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Problematising The Self-Representation Of Race
And Gender In Vines: Who Has The Last Laugh?

Shaikha Nurfarah Mattar

ABSTRACT

This study is concerned with the consequences of self-representation, where the imagination,
refashioning and public performance of the self exists in proliferation, in a culture of speed
and in a multiplicity of forms. This includes Vines, which are six-second clips of meta-
humour created through a mobile application and rampantly circulated through social
networks. Mobilising Burn’s (2013) kineikonic method of multimodal analysis to examine a
sample of 18 Vines, this study questions the extent to which the elusive other may redefine
dominant understandings of race and gender through the process of self-representation. The
narratives reveal a significant but complex difference in the recognition of race and gender as
there is simultaneously a clear reversal of stereotypes, reversal of stereotypes being
accompanied with new stereotypes and how one other may represent another other, resulting
in varied levels of otherisation. This study also finds patterns in metamodality and humour
which resemble memetic features outlined by Shifman (2014), potentially contributing to the

conceptualisation of memes in digital culture.

INTRODUCTION
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and financialisation of the globe to the detriment of the less fortunate slower classes” (p.
124). The ambiguities of the speed-elite society point towards fluctuating power relations,
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expressions of the self in the networked age, Vivienne and Burgess (2013) perceive digital
stories as surpassing mere expression and materialising as a form of social and cultural
advocacy. In the process, it can be said that the theoretical division of ‘the media’ and ‘the
ordinary’ becomes increasingly collapsed as the type of people who are ‘in the media’ is no
longer as distinct in kind from the people who are not. Ordinary people, particularly those at
risk of social exclusion and cultural marginalisation, are able to engage in self-representation
and destabilise the symbolic hierarchy between themselves and the media world in an “act of
representative significance” (Couldry, 2000: 159).

For this reason, self-representation is celebrated for its potential to transcend stereotypes
and processes of othering. The idea of ‘fleshing out’ past stereotypes is initially introduced in
Cottle’s (2006) study of mediatised conflict, where he suggests that it is equally important to
be critical toward the marginalisation of certain social groups as it is not to neglect their
symbolic rehabilitation. In itself, the concept of stereotyping is perceived negatively because
it involves labelling people in reductive terms and reaffirming symbolic boundaries between
‘us’ and ‘them’ (Pickering, 2001). Greenwald and Banaji (1995) show that it is not only the
use of reductive terms, but also the essentialising of people with these terms, that is a cause
for concern. They explain how individuals are categorised into groups based on superficial
characteristics of gender and race, and in the attribution of traits to all members of that
group, differences between members are effaced. Closely related is the strategy of othering,
described by Pickering (2001) as a form of social exorcism to contain the other in its assigned
position at the periphery. Othering is also substantially premised on gender and race, where
women are conceptualised as objects defined against the male subject and all non-European
people are seen as the other of Western nations. This process is partially historicised with

evolutionary thought, which involves the projection of the other as primitive and inferior:

Social Darwinism posited a racial ‘descent of man’ and was increasingly invoked in attempts to
justify the conquest of Africa and discrimination against blacks in Europe and America [...]
Race governed intelligence and inventiveness and the struggle between different races led to
the backwardness and eventual elimination of those who were lacking in the capacity to
evolve. (Pickering, 2001: 59-60)

Eventually, the other and those who participate in othering occupy unequal positions as the
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methodologies. He also makes a false assumption that those who are othered and those who
engage in othering are necessarily separate entities. In contrast, Lau (2009) shows how the
work of diasporic S
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interruption of the male gaze, with women themselves deciding how revealing photos will be,
how these photos are framed and eventually circulated online. While these women are
actively involved in the production of their cybersexualised images, this newly located sense
of empowerment is undercut by self-commodification and how “images of displayed ethnic
and racial difference are used in order to bracket them off as exotic and irremediably other”
(Magnet, 2007: 590). This finding points toward the limitations of self-representation to
redefine dominant ideas of gender, and again cautions against Pickering’s (2001) premature
differentiation between those participating in the process of othering and those in the
position of the other as both groups can easily overlap.

Butler (1999) chooses to draw from Foucauldian notions of the self, which have endured
critical attention since coming to fruition but remain valuable to current discourses
surrounding self-representation. She explores the contention that judicial systems of power
produce the subjects they subsequently come to represent, and contextualises this in relation
to feminist theory. She argues that feminism is self-defeating as judicial notions of power
produce the feminist subject who is discursively constituted by the same political system
meant to facilitate her emancipation, while assigning gendered subjects with differential
capacities for domination. Similarly, Krips (1990) refers to Foucault's idea of power as a
mode of subjection that does not disregard the interests of subjects, but the possibility for
subjectivities occur within settings already defined for these subjects. Using the example of a
child’s desire to be treated as an adult, he shows that it is both a form of resistance to the
designation of childhood and an interest in falling under the very system which creates rigid
categories of adult, child, and nothing else. Accounts by Butler (1999) and Krips (1990)
therefore reveal how the self may simultaneously possess and lack power, which — in an
admittedly abstract connection to self-representation — calls into question its true capacity to
evoke a change in the recognition of race and gender. As reiterated at the end of this chapter,
this study interrogates if self-representation, like feminist discourse or the child, reinforces
the system of subjection in which dominant ideas of race and gender are constructed, while

meaning to do otherwise.

Memes as an Analytical Tool

While preceding literature has focused on self-representation that explicitly appeal for a shift
in political, cultural or feminist understandings, perhaps most oriented to Vines is the study
of self-representation through memes. Biologist Richard Dawkins (1976) first coined the term
‘meme’, which has its etymological roots in the Greek word ‘mimema’ or ‘something

imitated’. Likening memes to genes which leap from body to body, he explains that memes
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culture’ (Jenkins, 2006), ‘mediated cultural participation’ (Milner, 2012) and ‘cultural logos
of participation’ (Shifman, 2011). Shifman (2014) explains that memes are transformed by
ways of mimicry and remix, with the former involving the recreation of a specific text by
other people and the latter involving technology-based manipulation of an image. Similarly,
Milner’s (2012) study of memes reveals how remixed images either occur within a single
frame or may combine single images into a new grouping of images to make a more complex
point, creating a shift from ‘single images’ to ‘stacked images’. He is also hopeful that the
appropriation of memes brings about “new iterations” (Milner, 2012, p. 12) of broader ideas,

but it is arguable that “new iterations” is in and of its
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culturally racist humour fixating on the ambivalent social identity of the other as both alien
and neighbour. Finally, he explains that postmodern racist humour carries both racist and
non-racist meanings, in which its “critical interpretations remain unfinished and
unfinishable” (Weaver, 2011: 152). Due to this demonstrated ambivalence, postmodern racist

humour frequently demands a sense of reflexivity from the reader.

Akin to Billig (2005) and Weaver’s (2011) alignment of humour with critical theory and
relations of power, Powell and Paton (1988) assert that humour simultaneously functions as
a form of resistance and control in society. Applying this logic to memes, ‘put down humour’
such as sarcasm may mock other groups with which the subject of the meme is in a
relationship, but at the same time is an internal mechanism regulating the group which the
subject of the meme is a part of, shaming any potential transgressors of group boundaries.
With these theories of humour in mind, Milner (2012) finds that there are opportunities for
negotiated representations of class, race and gender through humorous memes. For instance,
the Successful Black Man meme posits a black American stereotype in its top clause (e.g. ‘I

Don’t Have A Job’), then reverses it in the bottom (‘I Have A Career’):

The name of the macro itself — Successful Black Man — creates a racially-presumptuous
association. It implies that to be ‘successful’ is worth mentioning for a ‘black man’ [...] If a
black man is successful, then he requires a modifier in front of his name to set him apart from
a ‘normal’ black man [...] On the other hand, the form and content of the macro could also
serve as a warning against stereotyping. The joke comes from lampooning our tendency to
unproblematically accept stereotypes. (Milner, 2012: 181-182)

While Milner (2012) shows how memes, and in this case, the specific use of the second clause
may inspire audiences to rethink stereotypes and marginalization of certain groups, its effects
are not measurable without conducting an analysis of how audiences interpret these memetic
texts. He adds that producers of memes introduce new, yet similar problems by being broadly
accessible to diverse identities but also exclusive to those possessing subcultural literacies.
Subcultural literacy refers to the ability to read and write in the social language of subcultural
insiders, and in the context of memes requires the “knowledge about a large number of
characters and the socially appropriate ways to use them in order to create an ostensibly
simple four-panel comic” (Shifman, 2014: 115). While the structural constraints of meme
collectives are beyond the scope of this study, it is helpful in highlighting contradictions in

both the representations of race and those participating in these representations.

Finally, Shifman and Lemish’s (2010) content analysis on Internet comics reveals interesting

trends in gender-based humour. In addition to the traditional mockery of women, they find
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that men are increasingly portrayed as childish Neanderthals who are driven by the trinity of
sex, booze, and sports. This is emblematic of post-feminist humour which targets both sexes,
and fuses both feminist and anti-feminist ideas. Their primary concern lies in how user-
generated content is neither more subversive nor emancipating than mass-media content,
but mirroring the limitations of Milner’s (2012) work is an inability to confirm this claim
without reception-oriented research. While these studies improve understandings of the ways
in which humorous memes represent discourses of race and gender, there is room to expand
on how self-representation through memes and its frequent embodiment of humour, affects

the recognition of race and gender.
Operationalisation of Conceptual Framework and Research Question
As a conceptual framework, this study will use the concept of Internet memes to identify the

cultural unit which Vines resemble most (what Vines are) and consider competing views on

self

-11 -
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METHODOLOGY

The following chapter will outline the criteria for choosing the methodology applied in this
study, its strengths and weaknesses, the procedure in which the sample was selected and the
proposed design of the research.

The Kineikonic Method of Multimodal Analysis

To investigate the aforementioned research question and its related concerns, the kineikonic
method of multimodal analysis is employed. Introduced by Burn and Parker (2001, 2003,
2013) as a multimodal theory of the moving image, ‘kineikonic’ is fundamentally a
portmanteau of the Greek words ‘kinein’ (to move) and ‘eikon’ (image). The methodology also
borrows social semiotic grammar of Halliday (1978), Kress and van Leeuwen (1996, 2001,
2010), who are concerned with meaning-making as a complex interplay between the
producer of the text, as well as the socio-cultural environments in which the text is created
and read. As Curwood and Gibbons (2010) purport, the methodology helped in their

-12 -
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study’s focus on locating a ‘difference’ suggests that the researcher must discern patterns not
only in modal choices, but also in terms of racial and gendered connotations. These patterns
are significant as they may imply a positive or negative ‘difference’, with the former crudely
referring to the overcoming of othering and stereotyping on the basis of race and gender,
while the latter refers to perpetuation of these processes through the narratives of Vines. The
discussed literature could broadly serve as a basis of comparison to determine whether there
is an emergent ‘difference’, mirroring how the kineikonic method often refers to other
sources, such as social theories of gender and masculinities, because it “can only ever be one
element of an interdisciplinary equation which must involve relevant theories and histories”
(Jewitt & Oyama, 2001: 138).

Finally, the chosen method should outweigh other possible research methods by way of
relevance and benefit. While leading theorists in film studies may rightfully argue that an
extensive field of semiotics for moving images already exists (Bordwell & Thompson, 1979),

there is a tendency to overemphasise processes of filming and editing at the expense of other
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represented through Vines, the modes in which Vines are composed of and how they
contribute to discourses of race and gender, but there is no access to producers or viewers as
opposed to the use of interviews, surveys and focus groups. However, this problem is quickly
resolved since the research question focuses on content of Vines, placing the motivations,
decisions and sentiments of producers and viewers beyond the scope of this study.

Lastly, it is acknowledged that the method’s emphasis on different modes, their different

functions and the ways in which they combine to generate meanings resembles a certain kind
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official website Vine.co and posts circulating in the mirror-site Vinescope.com. This page was
chosen over other sources of Vines for the following reasons: (1) Over 21 million page likes
indicate that it is a popular source of Vines with considerable influence on viewers; (2) There
is a ranking of posts within the page itself, made visible through the number of likes and
comments for each post. All other criterions held constant, this facilitates the process of
choosing certain posts over others to be analysed; (3) Organisation of posts according to the
Facebook timeline function, which eases the collection of data in the timeframe defined
below; and (4) Problems associated with other sources, including the mobile application’s
inability to load posts after a certain amount of scrolling and the fact that it only offers
pause/play, volume on/off options for users, which makes it difficult to examine content in

smaller temporal units.
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Pattern 2 in Self-Representation: The Other’s Simultaneous Rejection
and Introduction of New Stereotypes Related to Race and Gender

Compounding the success in which self-representation permits the other to reject existing
understandings of race and gender, it is found that new definitions of themselves also fulfil
the criteria of promoting a ‘difference’ but in rather questionable terms. This argument is
best exemplified by Crazy Girlfriends Are Pretty Much Like Santa Claus and Cheating On A
Girl Will Only Lead To Her Crazy Friends Coming After You Who Will Help Her Do Crazier
Stuff. The former begins with a straight-on close up of a White male sleeping, when a White
female creeps up from behind him, stares menacingly at the camera and sings “She sees you
when you are sleeping” to the tune of Santa Claus is Coming to Town. Following this, she
sneaks up on the White male as he is reading a magazine, glares directly at him and continues
with “She knows when you are awake”. The last frame provides the point-of-view of the
White male using his phone to ‘like’ an image of an attractive woman, interrupted by a low-
angle close up of the White female springing up on him, holding a knife to his neck and
shouting “She knows if you've been bad!”. The angle and proximity of shots accentuate the
facial expressions and body language of a frightened male and intimidating female, while the
choice of lyrics reinforces the latter’s superior position as a surveillant who ‘sees’ and ‘knows’
all. Equally important as the female’s audibility is the male’s sustained silence, reflecting a
“denial of dialogue, interaction and change” (Pickering, 2001, p. 49) usually associated with
the female other. Indeed self-representation has particularly rejected the perception of
female as passive but her renewed portrayal as the monstrous-feminine who is terrifying,
horrific and abject is neither a desirable change (Creed, 1992). As suggested in the Vine title,
the female subject is observed to be ‘crazy’, with inclusion of the knife further signifying a
propensity to be violent. This portrayal is significant as it shows how her expected position as
the other cannot be completely discarded, now constituting as a form of illicit danger that
should be distanced from safe legitimacy. Through self-representation, the female subject is
included in all frames while being unwelcomed by the male subject, is everywhere as an
omnipresent girlfriend yet nowhere as the displaced other. As Pickering (2001) appropriately
describes, the identity of the other becomes “split, broken, dispersed into its abjected images,

its alienated representations” (p. 78).

Similarly, Cheating On A Girl Will Only Lead To Her Crazy Friends Coming After You Who
Will Help Her Do Crazier Stuff features several females who do not conform to the idea of
helplessness but represent themselves in aggressive, despotic ways. It starts with a straight-
on close up of a female crying “He cheated on me!” followed by six friends responding on the

phone in six respective frames. The adoption of jump cuts results in sharp transitions
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between frames and reinforces the immediacy at which these friends agree to take action. The
first frame shows a female saying “Let’s go” while raising a rifle, and the second shows a

female whispering “
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identity). Reflected in their dramatic action is a process of othering they themselves may
experience, rejecting what appears incidental from the cultural norm and suppressing any
ambivalence posed by the Black female’s failure to fit in the binary of man and woman.

There are two important theoretical implications based on these observations. Although (or
precisely because) othering has been executed in a comical way, the claim that humour is
used to demarcate and maintain group boundaries is supported (Powell & Paton, 1988). It
can even be argued that the study of humour itself operates as an “internal regulating
mechanism of social control” (Powell & Paton, 1988, p. xviii). This is exemplified by the ways
in which sexist, feminist and post-feminist theories of humour examine the portrayal of men,
women, or both genders but fail to consider queer gender identities in various frames of
comedy. Next, there appears to be a redefinition of the self-other complex, that while the self
is normally depicted to be in a series of relationships with the other without ever losing the
relative upper hand (Said, 1978), there is a hypocritical form of subordination amongst the
others themselves. As emphasised in the theoretical chapter, there is a false dichotomy

between those who are othered and those who participate in othering.

White Moms Vs Black Moms and Paranormal Blacktivity presents a hierarchy of othering
that is just as, if not more so, complex. The former begins with a continuous shot-reverse-
shot of a child dashing through the supermarket aisle and toppling products off the shelves,
to a medium close-up of an anxious female. The female first assumes the role of a helpless
White mother who pleads “Ashley, please stop! Ashley please, come on!” This is followed by a
jump cut into the next frame, which reinforces an abrupt change in persona as the female
now assumes the role of a fierce Black mother. When the same child is seen running away,
the female responds uncouthly with “Oh, you want to f*ck around? You think I'm playin’?”
Without hesitation, she grabs a football and throws it in the direction of the child (who
cannot be seen, but is presumably hit as she is heard yelling “Ow!™). The frame in which this
occurs is longest in duration, again placing most emphasis on the dramatic action (violent),
facial expression (fierce) and speech (ill-mannered) of the Black mother. When combined,
these modes exaggerate Black parenting and how it is centred around violence, the use of
threats and vulgarities. At the same time, it can be argued that there is no longer an impulsive

reduction of Black and White parenting into “
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medium close-up of two Black robbers and a White robber who are seen fidgeting by a door
while saying “Come on man, let’s go!” when a Black male responds in a serious, low-pitched
tone. As he mouths the next sentence, a non-diegetic track suddenly overlays with “But first,
let me take a selfie!” in a female voice?. As the track plays, there is a succession of six stills,
also known as selfies, which are recognisable by the inclusion of stretched-out hands and the
use of high-angle framing. The first features the Black male holding a gun to his face and
sticking out his tongue, followed by all Black robbers posing alongside the White robber who
has his pants lowered to his ankles. In the next still, all robbers are posing in the kitchen with
cereal boxes, followed by a Black robber posing on the toilet seat while holding a finger to his
lip as though to suggest cheekily that his act be kept secret. The subsequent still shows all
robbers making silly faces around the presumed owner of the house, a White female, who is
seen sleeping on a bed. In the final still, all robbers happily surround the White female, who

is tied up and has a cloth gagged in her mouth.

The occurrence of jump cuts between each still is synchronised with the tempo of the non-
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and allusions. To ridicule females as irrational, less intelligent and superficial, it is found that
embodied modes in A White Girlis Nightmare and Females Risk Their Lives Everyday
Taking Selfies operate in exaggerated forms. This includes male subjects performing as

White females with excessively high-
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effective in creating temporal ellipses and adding a quicker pace to a sequence of events,

since the six-
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accustomed to. He maintains that the speed-elite society is “morally more agile, quicker on
our feet and so, perhaps more generous in our regard for the challenging worlding of the
cultural other” (Tomlinson, 2007: 156), but this remains a contentious subject for further

research.

Assessing theoretical, methodological and analytical procedures implemented in this study,
the following shortcomings are also identified: Considering the methodology’s roots in social
semiotics, this study has shown how socio-cultural contexts of speed or existing trends
(taking selfies, identifying females with ‘crazy eyes’, etc.) are linked to semiotic meanings
produced by Vines. However, little attention is paid to socio-cultural characteristics of the
researcher herself, whose race as non-western and gender as female could privilege certain
ways of analysing the sample. As Rose (2001) argues, the social sciences are just as discursive
as other forms of knowledge production and the researcher inevitably participates in
discursive formation that may not be fully objective. This is a problem which could possibly
be averted with mechanisms necessitated in quantitative methodologies but not practiced
with the kineikonic method, such as the checking for intercoder reliability. The sample could
also have drawn from a wider range of sources, upon realising that ‘Best Vines’ aggregates
content from several platforms but the content is predominantly created by Americans. To
achieve a more holistic understanding of whether self-representation promotes a difference
in the recognition of race and gender, content from a more global group of users could be
analysed and added to the current findings. The level of cultural liberalism or conservatism in
each country may influence ideas of race and gender, a potentially interesting variable which

future research could account for.
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APPENDICES
Glossary Of Terms Related To Kineikonic Method Of Multimodal Analysis

Kineikonic: Burn and Parker (2001, 2003, 2013) refer to the ‘kineikonic mode’ as the mode of the moving image. Their framework integrates concepts from multimodality, Metz’s (1974)
cinematic terms, as well as Kress and van Leeuwen’s (1996) visual grammar, which is structured around the Hallidayan idea of metafunctions (representation of the world, orientation of text to the
audience and organisation of elements in the text)

Social Semiotics: Social semiotics is a concept first introduced by Hodge and Kress (1988). It attempts to link ‘the text, the realisation of meaning, to the specific social conditions and specific
material forms and agencies through which meanings are reproduced’ (Koga-Browes, 2009, p.4). This opposes the practices of traditional semiotics, where a text is studied out of its context and
cultural background

Multimodal Analysis: Multimodality or multimodal analysis is posited in Hallidayan social semiotics, dealing with the use of several modes to create a semiotic product or event (Kress & van
Leeuwen, 2001). Jewitt (2009) explains that ‘the starting point for multimodality is to extend the social interpretation of language and its meanings to the whole range of representational and
communicational modes or semiotic resources for meaning making that are employed in a culture — such as image, writing, gesture, gaze, speech, posture’ (p.1)

Mode:
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