed to its large-scale promotion. Western perspectives 
on the issue of overpopulation placed  unfair  scrutiny on poor and uneducated women, 
and championed the pill as a solution that would preserve middle- and  upper-class 
lifestyles by discouraging certain groups from having children. In hindsight, it is easy to 
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imagine how such a "solution” could be distorted to justify eugenic  discourse  and 
practices in the name of maintaining worldly stability. 

 
II. Artifacts, Advertisements and Analysis 
Packaging the Pill 
When Enovid first hit store shelves in the early 1960s, it looked nothing like the birth 
control pill we know today. Pills were distributed in plain bottles (see Fig. 1) containing 
twenty pills-- one to be taken per day for twenty days, and then five days off before 
starting a new bottle (Wendt and Warner, 2015). Although the dosage schedule was the 
same (patients were expected to take one pill around the same time each day for 
maximum efficacy), there weren’t really any tools to help the user keep track of whether 
they had taken their pill that day, or where they were at in their menstrual cycle. 
American inventor David Wagner received a patent in 1964 for his idea of blister pack 
containers for the pill that would help women easily keep track of whether they had 
taken their pill that day, inspired by a desire to help his own wife. Wagner patented two 
designs: a rectangular case laid out like a calendar, and a circular one shaped like a 
compact. The new designs were quickly played up in marketing efforts for the pill-- 
especially the compact shape due to its discreet nature and resemblance to the classic 
feminine accessory. Some compacts were even embossed with floral and feminine 
designs to appeal more to women (See Fig. 2). 

 

Left - Fig. 1 - Enovid bottle. Right - Fig. 2 - The new, more feminine “compact” style pill packaging. 

 
Pitching the Pill: Advertisements 
The new blister packaging was marketed as something to be appreciated by both 
patients and their doctors (see Fig. 3). For doctors, the promise was that the packaging 
(trademarked as the “Compack” by Searle) would ensure that women were taking the 
pill as directed and thus getting the full effect of the medicine. Marketing images such 
as the one shown in Fig. 3 brand the Compack, and the pill by association, as 
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accessories that women should want to carry around with them. The placement of the 
Compack in the image, held by an elegantly clothed woman in what appears to be her 
vanity mirror, brands the pill as inherently feminine. The placement of a seemingly high-
class woman  in  the  advertisement additionally creates a standard that consumers are 
encouraged to follow--  an  idealized,  “proper”  woman  who  expresses  herself  in ways 
that are traditionally feminine. 

 
Fig. 3 - An early advertisement for Enovid-E in the 21-pill form, probably from around 1975. 
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A more current advertisement from 2000 for the Ortho Personal Pak shows an open 
purse with the birth control compact, shown in a sleek black color, strewn amongst 
other feminine accessories such as lipstick and a pair of sunglasses. It is accompanied 
by text reading “It’s discreet. It’s elegant. It’s not what you think it is.” This 
advertisement seems to operate along the same lines as the older one, attempting to 
normalize the pill as just another women’s accessory. However, it also seems to 
represent a shift in the way women used the pill over time, which is indicated by the 
line “It's not what you think it is.” The advertisement clearly is trying to showcase the 
new style of compact, which appears to be of better quality than the cheaper-looking 
plastic discs shown in Fig. 3 & 3. Specifically, it seems to be implicitly claiming that this 
new compact is indistinguishable from other women’s accessories, and thus would be 
unrecognizable to others as medicine. This is indicative of a desire to keep the fact that 
a woman is using birth control discrete, a sentiment which is not reflected anywhere in 
the Enovid Compack advertisement. A potential explanation for this difference is that 
women simply use the pill differently now than in the past. The Enovid Compack 
advertisement shows a woman holding the pill pack up in a vanity mirror, which could 
imply that she is either getting ready for the day or for bed. On the other hand, the 
Ortho Personal Pak advertisement shows the pill pack in a purse, something generally 
taken with you when you leave the house. Thus, we could infer that in the past, women 
generally used the pill at home (which would make sense given that not all women 
would have personal time-keeping devices that would allow them to take the pill at the 
same time each day otherwise), and thus had no need for such discreet packaging. In 
contrast, life was much different for women in 2000, with more diverse opportunities in 
terms of careers and leisure activities. For this reason, it would make more sense for 
women to want to be able to take the pill on-the-go with them, in order to 
accommodate their changing lifestyles. 
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Fig. 4 - An advertisement for the Ortho Personal Pak, from the year 2000. 

 
This page (see Fig. 5 below) was taken from the “Family Planning Packet”, a 
supplementary brochure included with the purchase of Enovid-E. The message of the 
ad is mostly conveyed through the text, which congratulates the consumer for 
following “millions of women” in choosing to use a contraceptive. In the text, family 
planning and the “spacing” out of births is portrayed as the most responsible and 
sensible option for a married couple to ensure that they can effectively support 
themselves and any children. 
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Fig. 5 - A page taken from Enovid-E’s informational “Family Planning Packet”. 

 
There is also a subtle emotional component to the message, contained in value-laden 
language used throughout the advertisement. Towards the beginning of the ad, it 
claims that family planning “makes each child a truly wanted child . . . to whom you 
can give a full share of love and attention.” This insinuates that to not engage in family 
planning is an act of neglect on behalf of a mother, since she would not be able to care 
for her children to her full potential. The invention of the pill is thus comparable to other 
home economic technologies in a sense described by Ruth Schwartz Cowan (1967): 
these technologies in theory make life easier for women by simplifying or reducing the 
tasks they are expected to perform, but in doing so actually create new responsibilities 
and pressures (9). In this case, the pill improved women’s lives by putting them in 
control of the choice to have or not have children, but it created additional implicit 
expectations for them as wives and mothers: to provide exceptional care for her family 
now that being overburdened by children was not an issue; possibly to submit to her 
partner’s desire for sex since the risk of pregnancy was diminished (sexual assault 
within marriage was not outlawed in all 50 states until 1993 [Bennice & Resick, 2003]); 
and to be the primary provider of birth control in the relationship. The pill women 
liberated women in some ways-- but in others, it solidified their stereotypical social 
roles as caregivers and subordinates to men. 
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Subversive Perspectives: The Birth Control Review 
The Birth Control Review (see Fig. 6) was a publication created and distributed by 
Margaret Sanger long before the actual development and release of any medical 
contraceptive, in order to educate the public on the need for access to birth control for 
women. The illustration on the cover of this 1923 issue features a young woman literally 
chained to the burden of “unwanted babies”, attempting to highlight how unwanted 
pregnancy, childbirth, and childrearing can inhibit a woman for her entire life. 

 
Fig. 6 - Cover of an issue of the Birth Control Review, published in 1923. 

 
It is important  to  consider the time period of this publication and others after it that 
placed a heavier focus on married women, in order to get a sense of how the idea of 
contraceptive care  was  “pitched”  to  the  public  over  time. Like has already been stated 
in this paper, the main motivating factor behind the push for birth control was not to 
improve quality of life for married women in wealthy countries like the US, but to help 
control overpopulation in poorer countries around the world. Thus, in such early 
documents like this one, Sanger may have felt it necessary to bring light and urgency 
to this issue by showcasing a young and presumably single woman who by society’s 
standards at this time should not be having children (since the idea of women engaging 
in sexual  activity  outside  of marriage was taboo), rather than a married woman who 
would be encouraged by society to bear children. This perspective likely stemmed from 
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Sanger’s own experiences working with poorer women burdened by unwanted 
pregnancy and traumatized after dangerous abortions. Although we are meant to pity 
the young woman, the illustration still alludes to eugenic discourse simply in its 
implication that some women should just not have children. The illustration invokes the 
population problem as an issue needing urgent attention, but does so in a more close-
to-home way that would be more impactful towards white, American women (who 
might not understand or care about the potential implications of women in developing 
countries were having more children). In future advertisements and public relations 
materials, the shift in focus from single women to married women can be considered 
representative of the persisting moral values of the time. When birth control first 
reached the market, it was only made available to married women. There were 
particular social expectations of American women to maintain propriety and sexual 
modesty, and opponents of birth control feared that women would be compelled to 
defy these expectations if given greater personal freedoms. One such opponent was 
Anthony Comstock, an anti-obscenity activist who drafted a law  banning 
contraceptives that was passed in 1973 (“Anthony Comstock’s ‘chastity’ laws, n.d.). 
Although some anti-birth control activists were even opposed to its use amongst 
married couples, the emphasis on family planning for married women in public relations 
materials could nonetheless be seen as an attempt to shift public perception of 
contraceptives away from promoting immorality and more towards preserving and 
optimizing family life and values. 

 
Taking all of these artifacts into consideration, we can extricate some central ideas 
about how birth control advertisers and advocates communicated to the general public 
and to women specifically. First, the motive of population control was not at the 
forefront of the public push for birth control, nor was the liberation of the woman as an 
individual. Rather, the main aim of pro-birth control publications was to showcase the 
product’s benefits in regards to optimizing family life and preserving marital harmony. 
The pill promised married women more fulfilling relationships and greater freedom to 
perform their motherly and marital duties, but in contrast did not seem to market 
towards unmarried women. Advertisements for the pill helped to socially construct this 
technology as something inherently feminine, a sentiment amplified by the shift in 
packaging techniques that took place between the 60s and the 2000s. 
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III. Discussion and Conclusion 
Winner (1980) posits that artifacts and technologies can be inherently political in the 
ways they “embody specific forms of power and authority” (p. 121). This means that 
despite our tendency to view technologies as strictly scientific and objective, they can 
have social impacts that stem from either the people who developed the technology or 
the social and  economic  systems  it was developed in, and that these aspects should 
be considered when assessing the value and quality of a technology. At first glance, it 
seems easier to imagine the pill moreso than other technologies as being inherently 
political. It was first and foremost developed for and catered to women, a trend which 
has not really changed over time despite the academically established distinction 
between gender and sex and the fact that the pill can be and is used by individuals 
who do not identify as women. Additionally, since the 1960s we have observed a 
number of social achievements for women in the areas of personal and social freedom 
and justice-- the pill being just one of them, but arguably also a catalyst for some of the 
others. However, in observing the social and political backdrop against which the pill 
was developed, other embodiments of politics come to the surface: namely, the issue 
of population control. 

 
The birth control pill was first conceived not as a tool for women’s liberation, but as an 
inexpensive solution to the perceived problem of world overpopulation. While the 
technology was liberating in its ends, its advocates (including Margaret Sanger) 
problematically invoked ideas  of  eugenics  by  implicitly  suggesting  that  particular 
women (such as poor women, or those in developing countries) should be discouraged 
or  excluded  outright from reproduction. In addition, while the clinical testing of the pill 
was considered to be ethical under the standards of the past, it certainly would not be 
today. Many women took the pill, both by coercion and  by  choice,  without  full 
knowledge of the detrimental effects it could potentially cause and informed consent to 
those possibilities. It is important to recognize that while the pill presented a unique 
opportunity for women to retain reproductive control over their own bodies for the first 
time, some of the roots of this emancipatory technology are unfortunately still racist, 
classist, and nationalist. 

 
After the pill was actually developed, focus shifted from solving overpopulation to 
attempting to prevent it in  developed  nations  such  as  the  US.  “Family  planning” 
became an attractive term that not only promised freedom to married women and 
mothers, but stability and security for the entire  family  unit.  Marketing  materials 
reflected these ideas and placed emphasis on family and marital harmony as positive 
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results of contraceptive use. However, as family planning practices came into fashion, 
they created new responsibilities and pressures for the women who took advantage of 
them-- not only to keep up with the demanding dosage schedule of the pill, but to 
continue to maintain all other responsibilities they held as wives and/or mothers, and 
even to ‘excel’ in these areas now that unwanted pregnancy was not a concern. 

 
Additionally, the advent of birth control for women created the social expectation that 
women are responsible for ensuring their own contraceptive protection in heterosexual 
relationships, which still persists today. This is a complicated issue, because while it 
would be difficult to argue that birth control truly liberates women if it were a 
responsibility undertaken completely by men, it’s still interesting to consider how 
contraceptive medical care for men (besides sterilization) has remained largely 
unexplored in the medical field, while numerous methods of birth control for women 
have been developed since the 60s. Without the ability to gain firsthand insight on the 
effects that hormonal contraceptives can have on women (especially detrimental side 
effects), it seems like it could be challenging to convince men that these effects are 
serious and warrant concern. Additionally, perpetuating the social expectation that 
women are solely responsible for providing birth control is problematic because it 
creates imbalances of responsibility and power in what should ideally be a partnership. 
Deciding a birth control method should be an informed conversation between partners, 
rather than a situation laden with assumptions. 

 
As the pill  became  part  of  millions  of  women’s lives, it was transformed from a bland 
and sterile product to something inherently feminine  that  women  could claim as their 
own and even take pride in. However, at the same time it created new expectations of 
women as intimate partners and caregivers and solidified old ones, some of which still 
persist today. This is evident from the advertising and public relations efforts on behalf 
of  birth  control,  which championed not necessarily the liberation of individual women, 
but the optimization of their reproductive  systems  so  that  they  could be better wives 
and mothers. Today, the pill is seen through a much  different  lens,  and  is  rightly 
heralded  as  a  symbol  of reproductive freedom in a time where reproductive rights are 
not unconditionally guaranteed, and even threatened in  some  cases.  While  it  is 
important to consider and celebrate the pill’s emancipatory qualities, this should not be 
done without also acknowledging and critically examining its exploitative roots. 
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Campaigning With The Stars: 
Examining the Growing Intersection of Fandom and Politics 
Brooke Marston 

 
In the past decade, the developed world has seen both a dramatic rise in the spread 
and influence of fan communities or fandoms, along with only a small glimpse of the 
massive power these groups can wield in non-digital spaces. Some of the most 
resonant examples lie in the world of United States politics, where politicians on both 
the right and left have found themselves at the center of mass idolization movements. 
What follows is an affordance-based approach in analyzing the emergence of fandoms 
and subsequent rise in their collective consumer power with changes to dominant 
forms of media communication. This power will be examined through the lens of 
politics, through the discussion of contemporary politicians with their own fandoms 
including Bernie Sanders and Donald Trump. Through these case studies, questions 
such as how these fandoms form and how they are similar or different to our traditional 
understanding of fandoms will be addressed. Lastly, these findings will be drawn upon 
to discuss the current role of fan-like behaviors in US politics, and what implications 
the existence of political fandoms may hold for the integrity of political processes. 

 
Modern  fan cultures as they are known today first amassed in the 1960s, with the 
surge in popularity of science fiction television programs such as Star Trek. Up to this 
point, while individuals had their own likes, specialized interests, and a variety of 
popular media to choose from to entertain themselves, it was uncommon to label 
oneself as a fan or consider such a label to be an integral part of identity. However, 
modern fans’ interactions with both the source material they adored and with other 
fans were novel in that they helped to create and sustain lively communities that they 
were proud to identify with. 

 
Fandom reflects the academic idea of a participatory culture. A participatory culture is 
one in which fans are not simply passive consumers  of  their  interest,  but  active 
producers who feel that their contributions matter to others (Jenkins, 2016). In fan 
cultures, the things that are being produced are  generally  known  as  fan  works.  They 
may include art, cosplay (an abbreviation of costume-play, referring to character or story-
inspired dress), zines, or written  works  such  as fanfiction. Another central idea to the idea 
of fandom is that these are communities in which fans share their works and engage with  
others. While fan communities may have well-known figures within them, 
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they are leaderless, instead organized around their members’ collective knowledge and 
passion for a subject. 

 
The potential consumer power held by fan groups such as Trekkers was largely 
dismissed and ignored in both academic and cultural circles until much later on. When 
fan culture was first being discussed in the mainstream, fan behaviors were highly 
stigmatized, and the people who partook in such behaviors were often labeled as being 
freakishly obsessed with fan objects, overly childish or immature, and socially 
undesirable (Jenkins, 2000). Despite their social marginalization, fan groups have 
proven over time to wield a lot of power as consumers, sometimes even influencing 
changes in or to the properties they are fans of— for example, when BBC’s drama 
series Sherlock spotlighted fanfiction and fan theory elements in a season premiere 
after the titular character faked his own death, or when media giant Netflix chose to 
purchase and revive the cult-classic sitcom Arrested Development seven years after its 
cancellation after seeing how its fandom had survived through the internet. 

 
The community-driven nature of fandom puts it in direct opposition to mass media 
culture, which has pervaded and dominated cultural narratives since the beginning of 
modernity. Mass culture emerged out of institutions such as political democracy and 
widespread education, and the resultant social hierarchy that was formed to occupy 
individuals with newly varied levels of wealth, knowledge, and sophistication. While it 
was arguably more equal than the system that came before it (which unequivocally 
favored the wealthy), the emergence of modernity provoked a larger societal shift 
towards manufacture and distribution on massive scales, placing the newly-formed 
middle class in a largely passive role (Macdonald, 1953). This manifested not only in 
the emergence of new media forms well-suited to mass distribution such as film and 
television, but other social changes like the professionalization and gatekeeping of 
creative roles— ultimately resulting in the concentration of cultural power remaining in 
the hands of a small number of elites. Mass culture has utilized these dominant forms 
of media in order to prescribe and enforce social norms and roles, which are 
internalized and perpetuated by the passive consumer audience. 

 
Fandoms present a unique and powerful challenge to the towering presence of mass 
culture by offering the  once-passive  audience  opportunities  to  add  meaning and value 
to the media they consume. This value is incorporated in forms such as tribute works, 
celebratory conventions, and transformative works like fan art or fanfiction, the latter 
can be an especially appealing route to fans belonging to socially marginalized groups 
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or who are exploring their own identities as teens  and  young  adults.  Jenkins  (2000) 
refers to this fan creation process as an act of textual poaching, meaning that  fans 
scavenge and appropriate certain parts of the source material while altering or 
transforming the meaning  of  others.  Through  the  process  of  textual  poaching, 
members of fan communities are able to use their own creativity to imagine themselves 
or others within fictional universes that are already established. They also are able to 
imagine these universes as spaces that are more inclusive or representative than they 
are in canon— for example, by changing the genders of established characters,  or 
imagining them as having different races or  ethnicities.  Such  transformative  acts 
challenge the norms presented and perpetuated by mainstream mass media by altering 
and contradicting stereotypical  conceptions  about  how  particular  people  are expected 
to think and act (Coppa, 2017). 

 
The unique power of fandom, along with its recent entrance into mainstream culture, 
can be largely attributed to changes in dominant forms of communication media. The 
paradigm shift from centralized media forms such as TV or radio to decentralized forms 
like the internet has created a digital empowerment, in which fans have the means to 
connect globally, collaborate, and share their works on a massive scale. This is visible 
in practice on social media platforms such as Tumblr, where fans may have entire blogs 
dedicated to engaging on particular topics of interest, and can “follow” and share 
content from fellow fans. These practices invoke those of the folk cultures of pre-
modern societies, which were characterized by a strong sense of community belonging 
and collective authorship. Folk culture has also long stood in opposition to mass 
consumer culture, even competing with it for mainstream dominance before 
eventually being forced underground. In this way, fandoms and their increased social 
significance can be  viewed  as  a resurgence of folk cultures and a collectivist, DIY 
ethos. Although fandoms remain viewed as a non-mainstream interest and 
engagement, the internet has pushed fan behavior towards becoming both more 
accessible  and  less stigmatized. Social media platforms have played a prominent role 
in this change, as services that seek to connect and facilitate communication, with the 
added consequence of allowing mainstream and niche cultures to collide and gain high 
levels of exposure. This has helped to normalize and legitimize fandom and fan 
behavior in the public eye, leading not only to a proliferation of fandoms but a stark 
increase in their visibility— and ultimately, their power. 
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In recent years, we’ve seen the collective power of fandom shift from a purely 
consumerist standpoint to one that is more ideological and political. Such a shift is 
almost to be expected when examining this occurrence through an affordance-based 
lens. The unique features of the internet, such as its facilitation of decentralized 
communication and collaboration as well as its minimization (or outright removal) of 
previous obstacles to public participation such as professionalization and individual 
wealth, has not only amplified the collective voice of constituents but made it much 
easier for individuals to connect with each other based on ideological values. Since this 
mode of engagement has absolutely dominated other forms in contemporary society, 
participation and presence is nothing short of expected from public figures like 
politicians. Social media sites created specifically for purposes of user communication 
present opportunities for politicians and regular people to connect that are novel and 
unique to the present day. Rather than seeing a politician speak or give a 
carefully-curated interview on TV, constituents now have (and expect) the opportunity 
to engage with these public figures on what at least appears to be an individual level 
(though such communication continues to be mediated by public-relations 
professionals or other campaign staff). 

 
While the internet has undoubtedly changed the specific ways in which we 
communicate, it has also brought about new expectations associated with online 
engagement, including consistency and authenticity from participants (especially those 
who are public figures). The internet is widely viewed as a means of  achieving 
closeness or intimacy with others with whom we do not necessarily share a physical 
domain. When individuals communicate online (especially while using their real 
identities rather than remaining anonymous), there is a certain expectation that they are 
truthful and transparent, even though a lack of such could be easily concealed. The 
expectation of truthfulness is what legitimizes and drives the intimacy achieved through 
communication, even if the end result is merely an illusion. Public figures, such as 
celebrities and politicians, have been able to take advantage of such illusions of 
intimacy through using social media to engage with regular users just like users do with 
each other— the ‘illusion’ referring to the fact that engagements on behalf of public 
figures are often heavily curated or mediated, while not appearing to be so. Despite 
what proportion of communications on the behalf of politicians are genuine or 
mediated, the fact remains that they are meant to be perceived, and most often are, as 
‘real’. 
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On both the political right and left in the United States, politicians have both propelled 
themselves into and found themselves at the center of fandom attention. Having a 
fandom is highly advantageous to a politician, as it significantly lessens the labor that is 
required of them in order to spread their message and attract new supporters. As 
previously discussed, unique affordances of the internet and social media provide 
unprecedented opportunities not only for politicians to reach supporters, but for those 
supporters to reach each other to collaborate and mobilize. A contemporary example of 
this phenomenon is the  marginal  success of senator Bernie Sanders’ candidacy in 
2016. Sanders, who identifies as a democratic socialist and whose policies fall to the 
left of the Democratic establishment, rose greatly in power and prominence due to the 
internet, to the point of almost attaining the Democratic nomination. Supporters played 
a large role in organizing for Sanders, and used social media and social sharing 
platforms such as Reddit to collaborate with each other and strategize on how to reach 
out to others, which is reminiscent of the collectivist nature of both folk cultures and 
traditional fandoms. Part of Sanders’ appeal was not only his anti-establishment 
politics, which brought a fresh perspective to what many perceived as a tired political 
debate, but also his persona which distinguished him from traditional politicians and 
seemed highly authentic. Coupled with his history in public office, Sanders attracted 
support by appearing both authentic and consistent. 

 
President Trump is an interesting example of a politician at the center of fandom, as a 
celebrity essentially designed for the arena of television. Trump has existed in the 
digital public sphere long before entering the political world— particularly on Twitter 
where he criticized Democratic politicians like former president Barack Obama, and 
perpetuated conspiracy theories such as the infamous ‘birther’ movement. After 
announcing his candidacy for president, and even after winning the election and taking 
office, Trump’s online behavior remains seemingly unchanged; he tweets at all hours of 
the day and night, sometimes nonsensically and often with spelling or grammatical 
issues, which likely  is done intentionally to resonate with his supporter base as a sign 
of authentic communication. Additionally, Trump frequently uses Twitter to engage 
directly with his base through the use of retweets, which post- the 2020 election has 
largely amounted to the president retweeting his supporters’ baseless conspiracy 
theories and allegations of anti-Trump voter fraud. While consistency is not as easily 
found in Trump’s actual policies, he has maintained a populist rhetoric through refrains 
such as “America First” that has resonated with voters and given them a sense of 
security. Trump’s fandom has also highly relied on the internet for organization and 
collaboration, through both fringe sites such as thedonald.win (formerly r/The_Donald, 
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which was ultimately banned from Reddit) and 4chan as well as the more mainstream 
internet. A collectivist ethos is present among supporters especially now that Trump 
has faced defeat in the election, as many of them feel they need to collaborate and 
bring some hidden truth to light to ‘save’ his presidency. 

 
Worth also mentioning is the ‘anti-fandom’ surrounding Trump, which undoubtedly 
played a role in his denial of a second presidential term. 2020 saw a larger voter 
turnout than ever before in the United States, and while almost 75 million voters turned 
out for Trump, there was an unprecedented bipartisan push to elect winner Joe Biden 
among his supporters, far-left Democrats, and Trump-resenting Republicans alike. The 
broad ideological positions of pro-Biden voters suggests not a Biden fandom, but a 
Trump anti-fandom. Gray (2016) describes the anti-fandom phenomenon as a group 
oriented around dislike rather than adoration of a particular object. Gray goes on to 
argue that certain things in popular culture end up being socially constructed as bad 
objects, meaning that they are agreed on by the masses to be undesirable. Through 
Trump’s coarse and “anti-PC” language, use of conflicting and contradictory 
statements, and general disregard for truth and transparency, constituents certainly 
have been given lots of reasons to dislike him whether they are Republican or 
Democrat. These tensions emerged in the form of various campaigns hinged entirely on 
defeating the incumbent president, such as the hashtag movement #NeverTrump, the 
Republican group The Lincoln Project which encouraged fellow Republicans to oppose 
Trump’s reelection, and campaigns on the left such as Settle for Biden, which was 
geared towards left-wing Democrats and independents who were dissatisfied with 
Biden’s somewhat moderate Democratic politics. 

 
While political fandoms share roots with traditional media fandoms, they have markedly 
diverged in other ways. Political fandoms are not quite decentralized, as they by nature 
are focused around an individual or individuals, and these figures are often viewed as 
‘leaders’ of the fandom in some ways (even if this is not necessarily the case). For 
example, Bernie Sanders came under fire during  both the 2016 and 2020 election 
cycles for not addressing the issue of his fervent supporters, dubbed “Bernie Bros” by 
popular media and opposing candidates, making misogynist statements  online. 
Sanders responded to these criticisms, often levied by his female peers like Hillary 
Clinton and Elizabeth Warren, by denouncing any kind of toxic masculinity among 
supporters while maintaining that such behavior was abnormal and uncommon among 
the group. In fact, critics such as Wilz (2016) argue that the “Bernie Bro” label was in 
some instances unfairly utilized to muddle and delegitimize Sanders supporters’ 
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legitimate critiques of candidates that happened to be women. On the other hand, 
Donald Trump has made no visible effort to control his fandom, even when members 
proudly bring up conventionally unattractive or even extremist viewpoints. Despite 
retweeting material from his base promoting white nationalism and conspiracy theories 
such as QAnon, Trump claims to have no knowledge of and no ties to such ideas when 
questioned. Most will remember when he failed to denounce former KKK leader David 
Duke’s endorsement of his candidacy in 2016, which makes his recent failure to 
denounce the white supremacist Proud Boys during a 2020 debate unsurprising (Chan, 
2016, and Murphy, 2020). Since Trump’s minimal efforts to control his fandom have not 
seemed to have a sizable effect on his public performance, it remains to be determined 
whether political fandoms are truly led by politicians, or if they only are inspired by a 
politician and grow into powerful leaderless groups outside of that individual’s control. 

 
As fandoms have become larger and more mainstream through the affordances 
provided by the internet, and as this medium is increasingly relied upon for all forms of 
communication, it is expected that these realms have begun to intersect. The 
emergence of political fandoms is indicative not only of changes within fan culture or 
within politics, but changes in what we expect from communication as a result of 
changing forms of dominant media. In the age of the internet, audiences have grown to 
expect an increased sense of intimacy from communication, regardless of the class or 
status of the individuals communicating. Thus, recognizing the power held by  the 
digital public, politicians have altered their communications to ensure an appearance of 
authenticity and consistency, sustaining the growth of fan groups who idolize them. 
This has wide potential for enhanced forms of grassroots organizing and for the 
amplification of historically marginalized voices and platforms, but also poses a danger 
to the integrity of our current political system if fans are unable or unwilling to accept 
their candidates’ flaws. Although Trump is set to leave the White House in early 2021, it 
is unlikely that Trumpism will dissipate once his presidency has come to an end— in 
fact, his electoral defeat has seemed to ignite rather than deflate his supporters. Thus, 
what becomes of him and his vocal fandom will be an important focus in the realm of 
politics, and may provide both insight into the political power wielded by fandoms, as 
well as a verdict on how concerned or cautious the United States or other nations 
should be about such a phenomenon going forward. 



Marston 141 
 

 
References 

 
Chan, M. (2016). Donald Trump Refuses to Condemn KKK, Disavow Endorsement. 

TIME Magazine. 
 

Coppa, F. (2017). The Fanfiction Reader: Folk Tales for the Digital Age. University of 
Michigan Press. 

 
Gray, J. (2019). “How Do I Dislike Thee? Let Me Count the Ways.” In M.A. Click (ed.), 

Anti-Fandom: Dislike and Hate in the Digital Age. New York: NYU Press. 
 

Jenkins, H. (2000). “Star Trek Rerun, Reread, Rewritten: Fan Writing as Textual 
Poaching.” In H. Newcomb (ed.), Television: The Critical View. New York: Oxford 
University Press. 

 
Jenkins, H., Ito, M., and boyd, d. (2016). Participatory Culture in a Networked Era: A 

Conversation on Youth, Learning, Commerce, and Politics. Cambridge, UK: 
Polity Press. 

 
Macdonald, D. (1953). A theory of mass culture. Diogenes, 1(3), 1-17. 

 
Murphy, P. (2020). Trump’s debate callout bolsters far-right Proud Boys. CNN Politics. 

 
Wilz, K. (2016). Bernie Bros and Woman Cards: Rhetorics of Sexism, Misogyny, and 

Constructed Masculinity in the 2016 Election. Women’s Studies in 
Communication, 39(4), 357-360. 


	College Students Hold the Keys to Cultivate Civility Evan Edmonds
	References
	Changing the World, One Girl at a Time: The Barbie Dream Gap Project Jamie Azulay
	References
	Breaking News: Journalism is at the Brink of Extinction Jamie Azulay
	References
	Apologetic Discourse in Sexual Allegation Scandals Jake Connolly
	Background
	Methods & Texts
	Conceptual Framework
	Findings
	Conclusions
	References
	LGBTQ+ Representation in Friends Sarah DeSimone
	References
	Memorial Narratives:
	Actual birthplace of Martin Luther King Jr.
	References
	Nike’s Dream Crazy Movement Brian Heaney
	References
	The Marketplace of Internet Data and Surveillance Margaret Hicks
	Data Colonialism and Data Capitalism
	Surveillance Capitalism
	Google and Surveillance Capitalism
	Surveillance Capitalism as a Surveillant Assemblage
	The Eﬀects of Data Colonialism, Data Capitalism, and Surveillance Capitalism on
	Conclusion
	References
	The Analysis of the 9/11 Memorial as Ritualistic Jocelyn Kenyon
	Description of the Display
	Conceptual Framework
	Results
	Conclusions
	References
	Positive Street Art Gabrielle Masseur
	References
	Going Viral(ish) in 2020 Gabrielle Podmore
	References
	Introduction to Brooke Marston’s Essays in Comm-Entary Nora A. Draper
	United States of Satire:
	Ethnomethodology of Gameplay:
	I. Accountability - Ethnomethods in Gameplay
	Case 1 - “Flipping” [22:59 - 23:20]
	II. Professional Vision - [Coding] Functions of Gameplay
	Case 2 - “Challenge” [03:49 - 04:05]
	III. Rules as Action - The Function of Overlap
	Case 3 - “Adding Discs” [14:15 - 14:29]
	IV. Meaning as a Collaboration - Aligning Understandings Through Repair
	Case 4 - “Question” [06:42 - 07:05]
	V. Phenomenal Fields - Nextness in Gameplay
	Case 5 - “Betting” [14:32 - 14:58]
	Bridging the Gaps of the Modern Meme Candidacy, from Bloomberg to Biden Brooke Marston
	References
	Brooke Marston
	II. Artifacts, Advertisements and Analysis
	III. Discussion and Conclusion
	References
	Examining the Growing Intersection of Fandom and Politics Brooke Marston
	References

