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subjectivity through psychoanalysis when she occupies the diegetic space and how 

spectatorship operates in this context. 

 

Research Methodology 

 

Jacques Lacan defines gaze as the “pulsating, dazzling, spread out of function of light” (Lacan 

as cited in Silverman, 1996, p. 168). In simple terms, the gaze is the object looking back at the 

subject, inducing awareness of its lack in the subject, thereby removing the illusion of 

supremacy it strives to maintain. It “constitutes the subject as a spectacle” and “divests his look 

of its illusory mastery” (Silverman, 1996, p. 168). It instills in the subject that he/ she is also 

caught in the loop of desire, the subject’s vulnerability to the Other’s desire. The gaze resists 

symbolization; it cannot be directly apprehended by the subject and is an Objet Petit a, a 

remainder of the real as the subject attempts to symbolize it (No Subject, 2026, n 22). In short, 

the lack of the subject and his/her look is that he/she can never successfully capture the object; 

the subject is under surveillance by the Other/object, which renders it as a spectacle, thereby 

decentering the subject. Lacan quotes in Seminar XI, “You never look at me from the place at 

which I see you” (1977, p. 103). Hence, the gaze is a disturbance in the field of vision that 

exposes the splitting of the subject, establishing it as the site of the Other’s desire. 

 

What separates the look and the gaze is the screen, “at which social and historical difference 

enters the field of vision” (Silverman, 1996, p. 134). Lacan identifies the screen as opaque, and 

Silverman defines the screen as the “culturally generated image or repertoire of images through 

which the subjects are not constituted, but differentiated in relation to class, race, sexuality, 

age, and nationality” (1996, p. 134). It consists of both “normative” and resistant 

representations (Silverman, 1996, p. 178). Encompassing divergent images of female 

experience on screen, this article analyses how Fleabag is positioned within our field of vision 

and how the show strives to bring female subjectivity to the forefront by circulating renewed 

articulations of it. 

 

The look creates subjectivity, and Kaja Silverman defines it as an “embodied, psychic and 

visual category…marked by lack” (1996, p. 134). The subject, characterized by lack, projects 

abjection onto others to compensate for its lack. This is the narcissistic identification, and in 

response to this type of self-centered identification, Silverman advocates heteropathic/ 

excorporative identification (outside the body). As noted earlier, this concept is applied to love 

relationships to facilitate ethical love. 

 

Fleabag and the Female Gaze 

 

To examine Fleabag through the lens of the female gaze, first, the term must be defined; Lisa 

French delienates it as the “expression of female subjectivity, a gaze where female agency is 

privileged and which is shaped by a female “look,” voice and perspective—in effect, the 

subjective experience or perspective of someone who lives in a female body” (French, 2021, 

p. 54). As this definition makes evident, the lived body is a central focus of the female gaze. 

There are two sides to it; it visibilizes the female body, at the same time, invites critique for 

reiterating the gender binary and for rejecting experiences outside the paradigm of white 

feminism. Additionally, excessive focus on the female body risks marginalization of queer 

identities, such as those of trans and intersex individuals. Acknowledging these limitations, I 

will examine later in this paper whether the category of the female gaze is valid. For now, I 

stick to Jill Soloway’s framework as detailed by Lisa French for the female gaze. The female 
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gaze highlights the “feeling body” and returns the gaze back to the spectator (French, 2021, p. 

60). 

 

Through the context of this definition, Fleabag references the female gaze. The body is 

constantly referenced in Fleabag, from periods, breasts, buttocks, sex, and even passing gas; it 

dominates the show. The body here is not sexualized, but viewed as how someone views it 

from within. One of the instances is when the eponymous main character is talking to the 

camera about how much she loves sex, while using the toilet. She quips, “I’m not obsessed 

with sex. I just can’t stop thinking about it. The performance of it. The awkwardness of it. The 

drama of it. The moment you realise someone wants your body. Not so much the feeling of it” 

(Waller-Bridge, 2016b, 05:12–05:32). The effect this scene creates is comical while talking 

about her sex addiction, which ultimately led to a significant loss for her. It also clearly opens 

the door to why she is addicted to it, to affirm her desirability and possibly to cope with the 

emptiness she experiences post her loved one's death. 

 

When we position Fleabag within our field of vision, the most jarring element is the gaze that 

emerges through her direct address to the audience. Here, the object looks back at us, the 

spectator, demanding our attention; initially, she treats us as her confidante as she “performs” 

cringe for our entertainment. The show begins with a sex scene, and she talks through it to us, 

which further confirms that she is addicted to the validation it brings rather than the feeling of 

it. Here, even as we are voyeurs observing the scene, the direct address provides comic relief 

and invites a sense of relatability. This excess decenters us as subjects; it reminds us that we 

are not the masters of the situation; she, as a self-aware subject, is the one who performs for 

us. The “I” dissipates into “we” as we encounter the object’s look, inspiring a horizontal 

relationship instead of a vertical one. This is the logic of the second criterion that Jill Soloway 

underscores regarding the female gaze: it returns the gaze to the viewer, demanding to be seen 

as a subject rather than an object. 

 

The Gaze as Objet Petit a 

 

The Lacanian model holds that the other's gaze reminds us of our own lack as subjects; here, 

the object's gaze evokes our inability to exercise complete control over the screen. Usually, the 

gaze is not easily apparent; it exists as a point of light lying beyond the screen/image in the 

Lacanian model of vision. The gaze is treated as an Objet Petit a, a remnant of the Real leaking 

through the screen (Banerjee, 2021, p. 2). One reading of the gaze as Objet Petit a describes it 

as a “lost object,” a radical lack in vision, from which the subject separates itself to gain 

subjectivity (Scott, 2015). It is what remains after the process of symbolization, a fundamental 

lack that cannot be compensated. Here, the real inches closer to the visible as the character 

faces the camera. Even though the gaze becomes more visible, and the subject can apprehend 

the object’s look, it does not speak about the mastery of the eye. There is still something beyond 

the screen that gazes back at us, even when the character is not directly looking at the audience. 

It is the “point of light” (Lacan, 1998, p. 95) beyond the screen, something that “precedes the 

act of looking” (Silverman, 1996, p. 168). It exists before and after our look, evident in the 

other two readings of the gaze as Objet Petit a: it is not the original lost object but rather an 

object that attempts to fill the lack, and it is what controls and captures our look (Scott, 2015, 

August 5). Fleabag’s direct address to the camera is one manifestation of the gaze as Objet 

Petit a. It temporarily fills in the lack experienced by the look, as we apprehend the object’s 

gaze.  
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However, it is vital to emphasize that this is a mere representation of Objet Petit a. As argued 

before, even though the gaze is more visible, the eye’s mastery fails. Obviously, the gaze back 

at the audience destabilizes the exertion of control over the object. The consequence of this is 

deliberate: to challenge the classical identificatory paradigms offered by the male gaze. As 

stated above, gaze reminds us that we ourselves are objects in the field of vision, as we are 

subject to the symbolic Other’s look. Laura Mulvey‘s male gaze presupposes a male way of 

seeing, and the female gaze is the contrary of this. How fleabag exemplifies the female gaze 

has been elucidated earlier in this paper. The gaze is the point from which light is emitted from 

beyond the screen, constituting the subject; the screen acts as a buffer between the gaze and the 

subject’s look. For Silverman, the screen is not just the literal cinema screen but a “culturally 

generated image or repertoire of images through which subjects are not only constituted, but 

differentiated in relation to class, race, sexuality, age, and nationality” (Silverman, 1996, p. 

135). She details that it is the site where “historical or social variability is introduced in the 

field of vision…The screen encompasses the particular representational logic and range of 

material practices through which a given society at a particular moment in time apprehends 

something which is itself unchanging” (Silverman, 1996, p. 174).  

 

Fleabag and Spectator Identification 

 

Fleabag foregrounds the abject, even if instances like her sexual debasement seem to be 

agential in the beginning, as the show progresses, it demonstrates a lack of control and appears 

as a response to grief and loss (Bentley, 2025, p. 24). Initially, her direct address proves 

commanding of the diegetic space, but she eventually loses her grasp on it. Although the direct 

address encompasses all the notions outlined in the paragraphs above, it raises the question of 

what happens when she does not address the audience. As noted earlier, the gaze exists even 

when she is not directly addressing the camera. Fleabag exists within the larger gaze of the 

symbolic systems of patriarchy and white-centric, neoliberal feminism. One of the ways 

through which patriarchy is exemplified is the presence of God’s gaze in the second season. 

For example, when fleabag remarks about her atheism, a painting hung upon the wall 

immediately falls down, to which the hot priest responds- “I love when he does that” (Waller-

Bridge, 2019a, 05:03). The patriarchal gaze, symbolized by the priest’s devotion, is set in 

opposition to the female gaze and desire in the second season. Bounded by these structures and 

the gaze of the symbolic Other, the female gaze perpetuated by the show penetrates the cultural 

screen to reflect the historical and social context in which it was produced. The show evidently 

mocks neo-liberal feminism’s failings and, by circulating alternate images of womanhood, as 

decoded by Dove-Viebahn (2023), of “resistant femme subjectivity,” it attempts to redesign 

the tenets of female gaze. 

 

This resistive pressure is exerted on the cultural screen to motivate a restructuring of female 

spectatorship and subjectivity, prompting us to form a lateral relationship with the character 

on-screen. The lateral relationship is achieved through techniques such as direct address, which 

decenters our ego and foregrounds the interiority of characters, and through the employment 

of the “productive look” (Silverman, 1996, p. 180). The “productive look” is achieved through 

memory in Silverman. She borrows from Freud to illustrate that when a stimulus is 

encountered, it passes through the memory reserves for apprehension. The stimulus acquires 

meaning through associations with other memories. However, these associations in the 

unconscious are not always logical, as the unconscious itself is “indifferent” to what is 

culturally valorized (Silverman, 1996, p. 180). This potential can be leveraged to circulate 

libido on the abject by disseminating alternate visual images. By the promulgation of the other 

images, the “remembering look” can be altered; the memory archive of repetitive meanings 
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can be transformed (Silverman, 1996, p. 181). Thus, through the repeated expression of the 

female gaze in visual media such as Fleabag, a reorganization of the cultural values that are 

deemed desirable occurs.  

 

It elicits identification and apprehension of the character’s weaknesses, reminding us of our 

own. Most of the feminists, especially heterosexual spectators of the show, are caught in a 

similar conundrum: having to perform in accordance with cultural norms and resisting them. 

The identification with the titular character is carefully crafted so that her mistakes are not 

celebrated in a manner that undermines accountability. Instead, as repeatedly emphasized, the 

identificatory potential is utilized to subjectivize female experiences that refuse to conform to 

conventional femininity. This horizontal identification of the spectator with the imperfect 

object on-screen is a form of heteropathic or excorporative identification. It is an identification 

beyond the self, as opposed to the egoistic, “narcissistic” introjection of the other or the object 

into the self (Silverman, 1996, p. 20). The Lacanian model of narcissistic identification 

constructs the other as an extension of the self, leading to aggression and the subject attempting 

to ingest the other into itself, and thereby trying to eliminate the distance between them. The 

implication of this mode of identification is that it enables an equal exchange between the self 

and the other, thereby helping to maintain the simultaneous subjectivity of the two (Silverman, 

1996, pp. 20–25). 

 

Silverman treats identification hand in hand with idealization; here, the spectator should not 

idealize the protagonist, but rather the character's flaws are rendered hypervisible in the show. 

Fleabag self-reflexively comments on her own faults as a “bad feminist.” For example, in one 

of the feminist lectures on being asked if they would trade years from their life for the so-called 

perfect body, fleabag and her sister affirm yes. Another instance is when fleabag confesses that 

she worries that she would not be such a feminist if she had bigger breasts. This predicament 

of being a “bad feminist” that haunts fleabag is highlighted in the show to question the viewing 

subjects and their own position as the audience. 

 

Silverman equates identification and idealization to establish an empathetic relationship with 

abject bodies or identities. Here, I would argue that idealization is neither necessary nor 

desirable for the spectator to engage in dialogue with the character. The intended or “imagined” 

audience or spectator is one who does not identify with a perfect, heroic protagonist; fleabag’s 

relatability lies in her weaknesses. Here, identification operates through lack; it is an alignment 

with the characters' vulnerabilities in contrast to narcissistic identification, where undesirable 

attributes or a lack in oneself are projected onto others. Initially trying to conceal her grief and 

regret by performing the fun and quirky part, the mask slips when her sister confronts her with 

“what you did to Boo” (Waller-Bridge, 2016c, 15: 16). After which, it is revealed that Boo’s 

death was an accidental suicide because her boyfriend cheated on her with an unknown woman, 

incidentally with the character, fleabag. Thus, fleabag resorts to the masquerade of the 

excessive, eccentric subject to wrestle with her sorrow. 

 

Nevertheless, a necessary distance is maintained so that the spectator’s identity does not 

collapse into the protagonist's identity, and the character is not glorified; another outcome of 

the protagonist's gaze at the camera is the creation of affective distance that foregrounds the 

show's fictional nature and precludes blind idealization. Hence, excorporative identification is 

undertaken with full awareness of one’s role in the identification. Here is a flawed object that 

meets our look; nowhere in the narrative are her foibles validated. Concurrently, an emotional 

connection forms, underscoring subjective experience and serving as another marker of the 

female gaze. The performative mask slips in between the narrative, like how she drunkenly 
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monologues to her father that she has “a horrible feeling I'm a greedy, perverted, selfish, 

apathetic, cynical, depraved, morally bankrupt woman who can't even call herself a feminist” 

(Waller-Bridge, 2016a, 20:35–20:47). While she rejects traditional femininity, she 

simultaneously seeks validation, particularly from men, throughout the show, reflecting how 

women are audited by the gaze of the Other in the patriarchal systems in which they are placed. 

 

Hetero-Pathic/ Sexual Identification 

 

The show attempts to foreground alterity; at the same time, she remains part of the structures 

that determine and shape female identities, discussing the various negotiations that postmodern 

feminist subjects conduct in their lives. Another context in which such operations are enacted 

is romantic relationships, which feature in the show's second season. The protagonist falls in 

love with a priest; in addition to fleabag’s tendency to revel in the forbidden, this relationship 

is profoundly healing for her. I would argue that their relationship proves the conditions 

necessary for a heteropathic relationship. They idealize each other with full awareness of 

conferring ideality on the other, culminating in the exchange of an “active gift of love” 

(Silverman, 1996, p. 78). The priest is fully aware of her limitations, the only one who truly 

“sees” her and is able to discern the “mental place” she goes to while addressing the audience. 

During their first meeting at the family dinner, she is ignored by everyone, while he is the only 

one who shows interest in her and is concerned about her after the confusion that ensues when 

she punches Martin. This also works the other way around: all the others see his identity as 

limited to that of a priest, except fleabag. Although the character is unnamed and described as 

the “hot priest,” she discovers his quirks and clumsiness over time. 

 

The stark reality of his priesthood and his adamant commitment to his faith is the central tension 

of the second season. Rather than idealizing the other as an extension of the self and collapsing 

the distance between them, both identities remain separate, as a discovery of the self in the 

other, to quote Silverman (1992), finding “the self at the site of the other” (p. 203). I argue that 

the female gaze lying at the centre of the show provides the necessary framework for such an 

identification. The female gaze’s focus on affective ties between individuals rather than 

extravagant spectacles allows space for the diminishing of one’s ego, finding it in the other. 

Even though this may seem the complete dissolution of one’s identity and the fusion into each 

other, active idealizing of the other prevents the same. Through the other, the self vicariously 

finds itself, as happens at the end of the show, when fleabag no longer needs our identification 

to validate her existence. The priest also discovers truths about himself and love, albeit with a 

devastating ending. 

 

Is Female Gaze Valid? 

 

Claims of essentialism have been levelled against the female gaze, with its emphasis on the 

lived body as a primary locus around which the definition is centered. I would like to pose the 

question of whether the category of female gaze should be limited to defining the female body. 

Even though it has been argued that the universalizing claim of the female gaze smoothens the 

contours of identity, I find that the female gaze is only a way of seeing, seeing beyond the 

spectacle of cinema. The solution to the apparent erasure of other identities within the ambit of 

the female gaze is to adopt an intersectional approach. Undoubtedly, multiple layers of 

oppression exist within gender and sexuality, like race, class, and caste. I accept the fact that 

Fleabag explores only one dimension of gender performativity and resistance, of a white, 

middle-class, cis- gender woman. Fleabag exemplifies one among the varied forms the female 

gaze can assume and offers a critique of the performance of gender while being a feminist 
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subject, exposing the faults within feminism itself. In this manner, it becomes a satire on itself, 

critiquing feminism as a feminist show, reflecting that imperfect feminism does not dismiss the 

validity of feminism in a postmodern society. 

 

Conclusion 

 

This paper has reviewed the female gaze by juxtaposing it with heteropathic identification and 

the formation of lateral bonds with the spectator. It has delved into the legitimacy of the term 

and assumes the position that the female gaze exists without resorting to essentializing the 

category. Theories and praxis of the female gaze and feminism are ever-expanding and must 

be approached with careful consideration of their limitations to enable more nuanced readings. 

There are no definitive answers to certain questions posed when one practices feminism, and I 

maintain that patriarchy is not the only evil in society that must be addressed. Regardless, as 

emphasized before, both historically and in the future, imperfect feminism is better than no 

feminism; we are placed within the system, and continued evolution of these understandings is 

necessary. 

 

Faye Woods classifies Fleabag as a “precarious girl comedy” (Woods, 2019, p. 194), and her 

precariousness is relatable to each one of us, at least at some point in our lives. The structure 

of the show is designed to create, borrowing Woods’ (2019) term, an “affective pull” in the 

audience; the randomness with which events are sewn together mirrors how life events unfold, 

effectuating a more immersive experience. This immersion, punctuated by direct address that 

disturbs the field of vision, intentionally foregrounds gaze, forcing the audience to engage in 

dialogue with the character. The simultaneous immersion and distancing create a narrative 

capable of exposing the paradoxes of the female gaze and feminism. In moments of deep 

distress, the character does not find solace in us, but in other characters of the show. However, 

her refusal to address the camera during moments of genuine emotion does not engender a 

narcissistic identification of the spectator with the character because fleabag has already 

disrupted the screen by presenting alternative images of gender normativity and feminism. 
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Abstract 
 

In general, the aim of study was to closely examine media statements which are an answer to 
sociological and economical problems of the modern world of the twenty-first century. 
Following extracted texts originating from various sources (such as social media, internet 
pages) will point to the typical linguistic expressions painting the picture of current problems 
during the time of crisis. For the main topics of interest were chosen health and vaccination, 
pseudoscience thesis and geopolitical representation. Unfortunately, the portrayal of such 
topics using specific language in the media space is characterized by the intent of influencing 
the consumer. These linguistic expressions effectively shift the perception of consumer, 
hence we will point out the pragmatic-persuasive side of statements. During the course of 
study, a specific lexicon analysis will be introduced, meaning stylistically characteristic, 
expressive and emotional lexicon, semantically characteristic, including metaphors and 
idioms. We will identify primary flag and stigmatizing words that play an important role, 
mainly when it comes to public discourse. The main purpose of this contribution is to identify 
such argumentative patterns through complex analysis and consequently to define 
characteristic discourse. The identification and revelation of emotional-expressive lexicon 
and the determination of typical argumentative patterns can serve modern society as a 
precaution through uncovering manipulative and persuasive strategies. 
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Introduction 
 
Mass media play a key role in information distribution but they can also be used to gain 
power through the distribution of conspiracy theories and manipulative representation. All 
conspiracy stories share a common verbal presentation, which is the picture of an enemy that 
is to blame for the desperate condition of society. We will focus on the current socio-
economic topics happening within the European space while also influencing the entire 
world. We will point out the typical strategies and ways of influence of the consumers of the 
media texts during the critical time and we will do so through the identification of emotional 
language. As it is, all of the conspiracy theories about both the real and the mythical worlds 
point out the verbal presentation of the culprits. Behind them stand migrants, representatives 
of various religions, feminists, politicians, the wealthy and the strong ones, the lying media, 
pharmaceutical companies, but also chips and radio waves. The act of spreading the 
conspiracy narratives such as “the uniqueness of knowing the real truth” and “the one about 
the lonely warrior fighting the dark forces and conspiracies” add to easy conviction and 
manipulation of people wrapped up in their own negative emotions. Underneath the 
emotional load supported by the conspiracy theories, that person either becomes radical and 
joins the conspirators’ side, using the help of supporting agents (such as homeopathics, 
amulets etc.) and procedures (connection to like-minded people such as antivaxers, anti-
Semitisms people and right-wing thinkers), or they choose the second way and become 
socially isolated, eliminating the deep fear and despair (which includes the total separation 
from the close ones – family, friends, connections in general). In addition, the choice of 
social isolation can also manifest as a failure to pay the bills, the fraternization of alike 
thinkers and the fear to leave the safety of home, for they could expose themselves to 
dangerous radiation, all the while being incapable of accepting any form of medical 
treatment. Various layers of society submit to the belief of conspiracy theories, ranging from 
the educated to uneducated society, from the economically stable to the opposite, from 
younger to older generations. When the degree of spread of seemingly harmless stories 
exceeds the all-social effect, they can become a weapon to influence the thinking of society 
and its standing (e.g. narratives connected to anti-vaccination or antisemitism leading to 
radicalization and absolute loss of respect). There is a whole range of expressions and 
linguistic realizations of anti-Semitic prejudice, from allusions to very obvious insults 
(Reisigl & Wodak, 2001). Authors K. Farrow, G. Grolleau and N. Mzoughi (2023) argue that 
the power of words has often been overlooked during the COVID-19 crisis and that 
seemingly irrelevant manipulations of word choice can influence behaviour. Many ruling 
parties and their politics are contributors to such state – they feed the distrust and socio-
economic instability within the society. Consequently, both alternative media and radically 
right-wing parties use the weakened trust and the power of conspiracy theories to spread 
alternative versions of truth, leading to the increase in their voter base, their overall reach and 
spread of political strategies, which, despite their claims, do not bring any viable solutions. 
On the contrary, their expansion contributes to the spread of hate and anger within the 
population, all the while suggesting radical solutions, verbal and physical abuse. The 
populists’ strategic manipulation abuse the current state of affairs in society in order to 
establish political power. Hence, commoners are not to gain any certainty nor profit – the 
possible benefits such as the higher preferential profits go straight to the manipulators.  
 

The Verbal Manipulation in the Media 
 
Unfortunately, the consumers of media content find the topic of manipulation uncomfortable, 
for they cannot acknowledge being privy to manipulation or suggestion to certain opinions, 
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they do not like to admit giving in to their emotions and repetitive verbal influence (Dinka, 
2008, p. 7). The culprit is often the information surplus along with the complexity of media 
contributions. Frankly, the portrayal of relevant and truthful information uses the very same 
linguistic agents as the portrayal of half-truths or lies, purposeful misinterpretation or 
conspiracy, which is why their distinction remains crucial (Nutil, 2022, p. 14). “Medial 
manipulation is properly hidden, using methods difficult to untangle, so their meaning is 
likely to escape the consumer’s scrutiny” (Dinka, 2008, p. 10). “Words hold power because 
language is a major influencer of our perception of the world and our consequent actions. If 
someone was to borrow the language of the conspirators or people violators, they would 
strengthen their position of impact on our society” (Nocun & Lamberty, 2021, p. 274). The 
quality of verbal manipulation is determined by anonymity, which within the internet space 
enables the liberty of speech. However, it also facilitates the uncontrolled diffusion of hateful 
speeches, aggressive reactions or vulgar contributions. D. G. Myers (2016) defines this issue 
as deindividualisation, meaning the loss of self-awareness and fear of being held accountable, 
leading to the loss of responsibility altogether. Authors of such contributions act as their role 
models to fulfil the expectations of their chosen social groups, in order not to be excluded 
from them. This groupthinking is also referred to as group stupidity (Nutil, 2022). The goal is 
to achieve collective thinking and the illusion of flawlessness, invincibility (Koukolík & 
Drtilová, 2006). These convictions are sufficiently rationalized – “the correct words” serving 
as alibi and absolution of any wrongdoings. Groupthinking is a reflection of alternative media 
space through expression structures and ideological convictions. Verbal narratives lean 
toward the defence of own alternative thinking in the presence of opposition along with 
mainstream media. The authors of such articles deem themselves “smarter, better and the 
ones recognizing the actual truth” (in the perspective of opposition, WE are good, THEY are 
wrong). In the spirit of the phrase “social plague” (the shared imitation in actions, thinking 
and overall expressions) (Myers, 2016), the attention shifts to the fact that dominion grows 
exponentially in regard to the grade of medialization of its topic. We were able to witness 
topic recirculation within the Slovak alternative publications, the matters ranging from 
criminal behaviour of the marginalized groups, migration, anti-ruling and anti-European 
tendencies attacking democratic values, non-governmental organizations and coup d’états 
lead by the former female president of the Slovak republic, LGBTI critique and also the 
critique of the globalization and the liberalism. Due to the migration situation in 2015, Slovak 
politicians have also begun to use the topic of migration to mobilise their voters (Štefančík et 
al., 2021). These shared thoughts are the “only solution” originating from the conformism of 
the collective thinking as a society. Stereotyping allows disinformation to be easy when it 
comes to mental conduct, for it mainly utilizes our subconscious, certain stereotypes are 
spread within our own social groups, which significantly adds to their trustworthiness 
(Kolomazník et al., 2023, p. 98). The ultimate result is labelling or stigmatization in the name 
of diversity and ideological preference, such as you are a liberal and I am a conservative, or 
you are part of a progressive movement and I am a traditionalist. Alternative media dispose 
with many labels or various flag words in the likeness of fascist, racist, traitor, parasite or a 
“sun person”. What matters the most when discerning the truth are often the stereotypes 
instead of evaluation of information (Wodak, 2002). Groups with shared interests raise 
negative emotion within the society and they do so with the help of hateful, rash or 
aggressive statements, aimed to polarize society. This strategy along with anonymity 
contributes to the birth of extreme and radical pronouncements. Certain groups of like-
minded people have the potential to elevate their opinions into higher positions (Sunstein, 
2009). Our society has to deal with surplus of information daily, which needs to be organized 
in order to be understood. This information also carries many subjective assumptions that are 
deemed to be the truth. Kolomazník et al. (2023, p. 91) introduce excellent example of the 
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polarization of the Slovak republic through the effect of opinion consistency: the bubbles are 
hermetically closed and more and more radical opinions are accepted, while other 
conclusions are declined. The bubble WE vs THEY grows deeper by each conversation, 
which creates an atmosphere of distrust. Verbal attacks, extreme beliefs and physical abuse 
are approved. In the midst of these social bubbles of alike opinions, groupthinking is thriving 
along with fanaticism and certain sects’ memberships. Contrariwise, there is no space for 
rational thinking and argumentation (Nutil, 2022, p. 55). Consequently, social media enclose 
people into carefully filtered bubbles. This precaution ensures precise time monitoring of the 
time passed on social media, all the while monitoring product/service preferences which 
inevitability leads to targeting ads within the media space and further risks associated with 
social media. The exact opposite is cognitive flexibility linked to tolerance and respect of all 
humankind, characterized mainly by the ability to change one’s behaviour and decisions 
based on new facts with evolving context. However, depolarization of society requires a 
different approach: the search both of mutual human characteristics and capabilities and of 
goals needed to solve issues practically and in real time. This approach also includes 
exhibiting respect in the midst of different ideas and overall cooperation. 
 

Methodology 
 
The search of the language in Slovak mass media (Badatel.net, Biblik.sk, 
Rizikaockovania.sk, Infohrot.sk) in 2022–2023 is based on the analysis of a specific lexicon, 
focusing on stylistically symptomatic and expressive vocabulary. The linguistic expressions 
capturing the essence of recent problems emerge amid the crisis. The method of the research 
is the analysis of a specific lexicon, focusing on stylistically symptomatic and expressive 
vocabulary (phraseological units, linguistically aggressive and vulgar representation, 
controlling lexicon) and flag words (within the media often signalizing manipulation, 
emotion or warning, such as “garanted”, “exclusive”, “you must”, “always”, “never”, “all” 
etc. – they point out emotionally charged information). 
 
With the help of lexical and text content analysis, we were able to identify the very 
expressions that effectively manipulate the audience’s perception. The statements offered 
following presentations: the language of fear and hate, the invocation of negative emotions, 
the polarization of society, the charlatan character of contributions, the information used in 
deceiving context, the false news and propaganda, the encouragement of violence, the 
extremist content, the lack of authors and of reaction from hurt audience, the mixture of 
messages and comments, the shocking wrong statements, so called professionals and 
discredited scientists spreading pseudoscientific thesis, the critical, aggressive and reactive 
content, the rejection of mainstream media and of crucial democratic principles, the 
indication of own idea connection. 
 
Verbal manipulation techniques include only the linguistic expressions that are used to 
ascertain various persuasive strategies. Calling upon emotional persuasion (Tomášková, 
2015, p. 15), meaning the needs of consumer, their feelings, interests and wishes, is effective. 
Importantly, we have to capture the consumer’s attention. It is also possible to target 
emotions such as fear or anger. Those manipulative verbal techniques can be both on the 
level of word and sentence. When it comes to the linguistic expressions within the words 
contributing to the resulting manipulation, they can be semantically symptomatic lexeme, 
figures and tropes, emotionally-expressive, stylistically symptomatic words, manipulative 
synonyms, verbal defects etc. Dysphemism, pejorative words or rash words in the midst of 
mass communication are linked to dysphemization within the common speeches. The 
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emotion-text level in mass communication is characterized by the use of tropes. Additionally, 
a metaphor can fulfil multiple functions in the relation to verbal manipulation (Čulenová, 
2019, pp. 192–193): the shift of spotlight onto the manipulator themselves, the 
encouragement of certain mood and emotion, the influence of consumer, irony and dishonour 
of the consumer themselves or their opinions, the increase or decrease of certain situation’s 
importance, the self-forgives or the lack of accountability on the manipulator's side. 
Metaphors and analogies are used instead of direct insults to evoke unexpected emotions 
(Wodak, 2002, p. 498). Comparison as a word has emotional base and that is why it possesses 
grand emotional power. Ironically, shifting the significance from a positive meaning to a 
pejorative one can have strong manipulative effect. In the end, the consumer is influenced by 
content with emotional subtext, that is to say the consumer is a witness to ridicule, disrespect 
and trivialization of certain phenomenons. The role of epithet is to provide emotion as it has 
the power to mock or disrespect both a person and a situation, but it becomes more and more 
cliché with every usage (Mistrík, 1997, p. 141). As for metonymies, they function as a 
dynamic and economizing element, that can turn the text into an emotional painting. Another 
elements, such as symbols and allegories represent abstract phenomenons and if author 
implements them accordingly, they can engage the audience, even convert them into the 
manipulator’s point of view.  
 
Next, flag words are expressions or phrases that emphasize something important within the 
text, alt. capture attention, activate quick emotional decision-making, contain generalizations 
– within the media, they often signalize emotion, manipulation or even warning, they are a 
notice for emotionally charged information. Additionally, they signalize emotional 
manipulation, the ease of reality, the creation of “WE vs THEY” movement within the 
politically touched media. Their goal is to mobilize the audience into action, to anger the 
consumer of media content or to simplify a complex problem. The image of THEY is created 
using expressive adjectives and sometimes unusual phrases (Schuppener et al., 2021). One of 
the typical characteristics of populistic content is a higher frequency of repetition of 
emotional expressions. The creation of the enemy and the search for the culpable party 
emphasises the polarization of society, it divides it into the good and bad. The 
communicatively-oriented research, primarily focusing on expressions typical of the populist 
communication style, was examined by R. Štefančík (2025) on selected media texts of media 
statements of the Slovak coalition in 2023. The analysis reveals that the category of “enemy” 
(or “enemies”) is extensive for the new governing coalition. These encompass both internal 
enemies such as the media, NGOs, and George Soros, and external enemies such as illegal 
migrants and Western European states. Typical flag words in the time of crisis are “THEM”: 
“liberals”, “globalists”, “Brussels”, “the West”, “traitors”, “elite”, “media are lying”, 
“system” etc. The feeling of fellowship and moral superiority is painted into the expressions 
of irony of humankind, which suggests the existence of a homogenous “correct” group that is 
to say “WE”: “ordinary people”, “the majority of citizens”, “real Slovaks”, “voice of people”, 
“working nation” etc. The usage of expressions referencing fear, anger, threat, the feeling of 
guilt point to the emotionally charged content. Flag words suggest the desire to invoke a 
powerful emotion rather than rational argumentation: “shocking”, “catastrophe”, “threat”, 
“destruction of a nation”, “invasion”, “scandal”. The populists tend to reduce complex 
problems into much simpler yet unreal solutions: “immediately solving”, “suffice”, “just need 
to”, “simple solution”, “it is clear”. Flag words offer the black and white picture of the world 
through extreme absolutization and generalization of matters, for instance with the help of 
words such as “always”, “never”, “all”, “no one”, “the only truth”. 
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Results 
 
Stylistically symptomatic words signalized negative evaluation, negative connotation: 
“criminal corporations”, “financial groups/sharks”, “Satanists and fascists” which served as a 
reference to the conspiracies of world rulers, “cell cannibalism” as resistance to 
chemotherapy in relation to cancer treatment, “scum” as a declassed social group. We 
identified the aggregation of adjectives with a negative evaluation aspect serving as a tool to 
invoke syntactic expressiveness in following statements: “satanic and fascist associations”, 
“people nowadays lead their herds to even greater fear and demise”, “they were closing, 
forcibly curing and destroying our livelihood”, “non-scientific and segregated, even stupid 
precautions and statements of the pandemic”, “segregated and discriminatory precautions”.  
 
Additionally, we identified expressive lexicon based on the dichotomy “WE vs THEM” as an 
adherent expressiveness in following statements: “anti-Slovak and anti-Slavic fascistic killer 
(in the phraseological meaning of destroyer)”, “satanic practices (in the meaning of 
intrigues)”, “tyrants (in the phraseological meaning of ‘the one who torments, terrorizes their 
environment’)”, “they will not pull in their tail (a phrase with a negative expressive reference 
- ‘to retreat’)”, “the loop progressively tightens (a phrase with the meaning of incoming 
doom)”, “the devil (expressively a person with many prominent, usually negative features)”, 
“Goyim-cattle (with an expressive meaning of taking likeness to an animal and possessing 
their urges)”, “over-motivated sanctions (the prefix over – pointing to expressiveness)”. The 
expressions in themselves profit from dysphemism, pejorative and vulgar words such as: “in-
server” (a pejorative), “cursed solution” (in reference to vaccination), “the staging 
PANDEMIA” (in reference to the make-believe reality, enforced by the usage of introduction 
marks), “children only type into their phones” (in reference to shallow and consumer way of 
life), “slut” (a rough expression appointed to the former female president of the Slovak 
Republic, who was to fraternize with the West), “they are laughing into their faces” (an 
expressive phrase of the meaning of laughing on the expense of someone), “you voted the 
devils – Sulík, Kollár, Matovič, Čaputová and such dirt” (the expressive word “the devil” 
enforced by the negative pejorative effect of the word “dirt”). 
 
Flag words and stigmatizing expressions were found in following media statements: “the 
Creator’s treatment”, “vaccination = fascism and dictatorship”, “the fear trade”, “a silent 
epidemic”, “segregation of the unvaccinated children”, “Aluminum as an adjuvant of 
vaccines”, “the real virus”, “a covidiant before court or in jail”, “criminal corporations such 
as Pfizer, Moderna, Johnson&Johnson”, “How much profit will arise from pharmaceutical 
and medical industries?”, “EU, NATO are satanic and fascistic associations”, “EU-Global 
criminal syndicate”, “liberal fascists”, “representatives of criminal fascist government”, 
“corrupt policemen”, “They want us to focus on Ukraine and blame Russia for economical 
devastation.” 
 
Typical argumentative patterns based on the dichotomy “WE good ones vs Them bad ones” 
are characterized by statements: “they take part in homicide through wars and vaccines”, “to 
eliminate EU, NATO plus the developers of vaccines and all of their servants”. Next, we 
found following medical conspiracies in alternative media: “chemotherapy causes death”, 
“You are committing crime with every vaccination performed on a healthy individual or a 
child! WITH EACH ONE!”, “A breakthrough study revealed that four shots of covid 
vaccines are the culprits of total immunity collapse.”, “a vaccine that was falsely advertised 
to be effective”, “the genocide of own nation”, “THE REAL GOAL OF ALL THE 
CURRENT VACCINES = THE SPREAD OF DISEASES, CONSEQUENT 

The Southeast Asian Conference on Arts & Humanities 2026 Official Conference Proceedings

ISSN: 2760-5698 242



 

DEGENARATION AND ULTIMATE DEATH!”, “HPV vaccines are full of toxic 
substances”, “the vaccinators are primary killers”, “the injections of criminal companies!”. It 
is quite popular to multiply the negative tuning of content through linguistic units with 
negative meaning (Fraštíková & Demčišák, 2025, p. 61). As it is, the narratives referring to 
the covid-19 pandemic are based on impactful emotional-expressive statements spreading 
alarm, distrust and fear, for instance: “the rehearsal of holocaust and mass homicide”, “Face 
masks cause insufficient flow of oxygen, which leads to irreparable damage on a developing 
brain and a decrease in intelligence by 20 percent”, “the plans to exterminate humanity 
through precautions, poisonous tests and vaccines!”, “‘dictation of the vaccines’ creators!”, 
“Lockdowns caused many disastrous physical and psychological issues in children, including 
the increase in suicides to a number for month that was attributed to a year in the past”. 
 
Such narratives spreading conspiracy theories about the world domination founded upon the 
expressive presentations and negatively evaluating words which are the basis for the 
polarization of society and the diffusion of negative emotions: “EU forces nation rulers into 
the disruption of states”, “the European territory will be occupied and they will rape our 
women, our wives, our daughters!”, “This is not really a migration, rather that an import of an 
army of terrorists set to evoke chaos within the nation states.”, “possible outbreak of World 
war 3”, “Criminal satanic societies that have world domination and killings of the majority of 
the world population set as a main goal!” 
 
Then we witness conspiracies linked to harmful radio waves and shocking discoveries of the 
extra-terrestrial civilisations about the rescue of habitants from the chemtrails, such 
conspiracies running freely through the alternative media on daily basis: “changes in one’s 
mood but also sharp headaches – probably a result of the bounce of the waves from the 
chemical layer in the sky”, “the Earth surface becomes progressively more inhabitable as a 
result of the fashion industry’s activities, radio waves and the desire to control weather – 
chemtrails”, “We will have to forsake radio waves altogether!”, “Humankind needs normal 
environment free of radio signals, we need more than GPS, mobile phones or the internet!”, 
“Thank you, boys: the Pleiadian spaceship cut through the chemtrail.”, “Humankind would 
be much more poisoned by the chemtrail and other similar substances if it was not for the 
work of these light creatures.”, “orbs such as the ones in the sky are moving so quickly that it 
is impossible for an ordinary human to see them”, “The light of the size of a much brighter 
star, that lit up every 43 seconds, only to turn off again. ...It must have been a UFO 
(unidentified flying object), for no one could identify it.”, “These chemicals and probably a 
technology named HAARP as well are a tool to modify both the weather and human 
thought.” Frankly, a huge part of the conspiracy theories is the questioning of scientific 
research and academic knowledge, as demonstrated: “meteorological textbooks mention 
chemtrail in a similar context – they were falsified long ago, so individual research speaks 
clearly”. 
 

Conclusion 
 
Finally, the identification and exposure of the emotional-expressive lexicon and the definition 
of typical argumentative patters can serve the modern society as a prevention in the reveal of 
manipulative and persuasive strategies. The contributions have a multithematic character, 
meaning the versatility of contributions entices the readers to consume the content of the 
conspiracy theories and to spread it on directly, as follows: The health and anti-vaccination, 
The NATO’s aggressors, The European Union as a reason of a failure of the democratic 
system, The migrants and minority citizens are criminals, parasites, The corporate economic 
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system and capitalism, The hate to the sexual minorities and orbs. During the process of our 
research, we used lexical analysis to discern the alternative media’s use of similar or even 
exact linguistic strategies within their conspiracy and manipulative statements. In Slovakia, 
such statements are spread by the alternative media such as Badatel.net, Davdva.sk, 
Napalete.sk, Slobodnyvysielac.sk, Infovojna, Kulturblog, Hlavnydennik.sk, Biblik.sk, 
Rizikaockovania.sk, Infohrot.sk, Eurorespekt.sk.  
 
As it is, alternative media incorporate sharp nationalist, xenophobic or extremist statements 
into their articles, which attack the very ideals of humanism such as liberty and democracy, 
moral action or protection of human rights, tolerance, respect of others and the openness to 
consider their arguments. Alternative media usually present only one truth that was created 
by “US” (the only just people) and paint “THEM” as the opposite party that is responsible for 
all the bad in the world. When it comes to manipulators within the mass communication, they 
tend to be politicians, media workers or artists, but they can also be healers, even proper 
physicians. Importantly, their formal performance has physical effects on the audience 
(charm, sympathies), but also verbal ones as well (the use of foreign words, phrases, syntactic 
structure inserts, uncommon grammatical tools such as transitional and passive forms of 
verbs). 
 
Unfortunately, building resistance to media manipulation and social media conspiracies is a 
systemic process. Nobody can resist such manipulation and disinformation in full – the only 
distinction between people is the level of resistance possessed by individualists. That is how 
we can determine the resistance of society as a whole. Additionally, academic environment 
carries the potential to prevent such negative manipulative influence within the social media. 
Consequently, training and strengthening the abilities to identify and expose toxic media 
content on social media can contribute to the establishment of healthy and safe relationship 
between the students and also to the establishment of correct and respectful communication 
within the academic environment. Strategies eliminating manipulation in the media space are 
possible to recognize, consequently to train and implement in education in relation to 
prevention of any possible negative impact on the student, but also on the educational process 
in whole.  
 
When it comes to media and interdisciplinary education related to the ability to resist media 
manipulation, it is imperative to expand one’s “digital immune system”, which is established 
upon adequate critical thinking. Critical thinking is a powerful tool in resisting manipulation 
(on social media). We can train it by doing following primary actions: discussion (shared 
thinking with teachers, students, parents are the best filter), posing of questions, 
argumentation, active listening. Within the course of academic practice, critical thinking can 
be developed with simple key questions regarding an article on the internet: Who was the 
author and why did he publish the article? Who is this article serving? For instance, students 
of intersubject education should have the opportunity to recognize such manipulative 
techniques of common and frequent internet manipulation. They should identify the Clickbait 
technique (big shocking title to draw attention and to reach optimal sharing and spread of 
disinformation). Next, they should be able to discern an effective strategy using 
disinformation, hoaxes and half-truths abused to manipulate information (manipulation in 
itself often combines truth and lies in order to appear trustworthy). Also, they should identify 
Deepfakes manipulation, video edits and their convincing yet falsified visual content. In 
addition, they should detect the technique of social pressure (“they are all sharing it, so you 
should too”), the technique of challenge “share it now” (manipulative pressure to act quickly 
without the thorough understanding of the text), the technique of repetitive content display, 
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the technique of emotional manipulation where emotion is a warming signal (manipulation 
aims for fear, anger, any negative emotions, invokes outrage). Importantly, it takes a lengthy 
training in order to control one’s emotions to resist such manipulation – if something was to 
evoke a very strong feeling, it is advised to step back from the statement in question, to take a 
proper pause and only then share one’s opinion on the matter. The very goal of manipulators 
on the internet is for the user of social media to react quickly, without thinking, but with a 
great emotion indeed.  
 
Finally, we can implement satisfactory education in the familiar, academic and media 
environment, so that young content consumers can learn to identify and select 
suitable/unsuitable content and to eliminate harmful media content. There are many internet 
sites available within the media space that are able to increase the protection of an internet 
user, such as bezpecnenainternete.sk, factcheck.org, fullcheck.app, konspiratori.sk, 
facebook.com/hoaxyapodvody and other educational platforms.  
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Abstract 

 

This study explores the hybrid aesthetics embodied in the court architecture under Emperor 

Khai Dinh (1916–1925) as a distinctive expression of Vietnam’s cultural modernization during 

the early 20th century. In the transitional period between tradition and colonial modernity, 

Hue’s imperial monuments, such as Khai Dinh’s Mausoleum, An Dinh Palace, and Kien Trung 

Palace, became architectural palimpsests that fused Eastern cosmological symbolism with 

Western stylistic and material innovations. Through a qualitative and comparative approach 

combining morphological analysis, iconography, and postcolonial aesthetics, this research 

investigates how Khai Dinh’s architectural projects negotiated power, identity, and modernity. 

The study situates these works within the theoretical framework of postcolonial hybridity 

(Homi K. Bhabha) and cultural translation, viewing architectural hybridity as both an aesthetic 

choice and a political discourse. Findings suggest that the fusion of Baroque, Rococo, and Art 

Deco elements with Confucian-Buddhist iconography was not merely decorative but reflected 

an emerging “vernacular modernity,” in which Vietnamese elites redefined cultural identity 

amid colonial transformation. By reinterpreting these monuments as dynamic cultural texts 

rather than passive relics, the paper contributes to broader discussions of Southeast Asian 

architectural modernity and heritage interpretation in postcolonial contexts. 

 

 

Keywords: hybrid aesthetics, court architecture, Khai Dinh, cultural modernization, east–west 

hybridity, postcolonial studies, Hue, Vietnam 
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Introduction 

 

The period from 1858 to 1945 represents a major turning point in Vietnamese history, marked 

by Vietnam’s extensive encounter with French colonial rule and Western civilization. These 

encounters initiated a broad process of cultural interaction between Eastern and Western 

traditions, producing hybrid cultural forms across multiple domains of social life, including 

architecture, the arts, and urban development. 

 

Within this broader historical context, the architectural landscape of Hue underwent significant 

transformations during the reign of Emperor Khai Dinh (1916–1925). This period represented 

a moment of profound political and cultural transition. Under French colonial rule, the Nguyen 

dynasty retained symbolic authority while its political autonomy was substantially limited. At 

the same time, colonial administrators pursued policies intended to consolidate political control 

and reshape the cultural environment of Indochina (Thúy et al., 2017). Colonial urban planning 

initiatives and new architectural projects were introduced throughout Vietnam as visible 

expressions of colonial governance (Tùng, 2025). 

 

During the administration of Governor-General Albert Sarraut (1911–1919), architecture 

assumed an increasingly strategic role within colonial policy. Sarraut’s policy of association 

viewed architecture as a symbolic instrument of colonial authority while also promoting the 

selective incorporation of local cultural elements (Betts, 1961). In this context, the Khai Dinh 

court faced the challenge of maintaining cultural legitimacy within a political environment 

shaped by colonial modernity. 

 

Architecture therefore became one of the most visible arenas of cultural encounter. Buildings 

constructed during the reign of Emperor Khai Dinh departed from earlier Nguyen architectural 

traditions. Reinforced concrete increasingly replaced timber structures, while Western stylistic 

vocabularies such as Baroque, Neoclassical, Rococo, and early Art Deco elements appeared 

alongside traditional East Asian symbolic systems (Phát & Sirisuk, 2025). Rather than 

representing simple imitation, these architectural developments reflected complex processes of 

cultural translation and adaptation (Long, 2005). 

 

This study interprets Khai Dinh–era architecture through the concept of hybrid aesthetics, 

understood as the interaction of different architectural languages that generate new cultural 

meanings. The article addresses three central questions: how Western architectural forms were 

incorporated into imperial architecture while preserving traditional cosmological symbolism; 

why hybridity emerged as a dominant architectural strategy during this period; and what these 

architectural transformations reveal about broader processes of cultural modernization in 

colonial Vietnam. 

 

Literature Review 

 

Previous studies on Vietnamese court architecture have largely focused on the early Nguyen 

dynasty, particularly the major architectural projects constructed during the reigns of Emperors 

Gia Long, Minh Mạng, and Tự Đức. These works established the spatial and symbolic order of 

the Imperial City of Hue. The planning of the capital followed principles derived from Chinese 

cosmology and Confucian political philosophy (An, 2005), reflected in the axial symmetry of 

the urban layout, the hierarchical organization of space, and the carefully structured ceremonial 

zones that shaped the imperial citadel and palace complexes. Vietnamese scholars such as An, 

P.T. have documented the architectural characteristics of these structures and emphasized the 
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close relationship between architectural form and the cosmological worldview of the imperial 

court (An, 2005). Within this perspective, architectural decoration and artistic elements have 

been interpreted as expressions of an aesthetic system that preserved cultural identity while 

selectively absorbing external influences (Thông, 2001). 

 

Research on colonial architecture has introduced broader interpretive frameworks for 

understanding architectural hybridity. Mark Crinson argues that colonial architecture often 

produced hybrid forms shaped by complex negotiations between colonial authorities and local 

elites (Crinson, 2003). From this perspective, colonial architecture should be understood as a 

site of cultural interaction rather than merely the imposition of European architectural forms. 

 

Vietnamese scholars frequently employ the concept of acculturation to explain such processes 

of cultural transformation. Cultural acculturation refers to changes in cultural patterns that 

occur through sustained contact with external influences (Tấn, 1996). Similarly, the concept of 

cultural refraction suggests that foreign cultural elements are transformed through the 

interpretive frameworks of local traditions rather than adopted unchanged (Hiệu, 2021). These 

perspectives emphasize the active role of Vietnamese cultural actors in receiving, adapting, and 

transforming external influences. 

 

Postcolonial scholarship further highlights the creative possibilities that emerge from hybrid 

cultural forms within contexts of East–West encounters (Scriver & Vikramaditya, 2007). 

Hybrid architecture can therefore be understood as a product of colonial interaction, in which 

Western architectural technologies and stylistic vocabularies intersect with indigenous 

symbolic systems (Harris & Myers, 2007). This phenomenon is closely related to the concept 

of cultural hybridity. Homi K. Bhabha conceptualizes hybridity as a “third space” in which 

cultural meanings are negotiated, translated, and redefined through intercultural contact 

(Bhabha, 1994). This theoretical perspective provides an important framework for interpreting 

cultural and artistic transformations in colonial societies, where identities are continually 

reshaped through processes of interaction and reinterpretation. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

 

This study employs three interconnected theoretical concepts to interpret architectural 

transformations during the reign of Emperor Khai Dinh: hybrid aesthetics, indigenous 

modernity, and cross-cultural exchange. 

 

Hybrid aesthetics refers to the coexistence and interaction of multiple architectural traditions 

within a single built environment. In colonial contexts, such hybridity often emerges through 

processes of cultural translation and reinterpretation. As Mark Crinson (2003) argues, colonial 

architecture frequently reflects the negotiation between European aesthetic models and local 

cultural practices, producing architectural forms that cannot be attributed to a single cultural 

origin. 

 

Indigenous modernity describes forms of modernization that develop through local 

reinterpretation of global influences rather than through direct imitation of Western models. 

Anthony D. King (2004) notes that modern architecture outside Europe often arises through 

processes in which external technologies and design ideas are integrated into existing cultural 

frameworks. In this perspective, modern architecture in Asia can be understood as a locally 

mediated expression of modernity shaped by interactions between global and indigenous 

traditions. 
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Cross-cultural exchange refers to the multidirectional circulation of ideas, technologies, and 

aesthetic forms across cultural contexts. Logan (2000) demonstrates that colonial cities in 

Southeast Asia often developed architectural landscapes shaped by the interaction between 

European planning systems and local building traditions. 

 

Together, these concepts provide a framework for interpreting Khai Dinh–era architecture as 

the result of dynamic cultural interaction within the broader historical context of colonial 

modernity. 

 

Methodology 

 

This study adopts a qualitative methodological approach that combines architectural analysis, 

historical interpretation, and cultural theory. 

 

Architectural morphological analysis focuses on the spatial organization, construction 

techniques, and structural systems of the buildings under examination. 

 

Table 1 

Analytical Framework for the Morphological Study of Khai Dinh–Era Court Architecture 

Analytical 

Component 
Analytical Focus Manifestation in Khai Dinh–Era Architecture 

Spatial 

Organization 

Overall layout, ceremonial 

axes, spatial hierarchy 

Stepped courtyard systems and axial approaches 

leading toward the central core of the complex 

Structure and 

Materials 

Construction technologies 

and building materials 
Reinforced concrete, brick masonry, and mortar 

Decorative Arts 
Architectural decorative 

systems 

Porcelain and glass mosaic inlay, relief sculpture, 

ornamental motifs, floor tiles, and murals 

Stylistic Influences 
Sources of aesthetic 

influence 

Baroque, Rococo, Beaux-Arts, Art Deco, and 

related stylistic elements 

Symbolic System 
Symbolic meanings and 

cosmological worldview 

Sacred animals, mythical creatures, immortals, 

auspicious symbols, human and natural imagery, 

imperial motifs, and other cosmological references 

 

The analytical framework employed in this study is summarized in Table 1, which consists of 

five principal components: spatial organization, materials and structural systems, decorative 

programs, stylistic influences, and symbolic systems. 

 

 Iconographic analysis examines decorative motifs and figurative representations associated 

with the cosmological frameworks of Confucianism, Buddhism, and Daoism. 

 

Comparative analysis situates the architectural characteristics of the Khai Dinh period within 

the broader context of colonial architectural development in Southeast Asia. 

 

The study is based on multiple sources of data, including architectural documentation, field 

observations of the monuments in Hue, historical photographs, and secondary historical 

literature on Vietnamese architecture and colonial urbanism. Through the integration of these 
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sources, the research seeks to reconstruct the architectural and cultural context in which Khai 

Dinh–era monuments were designed and constructed. 

 

Three architectural complexes were selected as the principal case studies in this research: 

- An Dinh Palace 

- Kien Trung Palace 

- Khai Dinh Mausoleum 

 

These monuments were selected because they represent three distinct architectural functions 

within the imperial landscape: mausoleum architecture, royal residence, and palace 

architecture. 

 

Through this methodological framework, the study aims to provide a comprehensive 

interpretation of architectural hybridity in Khai Dinh–era monuments and to situate these 

structures within the broader processes of cultural negotiation and architectural modernization 

in colonial Vietnam. 

 

Case Studies 

 

Three architectural complexes were selected as case studies in this research: An Dinh Palace, 

Kien Trung Palace and the Khai Dinh Mausoleum. These structures represent three distinct 

architectural typologies within the imperial landscape of Hue in the early twentieth century: 

royal residential architecture, political architecture within the Imperial City, and mausoleum 

architecture. The selection of these three cases enables an examination of architectural 

hybridity at multiple levels, ranging from spaces of royal residence to ceremonial environments 

and symbolic spaces of imperial authority. The morphological characteristics of these 

structures are analyzed according to the methodological framework presented in Table 1, with 

particular attention to spatial organization, materials and construction, decorative systems, and 

layers of stylistic influence. 

 

An Dinh Palace 

 

An Dinh Palace offers a distinctive perspective on how hybrid architecture entered the 

everyday life of the imperial court. Originally, the complex functioned as the residence of Khai 

Dinh before his accession to the throne, when it was known as Phụng Hóa Prince’s Residence. 

Between 1917 and 1918, An Dinh Palace underwent a comprehensive reconstruction, marking 

a fundamental transformation in both its scale and function. The original timber architectural 

system was entirely replaced by more durable structures, primarily employing modern 

materials such as reinforced concrete. Consistent with Vickers’s (1996) argument that 

modernity often seeks inspiration from heritage in order to generate new forms, the spatial 

planning of An Dinh Palace can be interpreted as a reinterpretation of the traditional sacred 

axial layout through a modern lens. Rather than strictly adhering to the static symmetrical 

principles characteristic of earlier court architecture, the spatial sequence from the riverside 

landing area to Khai Tuong Pavilion, the theatre, and the rear garden was organized as a 

dynamic, interconnected progression. This transformation represents a significant shift in both 

scale and function: from a purely ceremonial setting to a multifunctional architectural complex 

that reflects the aspirations for change and integration expressed by its historical actors during 

a period of profound transition. As noted by An (2005): 
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An Dinh Palace constitutes an architectural ensemble that was designed, constructed, 

and decorated in a style distinct from other auxiliary palaces previously built in the 

Nguyen imperial capital. Its architecture, decorative programs, sculpture, and painting 

all bear a vivid imprint of a historical moment characterized by the convergence of 

Eastern and Western influences, as well as of the ancient and the modern, within the 

history of Hue art and that of Vietnam more broadly. (An, 2005, p. 336) 

 

This transformation represents a process of architectural modernization within the imperial 

court, marking a transition from traditional forms toward Western Neoclassical stylistic 

influences. The architecture of the palace clearly reflects elements associated with French 

colonial villa typologies. As can be observed in Figure 1, the palace façade displays a 

pronounced axial symmetry and decorative details influenced by European Neoclassical 

design. Architectural features such as balconies, ornamental reliefs, and the tripartite 

composition of the façade recall the colonial villa forms widely found in Indochinese cities 

during the early twentieth century. 

 

Figure 1 

An Dinh Palace 

 

However, inside Khải Tường Pavilion, the murals decorating the interior spaces of the palace 

depict royal ceremonies, scenes of courtly life, and episodes from Vietnamese history. Within 

the same architectural environment, Western formal elements and indigenous cultural 

symbolism coexist and interact. Through the combination of these different architectural 

languages, An Dinh Palace illustrates how Western residential architectural forms were 

adjusted and reinterpreted within the cultural framework of the Vietnamese imperial court. 

 

Kien Trung Palace 

 

Kien Trung Palace is one of the most distinctive architectural structures within the Imperial 

City of Hue. The construction of Kien Trung Palace, carried out between February 1921 and 

May 1923, provides a representative example of the theory of cultural acculturation operating 

through the mechanism of cultural refraction (Hiệu, 2021). Rather than passively imitating 

foreign models, the historical actors actively formulated an architectural form that 

corresponded to contemporary tastes. This approach clearly reflected the aspirations of 
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modernity, expressed in a desire to move beyond the perceived constraints of the past in search 

of new sources of inspiration (Vickers, 1996). 

 

The result was a performative architectural entity in which reinforced concrete structures and 

Western architectural forms provided the structural framework, while the underlying spirit 

remained guided by inherited cultural values and imperial symbolism. This synthesis produced 

a balance between global influences and local identity. Figure 2 clearly illustrates the 

combination of Western architectural massing with roof forms that retain a distinctly courtly 

character. 

 

Figure 2 

Kien Trung Palace 

 

Kien Trung Palace was a completely new structure, reconstructed on the foundations of an 

earlier building but presenting an entirely different appearance, scale, and stylistic character. 

The building represents the modernization of Nguyen court architecture along the central 

ceremonial axis of the Imperial City. Quỳnh et al. (2024) observe that: 

 

…most notably Kien Trung Palace, whose interior and exterior were designed in a 

European style. This structure altered the architectural character along the main axis of 

the Hue Imperial City compared with traditional Nguyen architecture, while retaining 

the original location and spatial scale within the overall layout of the citadel. (p. 532) 

 

The destruction of the building during the wars of the twentieth century and its recent 

reconstruction have further highlighted important questions concerning authenticity and 

heritage memory. Kien Trung Palace therefore constitutes a significant case for examining how 

hybrid architectural works are interpreted and reconstructed within contemporary heritage 

conservation policies. 

 

Khai Dinh Mausoleum 

 

The Khai Dinh Mausoleum is often regarded as the most elaborate and complex architectural 

project undertaken during the reign of this emperor. Construction began in 1920 on the slopes 

of Châu Chữ Mountain, located outside the city of Hue. The complex is organized as a sequence 

of terraced courtyards connected by stairways that gradually lead toward the central sanctuary. 

The spatial composition of the mausoleum reveals an architectural logic reminiscent of 

European Baroque design, in which the movement of the viewer through successive spatial 

layers produces dramatic visual effects. As shown in Figure 3, the sequence of terraced 
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courtyards and the ceremonial axis guiding visitors toward the central structure creates a spatial 

experience characterized by theatricality, comparable to the visual strategies commonly 

associated with Baroque architecture. 

 

Figure 3 

Khai Dinh Mausoleum 

 

However, within this spatial framework influenced by Western architectural principles, the 

decorative program draws deeply from the symbolic system of East Asia. The surfaces are 

richly ornamented with intricate mosaics composed of porcelain and glass fragments, forming 

elaborate patterns that depict dragons, clouds, and other cosmological motifs. 

 

This artistic synthesis emerged from the cultural encounter between East and West 

during a period of historical transition, combined with the personal aesthetic 

preferences of Emperor Khai Dinh. Through careful selection and the skilled 

craftsmanship of Vietnamese artisans, the monument was transformed into an 

exceptional work of art. (Hue City People’s Committee, 2025) 

 

The combination of Western spatial composition with traditional symbolic systems produced 

an architectural environment characterized by a dense visual texture and multiple layers of 

symbolic meaning. The architectural characteristics of the three buildings are summarized in 

Table 2, which demonstrates that despite their differing functions, all of them exhibit forms of 

hybridity that integrate Western architectural forms with traditional symbolic systems. 
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Table 2 

Comparison of Architectural Characteristics of Three Khai Dinh–Era Structures 

Architectural 

Element 
Khai Dinh Mausoleum An Dinh Palace Kien Trung Palace 

Function Imperial mausoleum 
Royal residence (outside 

the Imperial City) 

Royal residence (within 

the Imperial City) 

Spatial Layout 

Terraced courtyard system 

organized along a ceremonial 

axis 

Symmetrical villa layout 

with a longitudinal axis 

Two-storey palace 

structure 

Primary 

Materials 

Reinforced concrete, colored 

glass, decorative tiles, oil paint 

Brick, concrete, colored 

glass, decorative tiles, oil 

paint 

Brick, reinforced concrete, 

colored glass, decorative 

tiles, oil paint 

Western 

Influences 

Baroque-like spatial 

organization 

French colonial villa 

architecture 

French academic 

architecture 

Indigenous 

Symbolism 

Sacred animals, mythical 

creatures, immortals, 

cosmological motifs, imperial 

motifs 

Murals depicting court 

rituals and imperial motifs 
Imperial court motifs 

Hybrid 

Characteristics 

Western spatial composition 

combined with East Asian 

symbolism 

Hybrid residential 

architecture 
Hybrid palace architecture 

 

As summarized in Table 2, all three case studies exhibit distinct forms of architectural hybridity. 

The Khai Dinh Mausoleum combines a Baroque-like spatial composition with East Asian 

symbolic systems. An Dinh Palace reflects the adaptation of the colonial villa typology within 

the cultural setting of the imperial court. Kien Trung Palace illustrates the modernization of 

palace architecture through the adoption of European academic architectural forms. 

 

Discussion 

 

Architectural Hybridity as a Historical Condition 

 

The architectural transformations that occurred during the reign of Emperor Khai Dinh cannot 

be explained solely through stylistic analysis. The hybridity evident in these structures reflects 

broader historical processes associated with colonial modernity. In the early twentieth century, 

Vietnam existed within a complex network of cultural exchanges shaped by colonial 

governance, global trade, and technological change. The introduction of reinforced concrete, 

industrial production techniques, and new decorative materials expanded the expressive 

possibilities of architecture. However, these technologies were not simply imported from 

Europe. They were mediated through local artisans and builders, who adapted new materials 

to existing aesthetic traditions. Architectural hybridity in this context therefore involved both 

stylistic choices and wider historical conditions. Architecture became a site where different 

cultural systems encountered one another and generated new forms of expression. The 

buildings constructed during the reign of Khai Dinh can thus be interpreted as material 

manifestations of a broader process of cultural transformation. As Phát and Sirisuk (2025) 

observe: 
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With the political context during his reign and the country’s situation, Emperor Khai 

Dinh was aware of the weak position in all aspects of the court. Therefore, he innovated 

a new Vietnamese identity with the acceptance of Western cultural and artistic elements. 

The hybridity in architecture at An Dinh Palace is a display of the quintessence of 

indigenous traditions. It is a lesson in preserving the core spiritual values of a culture 

by embracing an outside influence. (p. 287) 

 

However, the case of Khai Dinh retains a distinctive character marked by the coexistence of 

cultural transformation and symbolic continuity. Rather than adopting Western architectural 

forms in their entirety, Vietnamese elites translated foreign stylistic vocabularies into an 

existing system of indigenous symbolism. This process is particularly evident in the decorative 

program of the Khai Dinh Mausoleum. While the spatial composition of the monument exhibits 

a dramatic quality reminiscent of European Baroque architecture, the symbolic system 

embedded in its mosaic decorations remains rooted in East Asian cosmology. Mythical 

creatures, sacred animals, natural imagery, human figures, and mythological motifs continue 

to function as symbols of imperial authority and cosmic harmony. These elements derive from 

long-standing Vietnamese court traditions shaped by Confucian political philosophy and 

Buddhist cosmology (Thông, 2001). The multiple cultural influences present in these 

monuments can therefore be analyzed through different symbolic sources, ranging from 

Vietnamese imperial traditions to Western architectural styles. These layers of influence are 

summarized in Table 3. 

 

Table 3 

Layers of Cultural Influence in Khai Dinh–Era Architecture 

Source of Cultural 

Influence 
Architectural Expression Examples 

Vietnamese imperial 

tradition 
System of imperial symbolism Sacred animals, mythical creatures 

Confucian 

cosmology 

Spatial order and ceremonial 

organization 

Ceremonial axis, audience courtyards, Taiji 

symbolism 

Buddhist symbolism 
Religious motifs and decorative 

elements 
Lotus motifs, swastika symbol 

Daoist symbolism 
Religious motifs and decorative 

elements 

Eight Immortals, Seven Sages, gourd of 

immortality 

Western architecture 
Style, spatial composition, structure, 

materials, decoration, column orders 

Reinforced concrete, stained glass, 

balconies, relief sculpture, Ionic, Corinthian, 

Composite orders 

International modern 

aesthetics 

Geometric motifs and decorative 

styles 
Rococo, Art Deco, Beaux-Arts 

 

The juxtaposition of Western spatial composition and traditional symbolic systems does not 

produce visual contradiction. Instead, it creates a multilayered aesthetic environment in which 

different cultural frameworks coexist. This overlap of symbolic layers reflects the capacity of 

indigenous traditions to absorb and reinterpret external influences. Western architectural and 

decorative elements therefore function not merely as signs of cultural imposition but as 

materials for creative adaptation and reinterpretation. As Hải (2021) has argued: 
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In the course of historical development, the architectural ensemble of the Nguyen 

imperial court in Khai Dinh represents a harmonious and skillful synthesis of Eastern 

and Western techniques and aesthetics, as well as a convergence between artistic 

influences from abroad and locally rooted artistic traditions. These forms constitute 

both novel achievements and inevitable outcomes of the continuous evolution of 

national aesthetic sensibilities, shaped by the historical, geographical, and 

psychological context of the people of Hue. (Hải, 2021) 

 

The Role of Royal Patronage 

 

Although political authority was significantly constrained under colonial rule, the Nguyen 

court continued to function as a symbolic institution. Architectural projects sponsored by 

Emperor Khai Dinh therefore carried important aesthetic and ideological significance, 

expressing the continuity of imperial authority within a rapidly changing historical context. 

Emperor Khai Dinh himself played a key role in shaping the architectural direction of this 

period. While many historical narratives portray him as a ruler dependent on the French 

colonial administration, the architectural initiatives undertaken during his reign suggest a more 

complex degree of cultural agency. Royal patronage provided the institutional framework that 

enabled architectural experimentation, bringing together artisans, engineers, and designers 

capable of working with both traditional techniques and modern building technologies. Within 

this context, the decision to employ reinforced concrete rather than traditional timber materials 

was particularly significant. Concrete enabled architectural forms that would have been 

difficult to achieve with conventional construction methods. As An (2003) notes: 

 

The emperor preferred such materials. Instead of the traditional local construction 

material of wood, Emperor Khai Dinh favored durable materials such as reinforced 

concrete, stone, brick, porcelain fragments, and glass. In the mausoleums and palaces 

built during his reign, modern technologies and facilities such as electric lighting, piped 

water, fountains, lightning rods, and iron doors were also introduced. (p. 156) 

 

Despite the adoption of industrial materials, the decorative programs of these buildings 

continued to rely heavily on artisanal craftsmanship. The combination of industrial materials 

with traditional decorative techniques produced an architectural language that was neither 

entirely Western nor entirely traditional. Rather, it reflected the hybrid nature of colonial 

modernity (Phát & Sirisuk, 2025). 

 

Moreover, the prominent visual presence of An Dinh Palace along the An Cựu River, the Khai 

Dinh Mausoleum on the slopes of Châu Chữ Mountain, and Kien Trung Palace within the 

Imperial City of Hue can be interpreted as an effort to reaffirm the symbolic authority of the 

monarchy within a changing political environment. Dramatic spatial compositions and richly 

layered decorative programs create an atmosphere of solemnity and grandeur. Such 

architectural strategies demonstrate how visual expression functioned as a form of cultural 

assertion under colonial constraints. In this sense, royal patronage facilitated processes of 

cultural transformation within architecture. 

 

Indigenous Modernity in a Colonial Context 

 

The architectural transformations that occurred during the reign of Emperor Khai Dinh can be 

interpreted through the concept of vernacular modernity. This concept refers to forms of 

modernization that emerge through processes of local cultural adaptation and reinterpretation 
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rather than through the direct imitation of Western models. In colonial societies, modernity 

rarely develops along a linear trajectory. Instead, it typically arises from complex interactions 

between globally circulating technological innovations and local cultural traditions (King, 

2004). 

 

In the case of early twentieth-century Vietnam, modernization unfolded within conditions 

shaped by colonial power structures. However, the introduction of new construction 

technologies and Western aesthetic vocabularies did not necessarily lead to the complete 

replacement of indigenous architectural traditions. From the perspective of postcolonial theory, 

such zones of contact often generate hybrid spaces in which different cultural elements are 

reconfigured through processes of negotiation and reinterpretation (Bhabha, 1994). 

 

Within the architectural landscape of the Khai Dinh imperial court, local cultural actors, 

including the court itself as well as artisans and craftsmen, played an active role in adapting 

foreign influences. Buildings from the Khai Dinh period demonstrate how modern materials 

such as reinforced concrete, together with references to international stylistic vocabularies, 

were integrated into the traditional symbolic system of imperial architecture. This synthesis 

produced an architectural language that reflected global modernity while preserving the 

continuity of indigenous symbolic structures. 

 

From this perspective, Khai Dinh–era architecture may be interpreted as an expression of 

vernacular modernity within a colonial context. Such forms of modernity illustrate how 

modernization in non-Western societies often unfolds through cultural adaptation and hybridity 

rather than through a straightforward trajectory of Westernization. As Logan (2000) 

demonstrates in his study of Southeast Asian cities, colonial architectural landscapes frequently 

emerged from the intersection of European planning principles and building technologies with 

local cultural traditions, producing distinctive hybrid architectural forms. 

 

Hybrid Heritage and Contemporary Interpretation 

 

Hybrid architecture often poses challenges for heritage interpretation because such structures 

do not easily fit into conventional categories such as “traditional architecture” or “colonial 

architecture.” As a result, hybrid buildings have frequently been undervalued, particularly 

when heritage evaluation relies on aesthetic criteria based on stylistic purity. Laurajane Smith 

argues that dominant heritage discourses are commonly constructed around notions of 

authenticity, originality, and the continuity of tradition. She describes this framework as the 

Authorized Heritage Discourse (AHD), in which heritage values are defined according to 

standards of cultural purity and historical origin (Smith, 2006). Within this framework, hybrid 

forms of heritage emerging from complex processes of cultural interaction are often regarded 

as lacking legitimacy or interpreted as signs of aesthetic decline. Consequently, hybrid 

architectural works have sometimes been viewed as evidence of Westernization or as indicators 

of the degeneration of imperial architecture rather than as outcomes of cultural negotiation 

within colonial contexts. 

 

The significance of Khai Dinh–era architecture extends beyond the historical moment of its 

construction. These monuments continue to shape contemporary debates on heritage 

conservation and cultural identity in Vietnam. Yet interpretations based solely on stylistic 

coherence or notions of authenticity often overlook the historical importance of hybridity as a 

cultural process. 
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In postcolonial scholarship, hybridity is understood as a space in which different cultural 

systems interact and generate new forms of expression (Bhabha, 1994). From this perspective, 

architectural landscapes formed in colonial contexts should be interpreted not only as products 

of colonial power but also as material traces of negotiation, adaptation, and cultural 

transformation. 

 

Studies of urban heritage in Southeast Asia further support this perspective. Logan (2000), in 

his research on colonial cities in Vietnam, argues that these architectural environments 

constitute valuable historical records documenting the interaction between planning systems, 

construction technologies, and cultural traditions. Reassessing Khai Dinh–era architecture is 

therefore significant both for understanding Vietnamese architectural history and for broader 

discussions on hybrid heritage in postcolonial contexts. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Architecture of the imperial court constructed during the reign of Emperor Khai Dinh marks a 

significant turning point in the history of Vietnamese architecture. Rather than representing 

aesthetic decline, these buildings reveal a complex process of cultural negotiation between 

courtly traditions and colonial modernity. 

 

In the context of Khai Dinh, debates surrounding hybrid heritage are particularly evident in 

relation to Khai Dinh–era monuments. For many decades, structures such as the Khai Dinh 

Mausoleum, Kien Trung Palace, and An Dinh Palace were often interpreted as signs of the 

aesthetic decline of the Nguyen dynasty. Such evaluations, however, reflect an understanding 

of heritage grounded in the notion of stylistic purity, rather than an approach that recognizes 

architecture as the outcome of historical processes of cultural interaction. 

 

Through the selective appropriation of Western architectural stylistic elements, Vietnamese 

elites produced hybrid architectural forms that both maintained the continuity of symbolic 

traditions and engaged with global artistic currents. From this perspective, Khai Dinh–era 

architecture should not be understood as an aesthetic deviation within the history of Vietnamese 

architecture. Instead, these monuments represent a distinctive form of hybrid heritage 

characteristic of the colonial modern period, reflecting the cultural strategies through which 

local elites negotiated identity and authority within a rapidly globalizing world. 

 

Recognizing the significance of this hybridity allows us to move beyond simplified 

interpretations of Westernization and instead appreciate the cultural creativity embodied in the 

architectural works of this period. 

 

More broadly, this study contributes to ongoing discussions on architectural modernity, 

colonial heritage, and cultural hybridity within the context of Southeast Asia. 
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circulated through everyday digital practices in contemporary China. 
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Introduction 
 
Offline Jazz Community 
 
In the early twentieth century, the arrival of jazz in Shanghai made it one of the main forms of 
entertainment for the upper class of Shanghai citizens and foreigners. In the Chinese historical 
context, jazz music was therefore embedded within elite culture in Shanghai, and its circulation 
was closely connected with urban modernity and international exchange (Marlow, 2018). The 
situation of jazz music in Western countries during the same period differed significantly. Jazz 
has historically been framed as a form of youth subculture (Margolis, 1954). At the same time, 
scholars have described jazz communities as racialized and marginalized urban formations 
closely associated with African American culture, segregated urban spaces, nightlife, and 
underground scenes (Gerard, 1998). 
 
Research on jazz communities has also historically emphasized professional musicians and 
formal performance contexts. Merriam and Mack’s (1959) influential sociological study of the 
jazz community suggested that jazz communities revolve primarily around the work, skills, 
and contributions of those who perform jazz professionally. Within this framework, audience 
members are positioned as secondary participants whose role is largely defined through their 
relationship to musicians. Becker (2023) argues that art should not be understood as the product 
of isolated geniuses but rather as the outcome of cooperative networks involving many 
participants, including individuals who are not artists. From this perspective, audiences, 
technicians, promoters, educators, and other participants all contribute to the production and 
circulation of artistic meaning. 
 
In practice, however, beginners often experience feelings of exclusion due to the technical 
demands of improvisation and the informal norms governing jazz performance (De Bruin et 
al., 2020). Consequently, some people associate jazz communities with isolation and exclusion. 
In contemporary China, several major cities—including Shanghai, Guangzhou, and Hong 
Kong—host active jazz scenes with clubs, festivals, and conservatory programs. Nevertheless, 
these activities remain concentrated within relatively limited cultural spaces. Jazz performance 
is largely confined to niche audiences and specialized urban environments, and access to live 
jazz events often depends on geographic location, social class, or formal musical training. 
Consequently, participation in jazz culture remains unevenly distributed. 
 
Virtual Communities and Changing Modes of Jazz Engagement 
 
The development of digital platforms has introduced an alternative mode of engagement that 
expands beyond these traditional boundaries (Prouty, 2011, 2013). Through short videos, 
memes, posts, and comment threads, online users can encounter and interact with jazz culture 
in everyday digital environments. In addition to professional musicians and individuals with 
clearly articulated jazz identities, digital environments expand the field of participation to 
include ordinary listeners, video viewers, commenters, sharers, meme creators, and even 
passers-by who, in the information age, may also function as insiders in meaningful ways (Judd, 
2022). 
 
Although Howard S. Becker’s “art world” model acknowledges the presence of audiences and 
their contribution to the arts (1982), it offers limited insight into how audience members 
interact with one another. Virtual communities make jazz-related content and people’s 
interactions visible. In this sense, online spaces extend existing jazz communities. As a result, 
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virtual communities play an increasingly important role in shaping contemporary jazz culture 
by expanding the range of participants who can engage with the music. 
 
These conditions raise several important questions: How do people online engage with jazz 
music? Do fans matter in the formation of virtual jazz communities? While jazz scholarship 
has increasingly examined virtual jazz communities, research in the Chinese context remains 
relatively limited. Chinese platforms such as RedNote, Douban, Bilibili, and TikTok host large 
volumes of jazz-related content in the form of memes, short videos, posts, and comment threads. 
Within these environments, users actively interpret, discuss, and circulate jazz-related materials. 
These interactions transform how jazz is experienced and understood, shifting participation 
away from exclusively performance-based contexts toward broader forms of cultural 
engagement. 
 
This study therefore examines how jazz culture is experienced and interpreted within Chinese 
digital environments. It focuses particularly on the interactions of ordinary users who engage 
with jazz through online media rather than through professional performance or formal training. 
The study investigates the following research questions: How do Chinese netizens engage with 
jazz music online? What cultural interaction patterns emerge from their engagements? 
 

Theoretical Framework 
 
This study adopts an interdisciplinary theoretical framework that combines perspectives from 
communication theory and music studies. These perspectives help explain how musical 
meaning is produced, circulated, and experienced in digital environments. Rather than treating 
jazz as a fixed musical object, this framework conceptualizes online jazz engagement as a 
social and communicative process in which emotions, symbols, and interactions play central 
roles. 
 
Affective Media and Resemblance Theory 
 
Affective media theory suggests that media engagement often operates at the level of feeling 
rather than cognitive interpretation (Grossberg & Rudd, 1992). Cultural theorists argue that 
audiences frequently respond to media texts through emotional intensities that precede 
analytical understanding (Wahl-Jorgensen, 2019a, 2019b). Similarly, Papacharissi (2015) 
conceptualizes contemporary digital environments as “affective publics,” in which emotional 
expression, circulation, and amplification become primary forms of participation. Music 
constitutes a particularly powerful medium for affective communication. In music philosophy, 
Peter Kivy’s theory of musical expressiveness (1993) proposes that listeners perceive 
emotional qualities in music because musical structures resemble patterns of human expressive 
behavior. For instance, slow tempos and descending melodic gestures may resemble sadness, 
while abrupt dynamics or rough timbres may evoke tension or excitement. Crucially, such 
expressive perception does not require formal musical training; listeners can intuitively 
recognize emotional qualities in sound. 
 
Symbolic Interactionism and Musical Meaning 
 
While affect theory emphasizes emotional experience, symbolic interactionism highlights the 
social processes through which meaning is constructed. According to symbolic interactionism, 
cultural meanings do not reside inherently within objects but emerge through interaction and 
interpretation (Blumer, 1969). Musicologist Nicholas Cook (2001) similarly argues that 
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musical meaning is not produced solely by the sonic structure of a work but through the 
interaction between performance, mediation, and reception. This perspective suggests that the 
meanings associated with musical sounds are continuously negotiated through listening 
practices, discussions, and cultural narratives. Visual imagery, historical narratives, and social 
contexts therefore shape how audiences interpret music. 
 
Participatory Culture 
 
Shifman (2012) describes internet memes as a central form of participatory culture in which 
users reproduce, remix, and reinterpret shared cultural symbols through everyday digital 
practices. Within such environments, participation does not depend on professional expertise 
or specialized knowledge. Users engage with cultural materials through humor, emotional 
reactions, symbolic commentary, and short textual responses. These forms of interaction enable 
large numbers of individuals to contribute to cultural conversations even when they lack 
technical or academic familiarity with the subject matter. 
 

Methodology 
 
This study employs virtual ethnography, a qualitative research approach designed to examine 
cultural practices and social interactions within digital environments. Virtual ethnography 
enables researchers to observe how meanings, identities, and communities are constructed 
through online communication (Ward, 1999), making it particularly suitable for investigating 
music cultures that increasingly circulate through social media platforms. The primary field 
site for this research is RedNote, one of the most widely used social media applications in 
China (Cao, 2025). The platform hosts large volumes of user-generated cultural content and 
facilitates extensive interaction through comment sections, reposts, and visual media. Because 
jazz-related materials on RedNote frequently appear in the form of short videos, memes, and 
discussion posts, the platform provides a valuable environment for examining how Chinese 
netizens encounter and interpret jazz music in everyday digital contexts. 
 
The dataset for this study consists of associated comment chains, memes, short videos, and 
GIFs related to jazz music. From this broader dataset, four representative posts were selected 
for detailed analysis. These cases were chosen according to three criteria: temporal breadth, 
including posts published between 2023 and 2026; form diversity, incorporating different types 
of media such as short videos, concert clips, and internet memes; and high levels of netizen 
interaction, with comment sections ranging from approximately 170 to 600 responses. The 
analytical approach focuses on identifying patterns of affective, symbolic, and participatory 
engagement within user interactions. Comments were coded according to recurring themes, 
emotional expressions, symbolic interpretations, and cultural narratives in order to reveal how 
jazz is collectively interpreted and experienced within Chinese online communities. 
 

Discussion 
 
Affective Resonance 
 
The meme “Jazz for Your Soul” illustrates how humor operates as an affective entry point into 
jazz culture (Figure 1). The image of a man holding a fire extinguisher as if it were a saxophone, 
accompanied by the caption “Jazz for your soul,” exaggerates the emotional intensity often 
associated with jazz performance while simultaneously mocking its performance skills. The 
humor lies in the tension between chaotic or amateurish performance and the exaggerated claim 
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of emotional authenticity. Commenters respond with brief reactions such as “so funny”, “so 
many people are jazz men!!”, or “why jazz is niche, but so many jazz men on RedNote?” These 
responses demonstrate that users recognize the meme’s irony and collectively participate in its 
playful self-mockery. This acknowledgment fosters a sense of belonging, as users collectively 
negotiate the humorous if jazz fandom and affectionate dimensions of jazz musicians. 
Importantly, interaction is pre-discursive, which means the resonance of the meme does not 
require verbal explanation or musical expertise, but rather is experienced affectively and 
socially. Through this mechanism, the meme creates a virtual space where community identity 
is reinforced via shared humor, irony, and emotional recognition. 
 
Figure 1 
Screen Shot of RedNote Search Results for “Jazz Memes” 

Note. The post was posted in RedNote on April 20, 2023 by周北树. It was originally uploaded in early 2007 by 
Daum Blogger Masaru7 from Korea. https://knowyourmeme.com/memes/jazz-for-your-soul 
 
A similar affective orientation appears in responses to Tony Bennett’s performance of Fly Me 
to the Moon (Figure 2). In this case, emotional engagement centers on empathy and 
vulnerability. This piece of music has no connection with sadness either in terms of rhythm 
style or lyrics. However, commenters frequently mention Bennett’s declining health, noting 
that he was already suffering from dementia when the performance was recorded. Expressions 
such as “this made me cry,” “so many emotional triggers,” and “tears kept flowing” dominate 
the comment section. From the perspective of affective media theory, this video operates as an 
affective event, generating collective emotional resonance among viewers. Comment sections 
function as amplifiers, synchronizing grief and empathy through the repetition of crying emojis 
and expressions of sadness, creating a networked space of shared affect. Viewers’ engagement 
is primarily characterized by empathetic affect, in which responses are oriented less toward 
technical musical appreciation and more toward an emotional recognition of the performers’ 
vulnerability and perseverance. In this sense, jazz here transcends sonic experience, operating 
as a medium through which audiences co-experience and articulate profound human emotions. 
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Figure 2 
Screen Shot of “Fly Me to the Moon” Video 

Note. The video was posted in RedNote on June 17, 2025 by听爵士乐的木兆先生 
 
Symbolic Association 
 
Another theme emerging from the data involves the symbolic interpretation of jazz authenticity. 
In online discourse, users frequently rely on culturally recognizable cues—such as vocal timbre, 
performer identity, or visual imagery—to interpret what counts as “real” jazz. This pattern is 
particularly evident in responses to Louis Armstrong’s What a Wonderful World (Figure 3). 
Although Armstrong occupies a canonical position within jazz history, netizens interpret the 
video primarily through symbolic icon. Comments such as “I knew it was a black singer 
without even watching the video,” “This jazz sounds truly authentic,” or “Why don’t white 
singers sing like this?” illustrate how audiences associate certain sonic qualities with racial 
identity. There is a symbolic recognition: Armstrong’s vocal timbre and presence are read as 
markers of “real jazz,” and his racial identity is associated with the authenticity of jazz music 
as well. Armstrong’s performance thus becomes a symbolic sign of cultural expectations about 
what “real jazz” should sound like in Chinses context. 
 
Interestingly, symbolic association also appears indirectly in the meme “Jazz for Your Soul.” 
The humor of the meme relies on the cultural stereotype of the “soulful jazz musician,” 
exaggerating the idea that emotional intensity is central to jazz performance. Even in parody, 
the meme depends on a shared symbolic understanding of what jazz is supposed to represent. 
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Figure 3 
Screen Shot of RedNote Search Results for “Jazz Music” 

Note. The video was posted in RedNote on Janurary 1, 2026 by JOYKEYS现代音乐 
 
Aspirational Imagination of Jazz Culture 
 
In some digital contexts, audiences respond more to the lifestyle and atmosphere surrounding 
jazz performance. The video of the West Kowloon Jazz Music Festival (Figure 4) provides a 
clear illustration of this pattern. Commenters frequently describe the scene using expressions 
such as “This is too happy,” “It feels like a completely different world from my life,” or “I 
really want to run over there and feel this happiness.” Rather than discussing the music itself, 
viewers focus on the emotional atmosphere created by the setting: outdoor performance spaces, 
sunset lighting, relaxed audiences, and the communal enjoyment of live music. Jazz music in 
this mediated form becomes a symbol of freedom, leisure, and emotional fulfillment, evoking 
an imaginative space that contrasts sharply with the pressures of everyday life. In online 
contexts, the meaning of jazz is often inseparable from the broader sensory environment in 
which it is presented. Music, imagery, and atmosphere combine to produce an idealized 
representation of jazz as a symbol of cosmopolitan cultural life. 
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Figure 4 
Screen Shot of RedNote Search Results for “The Jazz Festival” 

Note. The video was posted in RedNote on November 9, 2025 by 吐司半片 
 

Conclusion 
 
This study set out to examine how Chinese people engage with jazz music in RedNote 
application. The analysis suggests that online participation is structured through a multilayered 
engagement model consisting of affective resonance, symbolic association, and aspirational 
imagination. Affective resonance emerges when audiences respond to jazz through immediate 
emotional reactions such as humor, empathy, or shared sentiment, as seen in meme culture and 
emotional responses to performances. Symbolic association reflects how users interpret jazz 
through recognizable cultural cues, including racialized notions of authenticity or widely 
circulated images of jazz identity. Aspirational imagination, meanwhile, highlights how jazz-
related media evoke visions of desirable emotional and social worlds, where music becomes 
linked to ideals of happiness, freedom, or meaningful human connection. 
 
The findings underscore the significance of virtual participation in jazz music. Such 
engagement reshapes who can access jazz, how it is understood, and the cultural functions it 
performs, particularly in contexts where formal jazz education and live performance 
opportunities are limited or unevenly distributed. Virtual participation positions jazz not as a 
fixed tradition preserved through technical mastery, but as a dynamic cultural resource that is 
emotionally experienced, symbolically negotiated, and socially reimagined through everyday 
digital practices. 
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Abstract 

The rapid proliferation of digital communication platforms has fundamentally altered language 
use, reshaping how students interact in both academic and social contexts. This study examines 
the intersection of digital linguistics and online discourse, focusing on students’ adaptive 
language practices in virtual classrooms, messaging platforms, and social media environments. 
Drawing from two institutions in Northern Mindanao—a state university and a private 
school—the research investigates patterns of code-switching, multimodal communication, and 
lexical creativity in students’ digital interactions. Anchored in a mixed ethnographic approach, 
this study employed digital discourse analysis, participant observations, and semi-structured 
interviews. A purposive sample of 100 students (50 per institution) was selected based on their 
active engagement in online platforms. Data were collected over eight weeks, with ethical 
consent, through screen recordings, chat logs, and focus group discussions. The analysis 
revealed frequent platform-dependent language shifts, hybrid code constructions, and the 
strategic use of emojis, abbreviations, and memes to enhance clarity, tone, and engagement. 
The findings underscore the evolving nature of digital language and the importance of 
integrating digital literacy into language education. The study advocates for curriculum 
enhancements that address multimodal communication and platform-specific discourse 
strategies. By offering a nuanced understanding of student communication in digital spaces, 
this research contributes to the broader fields of applied linguistics, language pedagogy, and 
digital literacy. 

Keywords: digital linguistics, online communication, digital discourse, language and 
technology, virtual interaction 
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Introduction 
 
The digital era has revolutionized the way language is used, transmitted, and interpreted. With 
the widespread use of online platforms such as social media, learning management systems, 
and messaging applications, new forms of linguistic expression have emerged, reflecting the 
dynamic interplay between technology and communication. This evolution has given rise to 
the field of digital linguistics, which explores how digital technologies reshape language 
practices, discourse, and semiotic meaning-making (Jones, 2020; Tagg, 2021). In academic 
and informal settings alike, students navigate various forms of online interaction—ranging 
from structured class discussions to casual peer conversations—where they must adapt their 
language to suit platform-specific norms and multimodal expectations. 
 
The shift to online communication, especially accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic, has 
blurred the boundaries between formal academic discourse and informal digital speech. 
Students are increasingly required to move fluidly between synchronous Zoom classes, 
asynchronous LMS forums, group chats, and social media spaces, employing a range of 
discourse strategies, code-switching behaviors, and digital artifacts such as emojis, memes, and 
abbreviations (Barton & Lee, 2022; Georgakopoulou & Spilioti, 2023). These practices are not 
merely stylistic; they carry implications for identity performance, power negotiation, and 
academic engagement in multilingual and multicultural classrooms. However, many curricula 
remain rooted in traditional language instruction, leaving a gap between students’ digital 
fluency and institutional literacy expectations. 
 
This study aims to bridge that gap by examining how students in a state university and a private 
school in Northern Mindanao use language in online academic and social contexts. Through a 
mixed ethnographic approach, the research explores digital discourse patterns, platform-based 
adaptations, and the pedagogical relevance of online communicative strategies. In doing so, it 
contributes to the growing scholarship on language and technology while offering practical 
insights for educators, curriculum developers, and policymakers seeking to enhance students’ 
digital communicative competence in a rapidly evolving linguistic landscape. 
 

Statement of the Problem 
 
As digital technologies increasingly mediate both academic and social interactions, students 
today must navigate diverse online communication platforms that demand new forms of 
linguistic adaptability. However, despite the prevalence of these platforms, educational 
systems have yet to fully explore or integrate the complexities of digital discourse into 
mainstream pedagogy. Students often shift between formal academic expression and informal 
digital language, incorporating code-switching, emojis, memes, and multimodal strategies that 
influence how meaning is conveyed and interpreted. These practices remain underexamined in 
local educational contexts, particularly in the Philippines, where digital literacy and linguistics 
intersect unevenly across schools. This study aimed to understand how students from a state 
university and a private school in Northern Mindanao engage in digital linguistic practices and 
how these shape their academic and social interactions online. 
 
Specifically, the study sought to answer the following questions: 

1. How did students adapt their language use across various online platforms in both 
academic and social contexts? 

2. What digital communication strategies emerged as influential in shaping students’ 
learning experiences and peer interactions? 
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3. How could the integration of digital linguistic practices into classroom instruction 
improve online discourse competence among students? 

 
Framework of the Study 

 
This study was anchored on Multimodal Discourse Theory and Digital Literacy Theory, both 
of which support the exploration of language use in digitally mediated contexts. Multimodal 
Discourse Theory (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2001) emphasizes that communication in the digital 
age involves not just written text, but also visual, audio, spatial, and gestural modes. This theory 
is relevant in analyzing how students construct meaning using emojis, memes, punctuation, 
and other non-verbal elements during online interactions. It enables the researcher to examine 
how these multimodal elements influence meaning-making, tone, and relational dynamics in 
digital communication. 
 
Complementing this, Digital Literacy Theory (Belshaw, 2011; Mills, 2010) frames students’ 
ability to adapt linguistically to various platforms as a key competency in today’s educational 
environment. Digital literacy extends beyond basic technical skills—it encompasses critical 
thinking, contextual language use, platform-specific discourse practices, and the ability to shift 
registers depending on the audience. This theory situates digital linguistic behavior not as a 
deviation from standard norms, but as a reflection of students’ emerging communicative 
competence in diverse and evolving digital contexts. 
 
Guided by these theoretical lenses, the study adopted a conceptual model that explored the 
relationship between platform-specific features, students’ linguistic adaptations, and 
communicative strategies. The framework posits that online platforms (e.g., Zoom, Messenger, 
LMS) shape discourse features, which in turn influence language practices such as code-
switching, multimodal signaling (e.g., emojis), and lexical innovation. These practices impact 
academic engagement and social cohesion in online settings. 
 

Methodology 
 
This study employed a mixed ethnographic approach to explore the digital linguistic practices 
of students in online academic and social settings. Combining digital discourse analysis, 
participant observations, and semi-structured interviews, the research was conducted in two 
academic institutions in Northern Mindanao: one state university and one private school. These 
sites were selected for their active use of digital platforms in both instructional delivery and 
student communication. The focus was to capture how students linguistically adapted across 
platforms such as Zoom, Google Classroom, Facebook Messenger, and other messaging apps 
commonly used in their academic and social interactions. 
 
A purposive sampling technique was used to select 100 participants—50 from each institution. 
Participants were chosen based on their regular engagement in online academic activities and 
peer communication through digital means. Informed consent was obtained, ensuring 
adherence to ethical research protocols. Data collection occurred over an eight-week period 
and involved the collection of chat logs, screenshots, online discussion transcripts, and screen 
recordings (with participant permission). These data were triangulated with insights from 
virtual participant observations and follow-up interviews conducted via video conferencing. 
Interviews were designed to gain deeper insight into students’ reflections on their language 
choices, perceived communication challenges, and the impact of digital media on their 
discourse. 
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The data were analyzed through digital discourse analysis methods, particularly examining 
multimodal elements such as emoji use, code-switching frequency, textual features (e.g., 
punctuation, spacing, abbreviations), and linguistic shifts across platforms. Thematic coding, 
following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) framework, was used to identify recurring 
communication strategies, contextual factors influencing discourse, and patterns of digital 
linguistic adaptation. To enhance reliability, peer debriefing and member-checking were 
conducted with a subset of participants. This methodological design allowed for a 
contextualized understanding of how students manage meaning-making in fluid and 
multimodal digital environments, both in formal and informal contexts. 
 

Results 
 
The analysis of students’ online interactions revealed three major themes: (1) Platform-
Dependent Linguistic Shifts, (2) Multimodal Communication Strategies, and (3) Lexical 
Innovation and Peer Identity Performance. These findings reflect the evolving dynamics of 
digital language and students’ adaptation to the communicative affordances and expectations 
of different platforms. 
 
Platform-Dependent Linguistic Shifts 
 
Students exhibited noticeable variations in language use depending on the platform and 
audience. In Google Classroom and LMS environments, language was generally more formal, 
closer to academic English conventions. In contrast, communication in group chats and 
Facebook Messenger allowed for relaxed structures, extensive code-switching, and informal 
expressions. Many students instinctively shifted between English, Cebuano, Filipino, and 
Taglish, depending on the context—a phenomenon supported by earlier studies on 
translanguaging in digital spaces (García & Kleyn, 2023). These shifts were not random but 
reflected intentional adaptations aligned with perceived communicative expectations. 
 
Multimodal Communication Strategies 
 
Students regularly employed emojis, GIFs, memes, and visual symbols to enhance the tone, 
emotion, and clarity of their messages. This multimodal layer of communication served not 
only as expressive reinforcement but also as a strategy to manage digital presence and relational 
dynamics. For instance, emojis were used to soften disagreement, signal humor, or show 
empathy—functions also highlighted in recent work by Georgakopoulou and Spilioti (2023). 
The use of memes was particularly notable among peer groups as a bonding mechanism and a 
form of socio-cultural commentary. 
 
Lexical Innovation and Peer Identity Performance 
 
Students demonstrated a high degree of creativity in their online language use, coining 
abbreviations (e.g., “FR” for “for real,” “Lods” for “idol/lods”), reshaping standard phrases, 
and using trending expressions from popular digital subcultures. These lexical innovations 
were tied to peer identity performance, signaling group belonging, wit, and awareness of digital 
trends. The findings align with Tagg’s (2021) observations on how youth cultures innovate 
linguistic forms to reflect affiliation and self-expression in online communities. 
 
To provide a clearer comparison of the digital linguistic practices observed across different 
online platforms, the table on the next page summarizes the thematic patterns identified in the 
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study. It contrasts how students adapted their language use, multimodal strategies, and lexical 
choices in academic versus social digital environments. This side-by-side presentation of 
findings offers insights into the role of platform-specific contexts in shaping students’ 
discourse, tone, and communicative intent. 
 
Table 1 
Summary of Thematic Findings on Linguism in the Philippines and Texas 

 
The findings demonstrate that students are not passive users of digital language but active 
participants in shaping discourse through context-sensitive adaptations. Their ability to 
navigate linguistic shifts, leverage multimodal elements, and craft identity through digital 
expressions reflects a growing form of communicative competence that is often overlooked in 
traditional academic settings. These insights underscore the need for pedagogical approaches 
that recognize and integrate digital linguistic practices into formal instruction to better support 
students’ language development in an increasingly technology-driven world. 
 

Conclusions 
 
This study shed light on the evolving nature of language use in digital spaces, particularly 
among students navigating both academic and social online interactions. By examining their 
platform-specific discourse patterns, multimodal strategies, and creative lexical innovations, 
the research highlights how students actively shape their communication to meet the demands 
of various digital environments. Their frequent code-switching, emoji use, and adoption of 
internet-born expressions are not merely stylistic choices but strategic adaptations that reflect 
audience awareness, social positioning, and meaning-making in context. 
 
The results affirm that students possess a nuanced and context-aware digital communicative 
competence—one that challenges conventional views of language proficiency limited to formal 
academic expression. This underscores the importance of revisiting traditional curricula to 
incorporate elements of digital linguistics and online discourse practices. Educators and 
curriculum developers are encouraged to embrace a broader, more inclusive understanding of 
language that values students' digital experiences as legitimate and educative. Doing so not 
only promotes engagement but also empowers learners to navigate digital spaces with critical 
awareness and communicative agility. 
 
Furthermore, this research contributes to the growing discourse on language and technology 
by offering grounded insights into how virtual environments are reshaping linguistic norms 
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and learner identities. It calls for further investigation into how these evolving practices 
influence language learning outcomes and interpersonal relationships within digital academic 
communities. As communication continues to migrate online, it becomes imperative that 
language education reflects the realities of students’ digital lives—bridging the gap between 
formal instruction and the linguistic demands of the 21st century. 
 

Recommendations 
 
In light of the findings, this study recommends a pedagogical shift that integrates digital 
linguistic awareness into language instruction. Educators should incorporate authentic online 
discourse tasks—such as chat-based discussions, meme analysis, and emoji interpretation—
into the curriculum to develop students’ multimodal communication skills. These activities can 
help bridge formal academic competencies and real-world digital fluency, fostering deeper 
engagement and relevance. Moreover, teacher training programs should include modules on 
digital discourse analysis and platform-sensitive language use to prepare educators for the 
linguistic realities of online learning environments. 
 
Institutions are also encouraged to develop clear guidelines and support systems for inclusive 
digital communication, ensuring that all students, regardless of their linguistic background or 
platform familiarity, have equitable opportunities to participate. Recognizing code-switching 
and multimodal practices as valuable tools rather than deviations can help reduce language-
based bias and support identity expression. Finally, future research should explore the long-
term effects of digital linguistic engagement on academic writing, critical thinking, and 
professional communication to further refine instructional approaches. 
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Abstract 
 

This study explores how gay men in Taiwan strategically construct their gay identities and 
sexual desires through self-presentation on Grindr, which is a globally popular dating app. 
Drawing on a multimodal content analysis of 11 gay users’ profiles, the research investigates 
both visual and textual strategies, including photo choices, role labels, and coded language to 
imply sex preferences. Guided by Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis, this study 
identifies key patterns in how users negotiate visibility, masculinity, and sexual positioning 
within Taiwan’s evolving queer landscape. Despite the country’s progressive stance on same-
sex marriage, findings reveal that ongoing tensions between public visibility and personal 
privacy, as evidenced by the selective concealment of faces and reliance on community-specific 
slang. The analysis demonstrates how the observed gay users mobilize both dominant and 
submissive tropes through images and coded language, enacting gender/sexuality roles in line 
with Butler’s theory of performativity. The findings also underscore the importance of 
subcultural literacy for the purpose of decoding profile content, because many textual cues and 
emojis function as in-group signals intelligible only to culturally embedded users within gay 
communities. This study contributes to queer digital media research by foregrounding 
Taiwanese-specific communication practices in global gay app cultures and emphasizes the 
need for further multimodal inquiry into LGBTQ+ digital self-representation in non-Western 
contexts. 
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Introduction 
 
Taiwan became the first country in Asia to legalize same-sex marriage in 2019 (Friedman & 
Chen, 2023). This milestone has been followed by a gradual increase in social acceptance of 
gender diversity and emotional expression, significantly expanding the freedom of gay men to 
articulate their identities and desires in both public and digital spaces (Taiwan Equality 
Campaign, 2024). Within this context, gay dating apps have emerged as key platforms through 
which many gay men pursue emotional intimacy and sexual encounters (Steele et al., 2024). 
 
To attract specific partners and increase visibility, users engage in strategic self-presentation 
through profile photo selection (Jaspal, 2017), gender role labeling (Birnholtz et al., 2014), and 
linguistic choices (Cardoso et al., 2019). These forms of presentation are not merely reflections 
of individual preference but are deeply embedded in broader norms around gender roles, 
expressions of desire, and the “insider discourse” of gay culture (Qiu, 2012). Thus, the images 
and language used in these digital profiles often serve functions of attraction, filtering, and 
identity performance. 
 
However, existing research on Taiwanese gay dating app use has primarily relied on interview-
based qualitative methods (Hou, 2020; Wu, 2023), with limited empirical attention to the actual 
profile content created by users. Addressing this gap, the present study investigates the visual 
and textual strategies employed by Taiwanese gay men on one dating app, that is, Grindr. By 
doing so, it seeks to contribute to a more nuanced understanding of how gender and desire are 
enacted and reproduced in digital queer spaces. 
 
The study is guided by the following research questions: 

RQ: How do gay men in Taiwan present themselves on Grindr through images and 
language? 

 
To breakdown the above umbrella question, the following specific narrow-down inquiries are 
targeted: 

RQ1. What kinds of images (e.g., face, body, fashion style) are frequently used by gay 
male users in Taiwan? 

RQ2. What kinds of language (e.g., role labels, emojis, coded expressions) are 
frequently used by gay male users in Taiwan? 

 
Based on the answers to the above specific questions, the following one is also proposed to 
discuss the cultural implications of the visual and textual patterns identified in the self-profile 
construction by gay users of Grindr: 

RQ3. How do these visual and linguistic elements reflect gendered expectations and 
the sexual culture of the gay community? 

 
Literature Review 

 
This study examines how gay men present themselves on gay dating apps, with particular 
attention to how visual and linguistic strategies are used to construct gender roles and express 
desire. This section reviews four key studies that inform this investigation, highlighting their 
contributions and limitations in relation to the Taiwanese context. 
 
To address the research gap, this study poses the following guiding questions: How do gay men 
in Taiwan present themselves on Grindr through images and language? What social or cultural 
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meanings do these strategies reflect? The following review of studies shed some light on these 
aspects of inquiries.  
 
Self-Presentation and Identity Construction 
 
Jaspal (2017) investigated identity construction among 18 Grindr users in the UK and found 
that users frequently employed both visual and linguistic strategies to shape their online 
personas. These included avoiding racial identifiers, blurring traditional gender roles, and 
selecting profile photos that obscure the face – strategies often motivated by concerns over slut 
shaming and privacy. Jaspal noted that users sought to maintain a boundary between their 
online and offline selves, enhancing a sense of control and self-efficacy through selective 
interaction. However, participants also expressed difficulty in sustaining a consistent identity 
across these contexts, reinforcing a tendency to compartmentalize self-representations. 
 
Linguistic Strategies and the Representation of Gender Roles 
 
Birnholtz et al. (2014) analyzed the linguistic patterns in user profiles and identified the word 
“looking” as the most frequently used term. It commonly signals users’ intentions, ranging 
from seeking emotional connection to casual sex. This term is often paired with euphemisms, 
such as “NSA” (no strings attached) or “fun”, allowing users to subtly communicate desires 
while avoiding direct sexual language. 
 
Interestingly, when users employed the phrase “not looking for...”, they tended to use more 
explicit vocabulary, like, “hookups”. This contrast illustrates how users strategically shape first 
impressions and manage interactional boundaries. The word “friends” also appeared frequently; 
while seemingly platonic, it often served as coded language implying sexual interest. These 
linguistic choices reflect broader societal taboos surrounding open sexual expression, and the 
need to navigate respectability within a stigmatized communicative landscape. 
 
The Interplay Between Images and Language 
 
Cardoso et al. (2019) explored how Brazilian Grindr users used profile photos, captions, and 
emojis to express body ideals and sexual preferences. The study revealed a dominant 
hypermasculine aesthetic (marked by shirtless photos and assertive poses) that was closely 
linked to race, class, and cultural norms. Linguistically, users employed coded expressions such 
as “raw top” and emojis like 🌿 (a euphemism for drug use), creating a semiotic system 
intelligible only to those familiar with queer subcultural norms. The researchers argued that 
language in this context functions less as a fixed code and more as a flexible social practice. 
Understanding these signs relies on users’ sociolinguistic competence and cultural 
embeddedness, emphasizing the dating app as a symbolically rich and culturally gated space. 
 
Platform Design and the Social Masking of Sexual Orientation 
 
He (2021) conducted a content analysis and interviews with Chinese users of the gay dating 
app, Blued. The study found that Chinese gay users often avoided displaying identifiable facial 
images, largely due to fears of discrimination, privacy concerns, and platform surveillance. 
Although few users explicitly stated sexual intentions in their profiles, many privately 
acknowledged using the app for sexual encounters. Masculine language tended to accompany 
bodily or action-oriented descriptors, indicating that linguistic choices were intertwined with 
performative gender ideals. The study concluded that gay identity construction on dating apps 
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is not purely a matter of personal expression but is deeply shaped by platform affordances, 
cultural norms, and community expectations. 
 
Summary and Research Gap 
 
Collectively, these studies underscore how self-presentation on gay dating platforms is shaped 
by intersecting forces: community norms, gender regulation, platform design, and the politics 
of desire. While they offer significant insights, most are situated in Western or mainland 
Chinese contexts. There remains a lack of empirical research on how Taiwanese gay men 
engage with dating platforms in ways shaped by local sociocultural frameworks and linguistic 
practices. 
 
This study addresses the abovementioned gap by focusing on the profile content of Taiwanese 
gay men on Grindr. Specifically, it investigates how Taiwanese gay users employ visual and 
linguistic strategies as tools for self-presentation, and how these strategies reflect broader 
cultural meanings related to gender and desire within Taiwan’s evolving queer landscape. 
 

Methodology 
 
Research Design 
 
This study adopts a qualitative research design to explore how gay men in Taiwan use images 
and language for self-presentation on a dating app Grindr. Instead of relying on interviews or 
surveys, the analysis in this study is based on publicly accessible user profiles, using qualitative 
content analysis to identify textual and visual themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006) that are recurring 
in the dataset. 
 
The aim of the analysis is to understand how the textual and visual self-presentation strategies 
reflect users’ sexuality identity, expressions of desire, and engagement with cultural and 
community norms. The dual focus on both visual and textual elements offers a more holistic 
understanding of identity construction in queer digital spaces. 
 
Data Collection and Ethical Considerations  
 
In terms of sampling, data were collected through purposive sampling; that is, the authors 
deliberately selected 11 public Grindr profiles to represent diverse patterns of visual and textual 
self-presentation among gay men in Taiwan. These profiles shared the following inclusion 
criteria: (1) each profile contained at least one photo (either of the user’s face or body); (2) the 
profile included written self-descriptions or role labels (e.g., top, bottom, vers); and (3) the 
users were located within regions of Taiwan, as identified on Grindr. 
 
To protect user privacy and address ethical concerns in the analysis, the study removed or 
obscured any identifiable information that could disclose personal identity or provoke 
sensitivity regarding sexuality. This includes users’ faces, explicit exposure of sexual organs, 
and usernames. Although Grindr profiles are publicly accessible, the study took ethical 
precautions to ensure anonymity and respectful representation. 
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Data Analysis  
 
The analysis followed a qualitative content analysis framework, drawing on the principles of 
thematic analysis as outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006). The process can be divided into the 
following stages: 

• Familiarization: All profile texts and images were reviewed multiple times to identify 
initial patterns and communicative strategies. 

• Coding: Key elements were manually coded, including visual markers (e.g., shirtless 
photos, covered faces), role labels (e.g., top, bottom), and textual cues (e.g., emojis, 
slang, coded phrases). 

• Theme Development: Codes were grouped into broader themes that reflect how gay 
users present masculinity, express desire, and negotiate community-specific or gay-
cultural norms. 

• Interpretation: Each theme was analyzed in relation to the research questions and 
existing scholarship on gay digital culture, gender performance, and semiotic self-
presentation. 

 
Findings 

 
Overview of the Findings 
 
This section presents the findings from the analysis of 11 publicly accessible Grindr profiles as 
produced by the gay male users located in Taiwan. The analysis focused on four key aspects, 
namely, photo types, age ranges, disclosure levels of sexual roles, and linguistic strategies 
employed for self-description. These elements were reviewed to understand how gay users 
construct their self-presentation and negotiate visibility, identity, and sexual desire on a gay 
dating app. 
 
Table 1 shows the coding manual for this study. Each profile was coded in terms of four features: 
age range, presence of facial photos, presence of body photos, and disclosure of sexual roles. 
Each sampled profile was levelled in terms of D1~D11. The age range could be identified in 
the profile section, as required to be revealed by the dating app.  
 
Table 1 
The Overview of the Coded Data 
Data Age Facial Photos Body Photos Sexual Role 
D1 30~40 ✓ ✓ Vers Top 
D2 40~50 ✕ ✕ Top 
D3 30~40 ✕ ✓ Side 
D4 20~30 ✓ ✓ ✕ 
D5 30~40 ✕ ✓ Top 
D6 30~40 ✕ ✓ ✕ 
D7 30~40 ✕ ✓ Bottom 
D8 30~40 ✕ ✓ Top 
D9 20~30 ✓ ✕ Top 
D10 20~30 ✓ ✓ Bottom 
D11 40~50 ✕ ✓ Top 
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