
Michelle Morgenstern
University of Vermont
Department of Anthropology
mjmorgen@uvm.edu

.

or:   Who is speaking? 
How do we know?  

Why does it matter? 
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Indexicality
the property whereby formal features of 
language* point to (index) social contexts, 
identities, and characteristics.

*formal features of language: the form of an utterance; how it 
is spoken or written (e.g. aspects of accent, dialect, register, 
style, intonation, typography, orthography, etc.)
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Who is 
Speaking?

How do we 
know?

Why does it 
matter?

What voices (characters, narrator, 
imagined author) animate the text?
.

How are the identities/character of 
these voices constructed or inferred?
.

What work do these voices do in 
terms of shaping the meaning of the 
text and/or influencing engagement 
with it?
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The Stakes 
of the indexicality of 
form

• The stylistic features used to voice ideologically 
opposed characters can reveal and propagate moral 
logics that are not otherwise readily apparent, 
offering insight into online actors’ emerging 
commitments before they crystallize into legible social 
and political movements.

• Readers make value-laden inferences about the 
imagined maker of a data visualization based solely 
on its design features, offering insight into the growing 
challenge of public data communication amongst 
polarized audiences that increasingly disavow the 
validity of science itself. 
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“[Tumblr] shaped like all my beliefs 
about being and doing good in the 
world.”

— Elliot, 21
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Character 
Dialogues

reported speech (giving voice to figures, 
fictive or otherwise) can embed 
evaluations in a narrative (Goffman, 
1974; Labov, 1972) and allow authors to 
take up moral positions through the 
interplay of these voices (Hill, 1995; 
Keane, 2011). 
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boring old people: There are two sexes. 
Kids these days just want to be special. 
Biology says...

me n my fellow enby teens: biological sex is 
a lie that falsely reifies non-existent 
binaries. we will wear flower crowns and 
swallow the social construction of gender 
whole n you can get reckt
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me, a literal minor: so uh,, the latest 
episode y'all,,, was really uncomfy n 
homophobic? and wasnt um,, super 
okay,,maybe y'all could address that ?

freaks: HO;W dare you, itS ArT!.! 
stoPp;bulLying Creates.,ToRS!;!!
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1. Non-standard conventions of spelling, 
punctuation, and capitalization.

2. Marginal formal features features associated 
language varieties that lack institutional 
prestige and/or are associated with 
marginalized social groups.3. Heteroglossic in register and style.

4. Amalgam of aesthetics,  genres, and imagery.

1. Standard punctuation, capitalization, and 
grammatical norms. 

2. Cliché, and repetitive and/or common 
phrasings.

Playful Hero

Standardizing Villain
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Gleefully disrupts categories that maintain social 
hierarchies.

A rigid adherent to a Standard that perpetuate inequity.



1. Non-standard conventions of spelling, 
punctuation, and capitalization.

2. Marginal formal features features associated 
language varieties that lack institutional 
prestige and/or are associated with 
marginalized social groups.3. Diminutive lexicon associated with young 
children

4. Hedging through punctuation and phrasing

1. Irregular orthography, iconically transcribing 
nonsensical variations in pitch and stress

me, a literal minor: so uh,, the latest 
episode y'all,,, was really uncomfy n 
homophobic? and wasnt um,, super 
okay,,maybe y'all could address that ?

freaks: HO;W dare you, itS ArT!.! 
stoPp;bulLying Creates.,ToRS!;!!

Soft Hero

Deviant Villain
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these patterns of 
stylistic variation 
implicitly advance 
two conflicting 
approaches to 
social justice:

• The first moral narrative emphasizes the 
moral necessity of disrupting categories 
and hierarchies that maintain the 
structures and narratives that perpetuate 
inequity.

• The second emphasizes the moral 
necessity of protecting vulnerable and 
marginalized innocents from deviant 
Others.
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P10_infographic_poor20something

Even without the context of data–topic, readers make nuanced 
indexical associations between an image’s design features, and 
the identities & characteristics of its imagined maker.
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Even without the context of data–topic, readers make nuanced 
indexical associations between an image’s design features, and 
the identities & characteristics of its imagined maker.
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P10_infographic_poor20something

Sociocultural groups draw on shared indexical fields, leading 
to similar first and second order indexical associations.
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“I trust this the most [of all the presented visualizations]. I 
feel like this comes from a newspaper which would have a 
political bias that probably sits closer to my own personal 
political bias.” —(IN-13: S7-OB)

“If this were to come across my dash, for, like a [topic] I 
don’t know anything about, I would automatically distrust 
that person’s opinion on that [topic] I would be like, I don’t 
know [what this is about], but you’re probably wrong.”— (IN-
4: S14-OB)



Take-away 
Points

• Form cannot be reduced to a container 
for content.

• Aspects of online texts may function 
indexically.

• Online texts are shot through with voices 
(real and imagined). These voices shape 
their effects.
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Next Steps

• Semiotics of Changing Minds

• Indexicality and AI

• “We Need Some Enrichment in Our Enclosure”: 
Fandom, Pseudoarchaeology, and Conspiracy as 
Play
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