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Emerging from discussions at the 2019 LSA Institute, this panel highlights the institute theme of “Linguistics in the Digital Era” by 
showcasing papers on the performance and negotiation of gendered and sexual identities in a variety of digital modalities. The 
digital sources in question include interactions in online LGBTQ+ communities, the circulation of popular television programs, and 
publicly accessible social media like Tumblr, YouTube, and LiveJournal. Queer linguists have long recognized the importance of 
technologically mediated interactions (e.g. Wood 1997, Jones 2008, Dame 2013, Milani 2013), particularly for their ability to 
connect marginalized individuals separated by geographic or social distance. Digital modalities allow for the emergence of norms 
that extend across disparate communities of practice, in which local forms of marginalization and isolation give way to solidarity 
and collaborative discourses of empowerment. These connections often spur rapid change in the lexicon and even grammar, which 
both introduces new methodological challenges and offers a rich source of data on linguistic transformation and the resistance of 
hegemonic ideologies.  
The analysis of identity negotiation in digitally local fora therefore offers a number of insights. Corpus methods allow linguists to 
work with more speakers and larger datasets than face-to-face interactions generally allow, which is a particular concern for 
relatively small populations like queer, trans, and non-binary people. Additionally, the automation of some aspects of data collection 
can leave the researcher with more time to consider context and other qualitative factors. Online linguistic data also helps to 
minimize the observer’s paradox, even as it introduces new ethical considerations surrounding consent. Finally, vernacular written 
language of the sort investigated in many of the papers described below provides a testing ground for theories of language grounded 
in spoken (and, at times, signed) modalities. This is particularly important as digital interactions continue to become increasingly 
prominent parts of language users’ social lives.  
Through a set of analyses of language usage in quickly evolving media, this panel explores legitimization strategies in Tumblr and 
YouTube nonbinary communities, lexical variation and change over time in identity labels on LiveJournal.com, the mainstreaming 
of marked lexical items like shade through broadcast and social media outlets, and community perspectives on marked language 
usage on social media platforms. Together, these contributions demonstrate the importance of considering changing technological 
practices as they shape linguistic norms in both marginalized and normative communities. 
In this moment of globalization and technologization, digital modalities increasingly allow members of the LGBTQ+ community 
to interact dynamically across space in ways that allow for the creation, negotiation, and legitimization of emergent identities. 
Importantly, the papers outlined here emphasize that queer and trans practices are important not only for those marginalized 
communities, but also shape linguistic norms in the broader community of speakers. LGBTQ+ digital modalities, as represented by 
these papers, are representative of an increasingly public queer and trans modernity that is deserving of more critical linguistic 
analysis in Queer and Trans Digital Modalities. 
 
Chloe Brotherton (she/her), UC Davis  
Linguistic Identity Work in On-Binary Communities on Tumblr 
 



 
 

 
 

This study examines the linguistic and metalinguistic strategies members of non-binary communities of practice on Tumblr utilize 
to reify and legitimate their identities. I used critical discourse analysis (Cameron, 2001) to analyze a corpus of over 13,000 words 
from six non-binary-oriented Tumblr pages. I focused on glossary and frequently-asked-questions pages where users created and 
defined hundreds of novel identity labels that challenge the gender binary.  
It appears that these communities of practice use a blend of ideologies and strategies to frame their identities. They emphasize 
neoliberal self-identification to illuminate an intrinsic identity through language (Zimman, 2019), while quoting queer theorists like 
Butler to assert that gender is a social construction. Tumblr’s social medium allows users to interact with these ideologies and 
strategies within these communities of practice, permitting them to engage in dialogic linguistic identity work. 
 
Archie (they/them), University of South Carolina  
Nonbinary YouTubers, Language Ideologies, and Legitimizing Discourses 
 
This project explores the ways six nonbinary YouTubers appeal to legitimizing discourses as post hoc rationalizations for their 
linguistic choices regarding identity labels and pronouns, and the language ideologies that underlie these discourses. They appeal 
to popular discourses to rationalize their linguistic practices, which reveal implicit assumptions about what they view as 
“appropriate” language practices. In addition to being highly aware of the cultural implications of language choices, they specifically 
rationalize their terminological choices through discourses of “historical fact”, “linguistic definition”, and “personal feeling”. 
Competing language ideologies underlie these legitimizing discourses. Importantly, there is a central tension between a referentialist 
ideology (Hill 2009), which assumes that words should describe the world truthfully, and a personalist ideology (Hill 2009) of self-
identification (Zimman 2017), which prioritizes individual intent and agency. These legitimizing discourses function as tools 
through which nonbinary people participate in linguistic activism.  
 
Lal Zimman (he/him) (University of California, Santa Barbara) and Will Hayworth (they/them) (Google) 
How We Got Here: Short-Scale Change in Identity Labels for Trans, Cis, and Non-Binary People in the 2000s 
 
Though understudied in research on language variation and change, the lexicon is a crucial domain for sociopolitical transformations 
of language. This talk presents a corpus-based sociolinguistic analysis of changes in terms for transgender, cisgender, and non-
binary individuals in three online communities on the social media blogging site, LiveJournal.com – one for trans women, one for 
trans men, and another for non-binary people – that were popular in the 2000s. Using innovative corpus methods that utilize general 
purpose cloud computing tools, we focus on changes in the popularity of labels for trans, cis, and non-binary people, the factors 
that impact the variable use of these terms, and what kinds of differences can be observed across the three LiveJournal communities 
of practice studied. It thereby contributes both to the study of language and identity in trans and queer communities and to the 
development of methods for studying large datasets of technologically mediated communication. 
 
Joel N Jenkins (University of California, Davis)  
Entering the Mainstream: On Throwing Shade  
 
In February 2017, Merriam-Webster officially added throwing shade, defining it as, “to express contempt or disrespect for someone 
publicly especially by subtle or indirect insults or criticisms.” Announcing the news via Twitter, @MerriamWebster, used a gif 
from Paris is Burning (pictured below). Featuring this graphic both displays the community of origin (including Black and Latinx 
gay men and transgender women) and indicates a shift in indexicality. This paper explores trajectory of transmission and diffusion, 
indicated within this tweet, for this term. 
 



 
 

 
 

 
The phrase has been popularized through TV, including Pose (Canals, et al., 2018), Real Housewives of Atlanta (“Throwing Shade”, 
2009) and through political commentary like Washington Post (Kessler, 2016). Using a qualitative analysis, I situate throwing shade 
within a context of Black English (Rickford, 2011), attitudes towards gay males in media (Gamson, 2013), and queer linguistic 
approaches to the transformation of racial and gendered meanings through appropriation and subversion (Barrett 2017). Together, 
these perspectives illuminate the process through which digital media intensifies the diffusion of indexically dense forms like 
throwing shade. 
 
Bryce McCleary (he/him), Oklahoma State University  
“Snatched”: From local drag to the Twitterverse 
 
This project presents research on a community of drag performers in Oklahoma City, investigating accounts of popular “drag slang” 
and its spread through popular culture. It employs queer linguistic analysis (e.g., Hall 2013; Motschenbacher & Stegu 2013) of folk 
linguistic interviews (Niedzielski & Preston 2003), with specific attention to folk metalanguage and implicit attitudes conveyed in 
discoursal data (Preston 2012, 2019). It uncovers a tenuous relationship between local drag and popular representations of drag 
(e.g., shows like RuPaul’s Drag Race), which seem to celebrate and yet (re)appropriate in-group language/culture to a wider, non-
LGBTQ+ audience. This project then turns to twitter, analyzing over two thousand tweets with relevant lexical items (“slang”) to 
attempt understanding the spread of such terminology outside of local drag communities. Finally, as many of these performers are 
also people of color, this project raises questions about the (re)appropriation of African-American-associated ways of speaking by 
the LGBTQ+ community. 
 

 

 

 

 


