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This inquiry shows how youths negotiate sexualitied gender when commenting on profile
pictures on a social networking site. Attentiorgigen to (1) how discourses are constituted
within heteronormativity, and (2) how the mediatadture of the SNS contributes to
resistance. Using insights from cultural media ®sidsocial theory and queer criticism,
representations in SNSs are viewed as sites ofjgdguA textual analysis is used to show
how commenting on a picture is a gendered practoatinuously cohering between the
biological sex, performative gender and demandedsiregle Although significant

resignifications are found, they are often accongzhby a recuperation of heteronormativity.
Therefore, this inquiry argues for continued aitentto current contradictions in (self-)

representations.

Introduction

I love all the stars in the sky, but they are noghcompared to the ones in your eyes,

My World ;$ (I)
(XNiezZnn)

XNieznn, a 17 year old boy, chooses to proclaimlbve for his girlfriend in the semi-public

space of the social networking site (SNS) Netlag. young media users, Netlog is a popular space to



“hang out” (Ito et al., 2010). Closely intertwinedth the everyday lives of teenagers, this social
website is constituted by the participations ohiigny users. At the same time, the material caditi

of the website actively constitute youth culturesl dheir everyday life practices. The software of
SNSs organizes people into connected networks aaklesna considerable part of their social
interactions semi-public, the medium takes partthe creation of new youthful subjectivities
(McRobbie, 1994; Hall and Jefferson, 2006). But hdw gendered sexualities thrive in these
networked publics? In this essay we will inquireviygpung people negotiate sexualities and gendered
practices when commenting on popular profile piesuWe will determine to what extent discourses
on gender and sexualities are constituted withiretgronormative framework, and we will come to
understand how contemporary youth represents atfibuiroof to be open for diverse gender
behaviors and sexual identities.

Profile pictures are important communication tomIsSNSs, often visually representing an
identity in cyberspace (Mendelson and Papacha864i]l). Focusing on text comments about profile
pictures allows us to understand public networkagy a practice producing, reproducing and
consuming meanings (Wittel, 2001; Castells, 20I0e representational activity of posting pictures
on one’s profile creates content atwhtextsthat negotiate sexualities and gender practicespibe
the increasing popularity of participatory mediatsitas SNSs, particularly among young people,
cyber-sexualities have not been taken seriousiyntri®ations questioning power and difference in
popular and mainstream environments such as FakebdypSpace and Netlog are scarce. In
particular, sexuality in relation to cultural irtglbility and normativity has largely been ignorédan
Doorn, 2009).

This paper will take the current late modern antifes surrounding gender and sexualities in
media culture as central point of inquiry. Therefawe will rely on the perspectives of cultural naed
studies, which has always approached media prashsctand representations as sites of political,
social and cultural struggle (Kellner, 1995; FisR@,10). Jackson and Scott (2004) understand the
ambiguity within the productions and representatiohsexuality as significant changes that eack tim
throw up new contradictions. Subject positions talsagender and sexuality are seen as more

reflexive then ever (Johansson, 2007; Rahman aolsda, 2010), “choosing” their own post-



traditional lifestyles. However, despite this refléty and the acknowledged transformations of
intimacy (Giddens, 1992), identities are createthiwi a bounded system, producing prescribed
transcripts ohow toproduce, reproduce and consume gender and sgxUrditticularly in relation to
media, Gill (2007; 2008) demands attention for¢herent contradictions in representations, exposing
its complexities and the oscillations between engrovent, inclusiveness and a recuperated sexual
subjectivation and exclusiveness (Ross, 2012). €fba, to expose these ambiguities, we take up a
critical investigation about what organizes gended sexualities in everyday mediated life worlds,
focusing on heterosexuality as the current domibander in Western culture (Yep, 2003; Ward and
Schneider, 2009; Johnson, 2005; Katz, 2007; Ingnal2905; Warner, 1991; Warner, 1999; Jackson,
2005). Constantly reiterated and proliferated irefiactions and representations, heteronormatisity i
the current way of life. This normative projectuisquestioned and considered necessary in order for
one to be viewed as a legitimate member of socity.do not distinguish social institutions from the
concept of heteronormativity; we understand thenfullg incorporated within and interrelated with
practices and identities.

Since social networks are highly participatory naedt might be argued that they lead to
greater inclusivity and thus function democraticédl renegotiate heteronormativity. Taking our poin
of departure from queer analysis (Butler, 1990; ralbers, 2007 we have conducted a qualitative
textual analysis (Mckee, 2003; Silverman, 2010)pimture comments made on social networking
sites. Informed by the praxis of deconstructionr(de, 1997), we have exposed how gender and
sexuality are repetitively constructed. Further,digeuss salient resignifications of these perfaivea
repetitions. Performative repetitions do not retf@ra “natural” original; rather, they continuously
construct their own reality.

Since networked publics immerse today’s teenagerani ongoing flux of representations,
demanding a daily public interaction with intelbdg genders and sexualities, new media spheres
provide a relevant point from which to expose powicourses in youth culture. Because of the
public nature of sexual stories on SNSs, an ingnaéttzenship that rebukes exclusion and normativit
and that acknowledges the “crucial role of pluraliand conflict” (Plummer, 2003: xi) has become

more important than ever in the politics of evesytie in cyberspace.



This article elaborates on sexualities in netwongeblics and presents a theory about negotiatig an
renegotiating gendered sexualities. After the nddthmy, we offer some results and discussion

followed by a few relevant conclusions.

Sexualitiesin networked publics

“Publics are queer creatures. You cannot poirthéont, count them, or look them in the eye. You almnot

easily avoid them. They have become an almost aldeature of the social landscape, like pavement.”
(Warner, 2005: 7)

SNSs are relatively new public spaces. Among a gquublic, they are also popular spaces.
77 percent of European 13-16 year olds have algroin one or more social media websites
(Livingstone et al.,, 2011). Young people use soamddia platforms to tell stories about their
relationships (Sveningsson EIm, 2007; Ito et &10). Many of these stories concern friendships, bu
intimate relationships, that we understand as,éfattically significant aspects of social life” ¢kson,
2006: 106), are also widely represented and disduddediated spaces transform — for better or for
worse — gender and sexual stories in youth cultdgacipally, we argue for SNSs that are open and
diverse, acknowledging their public and networkedeptial to create inclusive representations and
negotiations. Although this may not appear seltiemt due to the presence of more than “one single
type of media-based logic”. The variety of mediagpices in these online spaces creates a non-linear
process in how media transform the social (Coul@g08). Although, networked publics have the
potential to support an intimate citizenship (Pluenp2003; Weeks, 1998; 2010) that transgresses
normative gender and sexual identities, the medimmst be thought of as a catalyst within wider
social and cultural contexts.

According to boyd’s definition (2011; 2007), SNSee aa genre of networked publics.
Composed of networked technologies that createbdicpapace “that emerges as the result of the
intersection of people, technology and practicéd\\'SS are primarily about connecting and sharing.
Networked publics contain digital stories (Lundi2p08) and most have a friend list, functions for

public commenting and stream-based updates. Dgjibeiles engage with “a set of semiotic practices”



that includes texts, photos, music and videos,xedthand reorganized from existing media practices
(Drotner, 2008: 63). This mediated storytelling skt evident that different media logics, such as
software architecture, help shape the storiesaottiultimately shape the representations themselves

Mediated publics existed long before the onset 8§ media such as print and television
have not only reconstituted but also redefineduhvendaries between public and private (Thompson,
1995). A fundamental characteristic of public spaisethat they are opposed to private spaces. For
this reason, research in the field of youth and SNffen deals with potential risks inherent in the
increasingly public character of teenage socia hihd correspondent transformations of privacy
(Livingstone, 2008; Livingstone and Brake, 2010yd02007; boyd and Heer, 2006; boyd, 2006;
Jones et al., 2008). Public spaces create their diseourses by which they are shaped in turn
(Warner, 2005). Today, public spheres, in SNSs eladwhere, must be thought of as overlapping
places where negotiations occur, rather than asogeneous entities. In an environment where
ongoing interactions are taking place, commentprafile pictures can be thought of as coexisting
public spheres that interconnect the personal with political. Such public discourses about the
personal and intimate life are opposed to the figtatus that has always been given to intimady an
sexuality (Plummer, 2003; Warner, 2005). Howevesspite the risk this public display involves, “it
can work to elaborate new worlds of culture andadaelations in which gender and sexuality can be
lived” (Warner, 2005: 57). Indeed, it could suppattiat Plummer (2003) has called “the intimate
citizenship project.” Networked publics could charihe way youth cultures experience and act on
intimacies, gender and sexuality.

Nevertheless, to fully understand gendered sejemlih networked publics, one most also
consider not only the public character of theselipsipbut also the specific networked nature of
negotiations that take place in SNSs. Rather tbansing solely on the networked nature of SNSs,
this evolution in technology, communications antbimation needs to be positioned within what
sociological thinkers have come to understand as'riktwork society” (Castells, 2010) or “network
sociality” (Wittel, 2001). Closely related to latapitalism, network sociality is intertwined withté
modern traits, such as individualization, ephemdrat intense contacts, commoditized social

relations, and a focus on exchange of informatather than stories. Social bonds are continuously



produced, reproduced and consumed (Wittel, 20(igs@& late modern characteristics are increasingly
associated with the SNS (Baym, 2010), whereby thdinm is seen to facilitate an online stage for
the “the networked self” to develop (Papachari28i1). Although SNSs profiles are self-organized
and self-centered, they do not escape power stegcthis is due to their underlying architecture.
Barabési (2011) describes how the number of friandSNSs follows a “power law distribution,”
where only a few individuals have a lot of frienddiile most members of the network have a smaller
but similar number of friends. These popular “poWwabs” resemble the thoroughfares of a big city;
they have high social capital and a great deatftiénce in the network.

While there have been many studies relating to giersgxuality and the Internet (cf. infra),
topics such as power and difference and gendersexdality have hardly been discussed in SNSs.
Researchers have largely neglected the questidowf sexualities and gender practices thrive in
networked publics (Van Doorn 2009). Some notableeptions are Mainsah’s contribution on ethnic
minority self-representation (Mainsah, 2011), Cavaevork on romantic coupledom (Cover, 2010),
discussions of gender and/or sexuality (Van Do2099; Cooper and Dzara, 2010), and discussions
of femininities and masculinities (Gémez, 2011;b8K, 2010). Nevertheless, as Van Doorn rightly
points out, studies in digital culture or cyberawdil studies and more specifically cyberfeminist
(Plant, 1995; O'Brien, 1999; White, 2006) cyberqu#&¢akeford, 1997; O'Riordan and Phillips, 2007;
Alexander, 2002) and digital race studies (Nakam@f®2; 2008) are part of a broad tradition of
critical investigation$.Literature has been published about LGBT idensues and online new
media (Pullen and Cooper, 2010; Mowlabocus, 20tBgse studies proved to be valuable
contributions to our understanding of specific appaties and threats that LGBTs face in various
online environments, such as online communitiesgbaok and the popular dating site, Gaydar.

Research on cyberqueer spaces is valuable, aal#\dih rival publics that offer resistance to
heteronormativity. Nevertheless, an intimate citstép demands a plurality of voices in all public
spheres other than the “truly, truly subversive lipubultures” (Plummer, 2003: 71). Cyberqueer
spaces are counterpublics. Therefore, they havéalactcal relationship to the general public,
redefining “them” and “us” (Coleman and Ross, 20I®)ey implicitly honor intelligble identities as

“pure citizenship” (Warner, 2005). It should be drapized that young people need popular and



mainstream online spaces such as Facebook, My@paciKetlog to be open for a late modern world.
That means these spaces must support an intimeneship that transgresses heteronormativity.

With the emergence of SNSs, sexualities have baerdiuced to networked publics. Intimate
stories are now increasingly digital, potentiathdtin these public spaces (Couldry, 2008). Thel li
the intimate and sexual life with the political, dathereby change the way youth cultures do
intimacies, gender and sexuality. Further, these edtures of intimacy are ideal places for change,
pluralism and conflict, and reintroduce the impooa of an ‘intimate citizenship’; which we
understand as ‘ending social exclusion and ensusimgjal inclusion’ (Weeks, 2010: 125). The
recognition of the political significance of diditspaces and the call for inclusion draws the &tian
to the democratic project media studies envisigmdifer, 1995; De Ridder et al., 2011). Participgto
media culture demands a stronger connection witeigpedagogy (Halberstam, 2003; Rasmussen,
2006). All too often digital literacy is linked technical skills, while young people should bertesi
as late modern ambassadors of intimacy, playirgdhbt in networked publics, sharing openness and
plurality, criticizing racism, sexism and homophmbNevertheless, productions and representations in
current media culture are characterized by corttiadi (Gill, 2007; 2008), next part will introduce
how this ambiguity emerges. Moreover, it will elsdt® on how the organization of gender and

sexuality is strictly heteronormative, but also hosw possibilities for resistance are open.

L ocating and dislocating subjects

How can young media users renegotiate heteronorityatn the online spaces of SNSs?
Since these social websites are participatory memiere the users produce a lot of the
representations, it is necessary to focus on splfesentations of gender and sexuality in order to
answer this question. For this reason, we neediritd® of the social “self” and an understandiofy
what it means to resist heteronormativity (JackQ6). A redefining of these subject positions
happens when discourses are displaced and agaiibits into the flows where cultural meaning is

produced. Social change occurs when new meaniegadapted in social interaction, creating spaces



for non-normative identities to develop and thrivée define this process as locating and dislocating
subjects.

Social media research often discusses social sehasvay that is problematic. Emphasis on
self-representation neglects certain tensions amgptexities; in particular, it takes a pre-discuesi
agency for granted. Because the self is not anetisd entity, but one that operates at the int¢isec
of general truths and shared principles,” it is engaluable to use the word “subject” rather than
“self.” As Mansfield (2000: 3) notes, “one is alvgajo be subjecto or of something [emphasis in
original]”. Although the subject is seen as morieréve than ever, choosing its own post-traditiona
lifestyles, essentialist notions of gender and aktyuare still the norm. Rahman and Jackson (2010:
149) understand this essentialism as a continuatiori'modern’ biological and psychological
essentialism [that] is still the base-line cultueaplanation for both gender and sexual behaviour.”
Research on youth cultures, gender practices and#es constantly conflict with oppositions, suc
as liberation and morals, equity and repressiony@dkaand Kehily, 2008; Johansson, 2007).
Negotiations of gender and sexual identities invoéted publics involve complex social interactions
within contemporary culture, and they need to b#deustood as social and cultural struggles.

Gender practices and sexualities in western soeietysubject to heteronormative identities,
practices and institutions, excluding identitiesl @neating boundaries in society. For this readios,
intimate citizenship project of networked publiezms overly optimistic. At the same time, thera is
transformed intimacy (Giddens, 1992), preciselyaose heteronormativity is continuously being
resisted an eroded in everyday life. Certainly, ybap media environments have the power to
deconstruct, creating counterhegemonic represengaf intimacies and thereby gradually eroding
heteronormativity (Best, 1998; Fiske, 2010; KellnE995). Queer analysis is particularly valuable in
showing not only how deconstruction takes placeviaryday interactions, but also how it could lead
to non-normative identities. Queer politics is matarly interested in exposing binary oppositidas
which gender and sexuality are regulated, and awsity how regulatory signs are placed upon the
body.

Developing a theory based on queer politics helghow how normativity is produced and at

the same time resisted. Further, it could helpnenstand how the mediated nature of the SNS could



contribute to an open online public sphere. We Bgder's understanding of subversive politics
(1990) as the basis for our definition lotating anddislocatingsubjects. The notion of subversion
elaborated in Butler'ssender Troublg(Butler, 1990) can be seen as a political respoasgorms,
where the agency of the subject appears fiside the system itself. Butler did not use the term
heteronormativity. However, she did use the cowadmg term “heterosexual matrix,” by which she
meant the assembly of norms that produce subjeltsavsex/gender/desires and practices cohere
(Chambers, 2007). As a first and important disarssf feminism and subversion, Butler (1990)
seeks to locate areas where norms need to be mipadle The concept of reiteration is central to her
argument. Normative gender and sexual identitiepamduced by means of reiteration, and it can be
resisted by exposing repetitive practices. As Cramlj2007) puts it, exposing heteronormativity is
about “undermining norms” and “calling them intoegtion” by means of “revealing their conditions
as norms.” Dislocating normativity is nothing oththan exposing repetition. Since subversion is an
“incalculable effect” that is strongly dependentamntext, it is impossible to define which pracsice
are subversive or non-heteronormative.

When considering how contemporary youths negotjateder practices and sexualities while
commenting on popular pictures in a SNS, the tessietween self, reflexivity and subjectivity need
to be taken in account. The democratic intimateeagiiship project can be seen in struggles, more
specifically, in the dialectical synthesis betwdenating and dislocating gender and sexuality in
online cultural productions and mediated represems. Current media culture is characterized by
continuous dislocations that move beyond the ndawmatowever, at the same time these dislocations
are not to be seen separate from continuous reteedsssical sexual and gender script playedmout i
popular media productions and representations (R23%2). Precisely the contradiction between
location and dislocation is what we will play out discussing current youthful productions in the

popular SNSs Netlog.

Method



As part of our research projéctve created a profile on Netlog, a popular SNSHiemish
youth living in northern Belgium (Jeugddienst amrdigdwerknet, 2010). We contacted schools and
youth movements and recruited Flemish teenagerseeeat 13 and 18 years of age to friend our
profile. When the participants were asked to jdginvas made clear that their profiles where goimg t
be used for academic research. In doing so, we tmi@btain informed consent from the participnts
In this way, we were able to incorporate profileour research that would otherwise be unavailable
to us because of privacy settings. Therefore, saitlee profiles we used are semi-public spaceg, onl
allowing friends to look at the pictures and comta&n

Research into online identities has some spedifatlenges, creating an added complexity of
the online versus the offline identity, the “reaBrsus the “virtual”. However, “online” identitieto
not reconfigure new subjectivities. Kennedy (20@881) therefore offers to gob&yond online
Identities” [emphasis in original] and to look dflime contexts of online selves. Following Kendall
(1999: 58), who argues that, “On-line interactianmot be divorced from the off-line social and
political contexts within participants live theimity lives”; this inquiry understands the observed

online negotiations as augmentations of the everyda

Research sample

Owned by Massive Media and based in BelgluNgtlog is a mainstream SNS that markets
itself as an “online platform where users can keepouch with and extend their social network”
(Netlog, n.d.). On Netlog, people have the abii@ycreate personal profiles that connect them with
the larger network by indicating people as “friefid®rofiles include media that can be customized
and personalized. These features are personalepefsentation tools (pictures with rating funcsion
videos, a blog, self-introductory texts, generaffii layout, personal events calendar, etc.), el a5
tools for interpersonal communication (sending peas messages) and communication with the
larger connected network (comments on picturesvatabs, the guestbook, etc.).

Although there was a wide range of data availablest we chose to analyze comments on the
most popular profile pictures. We chose to proceethis manner for several reasons. First of all,

comments on popular pictures turned out to be thet ractive (semi-)public spaces where intimate



stories were being told. Furthermore, by chooshey most popular profiles within our sample, we
were sure to incorporate active publics that hadteof intersections with other users. When we
extracted the data in October 2011, our profile s@mected with 159 users. From among these, we
chose the 10 profiles that had the greatest numbesitors, and from each of these we selected the
picture that generated the largest number of cortanémthis way, we had a total research sample of
10 profile pictures and 812 comments, which we et@ind saved in orderly documents.

(INSERT TABLE 1: DETAILSOF THE POPULAR PROFILES, PICTURES AND

COMMENTSWITHIN THE NETWORK)

Data-analysis

The analysis provided here is not exhaustive ferdbllected data. Rather, it is illustrative of
the elaborated theories. Qualitative textual amallgas been used to analyze the comments. The text
was seen as an expression of a multiplicity of @ejavhich we exposed through the processes of (1)
locating and (2) dislocating. Informed by queeticism (Chambers, 2007; Butler, 1990), we have
made sense of discourses that deal with gendetipes and sexualities (Mckee, 2003; Silverman,
2010). We studied how the textual productions aftyse comments are reflections of discursive
knowledge on intimate or erotic aspects of sodl In this first step of our analysis, we atteagpto
locate where norms could be challenged. Furthés téixtual analysis shows through a deconstructive
reading (Derrida, 1997) how the ideology of heteromativity also fails. More Specifically, how this
failing represents counterhegemony (Fiske, 2010nKe 1995; Best, 1998). This second step is how
we came to understand the project of dislocatinthoigh we focused particularly on the text, the
pictures, which are often accompanied by a smalbductory text by the producer, are important

contexts that we also took into account.

Commenting on pictures as a gendered practice
Commenting on pictures in the public space of a $N8ot a neutral practice. There are
specific dynamics and practices correlated to tleliated nature of public networks. As Mainsah

(2011) concluded when looking into self-represeotat of ethnic minority youth in a SNS, the use of



language is often hybrid, people mix social langsag/hen interacting and producing text online.
Looking at our data, it can be observed that i tmarticular Flemish youth culture, the Dutch
language was often mixed with English words andresgions. Moreover, Dutch words and syntax
where often modified, resulting in a more phonetie of languag.Collective and interpersonal
dynamics resulted in structural patterns that grilted how individuals reacted to compliments; this
was especially the case when reacting to pictivasportrayed intimate relationships. These complex
semiotic structures need constant interpretativekwhen one wants to belong to this youth culture
and to actively comment in the Netlog context. @peropriate use of communication patterns creates
an insider status and implicit power structures slgport the creation of a shared group ideniihe
network also perpetuates communication rules arattioes that already exist in youth culture
(Mainsah, 2011: 198). According to Baym (2010)s itnore difficult to build a solid group identitg i

an SNS than in an online community, because theopat profile centers focus on the subject, rather
than on the group. Baym (2010: 91) uses the teratworked collectivism” to describe how certain
group identifications may arise in networked publiBased on our observations, we determined that a
networked collectivism with specific communicatiames and practices had emerged. The age and
geographical identification of group members wdre primary factors affecting these rules and
practices. The mediation of identifications assmedawith a specific youth culture not only
perpetuates communication rules and practiceseryday life among the Flemish teenagers, but also
continuously reinforces them.

Table 1 presents an overview of the specific casesl in this research. We have included
some basic information collected from user profiie€luding gender and number of visitors. The
numbers of visitors is somewhat high for the Nettogtext; hence, these profiles are popular power
hubs, interconnected with a very large number oéfds” in the network. The number of comments
recorded demonstrates the often large number efactions occurring in these publics. As the table
shows quite clearly, boys do not tend to commemhash, while girls are very active in commenting.
Therefore, commenting can be understood as a gethgeactice, whereas comments refer to implicit
rules stemming from the heterosexual matrix (Butl€¥90). When commenting, coherence between

the biological sex, the performative gender andekgected desire is necessary (Chambers, 2007).



Girls predominantly react to the pictures of bogsgd boys only comment on pictures of girls. Girls
were not as strict as boys in fitting within thisusture, resulting in a very binary opposition e
boys always concord and girls step out to engadeiihtalk” (cfr. infra).

This general tendency is most clearly observedoimments on pictures that centered the
subject, showing and reconstructing the physicalybat its best. Young people strictly control the
performances on these pictures by using mirroselftimer functions on their cameras. This pragtic
can be understood as active management designeste&de a desired identity in the online
environment. Pictures that did not center a supgeath as those found on the profiles of Sinback an
XNiezZnn, showed intimate relationships between § bad a girl. Representations of intimate

relationships are encouraged in comments. Both aogigirls commented on these pictures.

Excessive girlhood

Again referring to the table, it is clear that gidre dominant when it comes to commenting on
profile pictures. Furthermore, it seems that gimd only engaged in commenting, but also actively
managed the popularity of the pictures in our samphis positive “girl talk” engaged in mostly
giving compliments, connecting the respondent wlith person in the picture in a friendly and/or
loving way. The comments girls post are usuallysrort and could be seen as social grooming that
forges, affirms and displays bonds, rather tharduastional communication (Tufekci, 2008) This
strong and active management by the girls couldiimerstood as an active dislocating of passive
femininity. We contend that the role of the SNSaamediated environment is important here. As
Kearney (2006) argued, in current girl culturegéawarieties of media are produced. Also, in digita
culture and SNSs, girls seem to be active produmfetexts that circulate beyond their bedrooms that
were “long understood as the primary location fidisgcreative endeavors” (Kearney, 2006: 3).

When girls comment on pictures from other girlsirathe photos of Youaretheone and _Kiwi,
they are primarily concerned with propagating srémendships between themselves and the girl in

the picture.



| love her s000000 muuuuuuc :
(Girl, 14 y.0.)
| love you s0000000000!

(Girl, 16 y.0)

By their reactions to pictures of boys, girls atsanaged the popularity of these pictures. Thisltedu

in a power shift where representations of mascliogies became the objects of viewing by women
(Rahman, 2011). With redundant comments suclHas Stuff! girls produced and reproduced
desirable representations of masculine bodieshiBregard, the SNS and the comments act as an
online stage that centers empowered femininities.

However, our findings correspond to those of Nagaé Kehily (2008: 184), who note that “girl-talk
continues to be peppered by a liberal sprinklindiefero-romance and perhaps a stronger sense of
entittement to sexual pleasure and satisfactiom #nger before.” Indeed, in shaping this ultimate
project of the late modern subject, girls oftersdige into caricatured hyperboles, tumbling-down in
sheer admiration and yearning for the attentioa bby when posting a comment. The following are

examples of comments on the photo of kendeman.

You are fucking beautiful!

(Girl, 16 y.0.)

Heeey! Ken is a sick, wonderful crazy love!
| just wanted to say this because | think you anaderfuuuuull! Nobody can compete with you, I'mryou
biggest fan

(Girl, 14 y.0.)

This excessive form of hyper-femininity is reinfeccby the mediated nature of the SNS. Moreover,
reiteration and communication rules work togettecaalysts and partly determine the performances

of excessive femininities (cfr. infra).



As hyper-femininity can be read as bringing theasile labour of “doing gender” into public
view (Nayak and Kehily, 2008: 184), it clearly st®what in contemporary mediated youth culture
femininity is truly performative. While in the SN@assive femininity is dislocated and thus
empowered, a highly romanticized heterosexualistilscontinuously brought to the front. Moreover,
this oscillating between empowerment/sexual suibjécis what characterizes current media culture
in general. Despite the girls’ voices are heardthase networked publics, the former imposed

objectification is now internalized as a self-choperformance (Gill, 2007; 2008).

Negotiating hegemonic borders

The fact that comments from boys are relative laghn our sample may be explained by the
fact that girls are active producers in digital taré (Kearney, 2006). On the picture of _Kiwi,
however, more boys reacted than girls. The pictigeresenting a girl in a rather erotic pose, & th
only one in this sample that evoked comments alnessiusively from boys. However, unlike
numerous comments that girls made about picturésys, the reactions to this picture did not reduce
the depicted girl to an object of looking. Commengge loving and timid rather than sexual.

Some examples were found of boys resisting and dislecating what could be termed as
hegemonic masculinity (Connell, 2005). The earsissertion that comments are gendered and boys
only react to the pictures of girls was scarcelgrufited. The following example is a short
conversation that unfolded amidst other commertte. Jomment, started by a boy who reacted to the

picture of Sandroishere, resulted in the follonsmgall talk.

Bro! Xxx

(Boy, 16 y.0.)
Big love between us!

(Sandroishere)
How is Aster doing?

(Boy, 16 y.0.)



This representation of a loving friendship and Bigpof affection between two boys in this public
environment, shows how the emotional conflict witliegemonic masculinity is renegotiated. As
emotions are often associated with feminine, gay/thns subordinate masculinities (Connell, 2005),
this practice might be taken as an illustratiorhotv gendered behaviors are expanding for boys in
contemporary youth culture. McCormack and Andensatierstand such an inclusive masculinity as a
sign of a “zeitgeist” were homophobia is no londi#he most important tool for policing
masculinities” (McCormack and Anderson, 2010: 846).

However, again, we notice a duality in this repnégon.. By posing the questietow is Aster
doing)" the represented sexual subject is immediately ¢cglvesd within the clear heterosexual borders
demanded by the matrix. This example shows howinvitiiclusive masculinities heterosexuality is
recuperated, thereby establishing and maintainingoamative sexual identity (McCormack and
Anderson, 2010).

Another illustration of how hegemonic masculinitydacohering gender practices for young

masculinities are negotiated is found in a sharbductory text on the picture of Z_Raauw.

Fotoshoot @ Turkey M
| think | look rather gay on this picture, but & still a nice picture xD (I think)

(Z_Raauw)

The photo shows a wet-haired young boy on a trbfieach, stripped to the waist and looking into
the lens while gently smiling. This picture was coemted on extensively. The introductory text
declared that the producer had certain reservatamsut representing himself this way. The
accompanied text and picture demonstrate that peafiive masculinity is an ideological project,
continuously under construction, and that thera @ossibility of doing it incorrectly. The struggle
over this performance is a clear negotiation betwaeeediated subject that wants to look his bedt an
the normative constraints of having a heteroseidgiltity that regulates depictions of the body. The
comments on this photo and text relied on two dffé strategies. They countered the stereotype that

a beautiful man is automatically gay, and they theterosexuality as the norm.



(:*
not gay! Just veeeeryyy niiiic\‘)

(Girl, 16 y.0.)

Whahahahh,, no dear Kane we know ( | think) alt §i@u are not gay

(Girl, 17 y.0.)
Some comments were more troubling, referring tqotbesible loss of hegemonic masculine status.

I think too that you look a little gay on this pice...

(Girl, 20 y.0)

Indeed gay, but yeah, what can you do about itRh X

(Boy, 20y.0.)

The label “gay” is not automatically an identityr floomosexual boys, as Pascoe argues (2010: 323);
this abject identity (Butler, 1993) rather condgt and regulates masculinity in society. In these
particular mediated representations, commentinddcbe seen as a regulatory practice, surveying
heteronormativity. This supports the argument tbatnmenting is a gendered practice. Besides
regulating the subject when interacting and placiognments, commenting also actively surveys and
interpellates others.

Although we found examples that suggest genderbdvi@s are expanding for boys, even in
a public environment, hegemonic masculinity is nompletely dislocated. Furthermore, different
strategies were used in the textual and visualesgmtations to recuperate heterosexuality when
negotiating an inclusive masculinity (McCormack afwderson, 2010). The gendered practice of
commenting is a reciprocal action, not only regatathe comments of the subject, but also actively

surveying and interpellating others.

The perfect couple



As we already mentioned, the pictures of Sinbaak>XNieZnn do not center the subjects. Both
show an intimate relation between a boy and a gigdresented through the act of kissing on the lips
and hugging. This public performance of an intimagiationship does not end with the picture. In
each of the cases, the picture initiates an irtérbat public conversation between the couplehésé
conversations, the female member of the coupleeig \active in spreading her “everlasting”
engagement through extensive declarations of [dke.boy, who in our sample was always the one
who posted the picture in public, posts brief conéitions of his love for the girl. When we located

the discourses in these comments, the followinmésemerged:

The relationship will béorever.

The relationship igverything nothing of importance exists outside of it.
Theoneexists, and he is mine.

Sheis his, andsheis nothing withouhim.

Beingfaithful is the most important value.

The girl expresses a strong desire torgetried

This mediated representation of an intimate refstiip shows how the gendered practice of
commenting operates from within a heteronormatieesjpective. Predominantly, these comments
seem to illustrate that “institutionalized heterasadity provides a sense of well-being” (Cokely0380
180). Repeated overstatements refer to ideas wiibterd with the “wedding industrial complex”
exploited in popular culture and media and witligieh and state institutions (Ingraham, 2008).

Side by side with the public dialogue between thepte, other comments iteratively encourage the
relationship, therebyreproducing the importance of institutionalized heterosexyaldnd the
coupledom/promiscuity binary (Cover, 2010)lost commenters emphasized the couple should
keepkeep’keep!their relationship, while others expressed ttestqusy.

Mediated romantic coupledom can be understoodtlagadrical performance that goes beyond

representing it visually in a picture. Textually oducing and reproducing institutionalized



heterosexuality as trmimmum bonurshows how the gendered practice of commentingicarps is

closely intertwined with heterosexuality (Ingrahat95).

Commenting in networked publics

The mediated nature of these public spaces hasnplewr role in how it contributes to a
possible cultural resistance that transgressesdmetenative identities, practices and institutions.
Generally, commenting on a picture is a genderadtjme that demands coherence to the heterosexual
matrix (Butler, 1990; Chambers, 2007). As mentioreatlier, the mediated nature of the SNS
strengthens representations of coherence, busat@kates a stage for occasional counterhegemony,
or dislocations of passive femininity and hegemanasculinity. This struggle reflects the complexity
of how a queer political project can thrive in aSN here are two media logics for how networked
publics transform social negotiations of gender sexuality. The first is the repeated public digpla
of gender and sexuality, while the second invothesiterative logic of mediated communication.
The redundant public display of gender and sexuaitvaluable, since it creates ongoing and semi-
public negotiations. In particular, pictures thapresent bodies and that center the self or indmat
relations create contexts that implicitty commutécand elaborate on gender and sexual norms. While
the pictures create such contexts, comments abesgetpictures create contexts that interpret both
pictures and other comments. This ongoing flux ofmmunication exposes the iterative logic of
mediated communication. lterative logic is obseruedhe very nature of the software design that
enables these representations, as well as in themoaication practices of the young people
themselves. Commenters did not engage in meanimgimimunication; they reiterated and copied
each other. This is how the hyperbolic commenterofassociated with hyper-femininity were
constructed. In reactions to a picture, the comniBgdutiful! was repeated endlessly, resulting in
comments such daucking beautiful! Ridiculously beautiful'etc.

Different practices and dynamics worked togethetransform comments on pictures to real
public spheres that implicitly negotiated gended a®xual norms. The public display of these
negotiations and the iterative logic of mediatedwoeked publics contributes to hegemonic and

counterhegemonic productions of heteronormativity.



Conclusions

As we tried to make sense of how youths negotiatelgr and sexualities when commenting
on popular profile pictures, we argued for an ustderding of the struggles of the late modern stibjec
(Nayak and Kehily, 2008; Rahman and Jackson, 20@Bansson, 2007). Supported by media and
communication technologies, today’s youth cultusies immersed in an ongoing flux of producing,
reproducing and consuming meanings. An SNS careée as the ultimate mediation of the network
society, a complex platform for social change. Whiiewing networked publics as contexts for
negotiations of gender and sexuality, this studyplesized the importance of queer criticisms, since
the intersections of power/difference and gendeuaigy are largely ignored in the expanding fiefd
research about SNSs. In exposing the locations disldcations of heteronormative identities,
practices and institutions in texts that commergedoopular pictures, we showed how gender and
sexuality could be culturally resisted.

We came to understand commenting on pictures asdeged practice, meaning that in order
to be intelligible, comments needed to cohere betvtbe biological sex, the performative gender and
the expected desire (Butler, 1990; Chambers, 20 gendered practice is strongly intertwined
with a continuous representation of heterosexualityerefore, we argue that the representation of
heterosexuality can be understood as the — althooglalways intended — ultimajmirposewhen
commenting on a picture (Ingraham, 1995).

We also noticed significant dislocations. Passemihinity was abandoned because of girls’
high degree of communicative activity (Kearney, @00Ne noticed a power shift where masculine
bodies repeatedly became objects of looking (Rahr@@thl). Further, in representing strong and
loving friendships between boys, gendered behavibissupted traditional masculine hegemony
(Connell, 2005; McCormack and Anderson, 2010). Nihistanding this observed reflexivity, we
remain critical of these dislocations, as the “emg@d femininities” often dissolved into a self-
chosen, internalized objectification (Gill, 2007008), and boys carefully recuperated their
heterosexual representations so as not to tumble-do an abject “gay” identity (Butler, 1993;

Pascoe, 2007). In our view, the gendered practiceommenting on pictures is reciprocal, both



constituting the subject and others within the bosdf intelligble genders and sexualities. Thereby
this research shows that, dislocations of heteroatve representations in youths cultural produnstio
must be understood in relation to continuous recafpns that bring along new tensions and
contradictions (Jackson and Scott, 2004). Commgmmprofile pictures resembles the complexity of
current media representations of gender and séxy&ill 2007; Ross, 2012). These findings show
how the celebration of reflexivity in relation toamicipatory media must be rethought. Self-
representations need careful management withincipbes! transcripts to be intelligible, moreover,
networked structures are surveillable places, whiakes it not self-evident for non-normative gender
and sexual identities to thrive online (Sender,2)01

The mediated and networked nature of these pubdices entailed some specific practices and
dynamics, revealing a sophisticated relation to @acy and social change (Couldry, 2008). The
medium supported a cultural resistance to the extert it made these dislocations public. Moreover,
a SNS creates an important stage for negotiatibgeraler practices and sexualities in general.

Since the political relevance of negotiations ondg and sexualities in networked publics,
there is still some work needed on social medids phaper defined this democratic project as a need
for an intimate citizenship that rebukes excluseard transgresses heteronormativity. A valuable
project for further research would be looking beydhe textual, incorporating the redundant visual
communication tools found in SNSs. Also, involvimgfual audiences and publics is an important next

step.
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Notes

" The overview of critical inquiries on the interens power/difference and gender/sexuality in cybkural studies we
present here is non-exhaustive. A more thoroughviae can be found in the introductions of Bell (20Gand Nayar
(2010). The collections of Trend (2001) and Bell &mhnedy (2001), offer introductory readings of kieinkers in the field.



T This research is part of a 4 year project on yoditital culture and heteronormativity, fundedthg Special Research
Fund (BOF) at Ghent University. The created reseprofile was followed during a long period (18 mios)t, with different
moments of data collection. Precisely becausesofdmg-term follow up, we tried to limit the inflnee of participants
modifying their online behaviour for the reseamslotwithstanding these precautions, the impact efitifiormed consent
could never be totally judged.

" Participants were told that this research fromr@hniversity was about online youth culture analt thy adding the
research profile as a ‘friend’, their profiles wddde used for academic research. Further, we didedahis information on
our research profile, clearly stating that if amythof their online productions would be used, thauld be strictly
anonymous.

v Although semi-public, all profiles used in our bysis had a very large number of friends. The iiwials who managed
these popular profiles probably added and acceptetls constantly in order to become such popularsections within
the network. Because of this, these profiles hadgelnumber of social interactions between peohle évd not actually
knew each other.

v Although Belgium based, Netlog’'s website claimg this “currently available in 40 languages and heore than 94
million members throughout Europe, and this nunibereases every day.” (Netlog, n.d.).

Y'In the examples used in this article, we consistéranslated the comments to English. Due to pinétical consideration,
the aspect of “language play” is lost in the exaapl

Y Aster is the girlfriend of Sandroishere.






Table 1: Details of the popular profiles, picturesand commentswithin the network

Number of comments on most
popular profile pictures divided by
Nickname Gender Age  Total visitors gender

(not unique)

Male Female  Auther
1 kendeman Male 16 677.255 10 156 35
2 Sinback Male 17 152.317 8 6 3
3 Z_Raauw Male 18 142.303 8 240 2
4 XNieZnn Male 17 78.658 15 72 14
5 Kurtpicture Male 18 72.722 - 21 1
6 tuning.beats Male 18 54.524 4 26 1
7 Youaretheone Female 16 52.040 26 21 6
8 Sandroishere Male 16 50.166 10 55 12
9 _Kiwi Female 108 47.399 28 2 13
10 Persianman Male 18 46.396 9 8 -

* By “author” we mean the comments that are pldogthe profile owner him or herself.

** This girl is 16 years old in real life, but orehSNS profile she filled in to be a 100 years old.



