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AMPLIFYING A PUBLIC’S VOICE: 
Online news readers’ comments impact on journalism and its role as the 

new public space 
 

Jaime Loke, Ph.D. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

 

Supervisor:  Dustin Harp 

 
 This dissertation is concerned with the impact online news readers comments 

have on the role of journalists and the implication it carries in shifting private sentiments 

onto a public space.  Online news readers comments have recently grown in popularity 

and journalists across the United States are divided on how best to host this new public 

space.  Drawing perspectives from new forms of journalism, sociological studies in race 

and gender, critical race and feminist studies, this dissertation focuses on a) the 

challenges of news organizations as hosts of this new public space and b) the racist and 

sexist discourse generated by audiences of certain online news stories. 

 This dissertation employs a multi-method research design that combines a large 

scale survey of journalists in the United States, in-depth interviews with journalists, 

content analysis and a discourse analysis of online news readers comments from five 

selected news stories with strong race and/or gender elements in order to 1) gain 

journalists’ perspectives in this new electronic landscape and 2) examine the content of 

the comments that pose the most challenges to journalists in terms of hosting this space. 
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 The survey and interviews revealed how journalists are divided in wanting to 

serve their public by providing a space for dialogue but yet refusing to host hate.  Faced 

with this challenge within the new electronic landscape, a majority of journalists are left 

on their own to determine how best to handle this new public space with hardly any 

guidance or support from news managers.  The analysis of the comments showed that the 

articulations of race and gender in the discourse were not erratic expressions of a 

minority but instead repertories of racism and sexism that mirrored the string of findings 

from race and gender scholars.  This dissertation finds that online news readers comments 

section have emerged as the space for unconstrained expressions to flourish without the 

constraints of political correctness and within the safe confines of anonymity.
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INTRODUCTION 

Chapter 1: Morphing of the private onto the public 
 
 
  “LOOK AT HIS NAME!!  HE IS A MUSLIM!!! Islam is a disease and when the 
 command comes to kill from Ala, they kill anyone and everyone.  Get a grip.” 
 

-- D.W.I.K.A.M (Down With Islam Kill All Muslims), commenter on CNN.com  
on the Fort Hood shooting, November 5, 2009. 

 

 “Women are crazy.  Honey, you are old and worn out. I’m moving on.  Take some 
 scrapes from my plate and get on with your life.  You don’t have to get a gun 
 and kill me and my new trophy wife.  Give me a break you psycho nutjob.”1 
 

-- Guest, commenter on CNN.com on the parole case for Betty Broderick,  
January 22, 2010. 

 
 

“Man is least himself when he talks in his own person.   
Give him a mask, and he will tell you the truth.” 

-- Oscar Wilde 

 

 November 5, 2009. 

 1:30 p.m.  Major Nidal Malik Hassan walked into the Soldier Readiness Center at 

Fort Hood.  Armed with two pistols and one semi-automatic gun, he started to shoot.  Ten 

minutes later, 13 people were gunned down.  30 more are injured.   

 2:30 p.m.  The Austin American-Statesman broke the news on its website.  A 

readers’ commentary section accompanying the headline story invited readers to post 

                                                
1 All readers’ comments’ grammar and spelling errors for this dissertation will be minimally edited only if 
necessary for clarity purposes to retain the most original form of the content.  All edits by the author will be 
clearly noted. 
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their reactions and their comments. A slew of comments perceived as racist inundate the 

section.   

 5:50 p.m. First warning appears from the online editor of the Austin American-

Statesman.  In the commentary section, she posted, “Folks: We value thoughtful 

comments, but we're going to step up review and deletion of these comments.  Please 

refrain from racist stereotyping and name calling. Kristi Kingston, online editor.” 

 6:11p.m. Second warning from another Austin American-Statesman staff.  “Just a 

reminder to be civil, everyone. We've had to delete a large number of comments with 

racial stereotypes and inflammatory language, which is why the conversation might read 

oddly right now. We understand that the moment is very emotionally charged, but be 

respectful of one another and refrain from direct attacks and charged language. Thanks, 

Patrick Caldwell, American-Statesman staff.”   

 7:22 p.m.  Citing inappropriate language, all comments were deleted from the 

Austin American-Statesman’s website.   

 As the example above illustrates, readers’ comments are igniting challenges for 

today’s journalists.  Online news readers’ comments, a hot button issue in U.S. 

newsrooms today, are quickly gaining popularity among online news sites.  The feature is 

relatively straightforward, allowing readers to submit their thoughts and reactions on a 

space shared with content produced by professional journalists. 

 For the first time, journalists and readers alike are able to gain an unprecedented 

insight into news audiences’ thoughts and reactions.  Further, online readers’ comments 

provide a space that is far more convenient, instant and inclusive compared to the more 
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traditional forms of audience interaction such as letters to the editors, which were vetted 

in the newsroom.  The inclusion of these comments bring up a number of issues about the 

role of the press, newsroom practices, and readers’ private sentiments in a public space 

hosted by the mainstream press in the United States.  

 Anonymous comments allows for a free-flowing range of thoughts and 

expressions that at times may make journalists uncomfortable, particularly as they share a 

space traditionally reserved for journalists alone. Specifically journalists have voiced 

concerns about unconstrained expressions of opinions on culturally sensitive topics such 

as race and gender that have found a convenient and comfortable amplifier in the very 

public space of readers’ comments.2  

 This new public space may be an unintended platform for making visible 

society’s cultural ideologies about race and gender.  Not always composed in the spirit of 

democratic ideals of debate and dialogue, these comments’ sections are creating new 

challenges for the press.  The concept of the press as an agent for citizen participation has 

hardly been contested in democratic theory, but today’s citizen participation is being 

redefined through this new form of readers’ comments.  Far more inclusive than any 

other previous reader-journalist interaction, the voices participating in this new public 

                                                
2 Several articles in the news have discussed journalists discomfort with the level of vitriolic comments 
especially comments that accompany stories regarding race and gender.  For example see articles by: 
Feaver, D. (2009, April 9). Listening to the Dot-Commenters.  The Washington Post.  Retrieved from 
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/04/08/AR2009040803248.html; Perez-Pena, 
R. (2010, April 11). News Sites Rethink Anonymous Online Comments. The New York Times.  Retrieved 
from http://www.nytimes.com/2010/04/12/technology/12comments.html; Thornton, P. (2009, August 11). 
Expel Trolls, Racists and Promote Good User Comments on News Sites.” Poynter. Retrieved from 
http://www.poynter.org/latest-news/top-stories/97731/expel-trolls-racists-and-promote-good-user-
comments-on-news-sites/ 
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space are forging a new form of public opinion that the press is unsure of how to handle 

(Kim, 2009; Feaver, 2009; Schultz, 2010).  Because anyone who can read, type and has 

access to the internet can participate in this new space, the press is now hosting a more 

diverse range of thoughts – including those that are racist and sexist.    

 Caught between the traditional responsibility of fostering public participation and 

the emerging fear of becoming the new host for hate, the press stands at difficult 

crossroads.  With the capability to host all voices (as opposed to previous mediums where 

limited space was cited as the main reason to feature only select voices), should the press 

allow this new space be open to everyone’s opinions and continue business as usual in 

only allowing voices and perspectives journalists see fit for public amplification?   

 Readers’ comments are prevalent on online news sites and editors, journalists and 

citizens are debating their worth.  This research provides an opportunity to examine 

journalists’ role as the gatekeepers of voices in the new public space, but to also study the 

newsroom practices that are developing to host these spaces.  My project also investigates 

how society’s diverse cultural ideologies are seeping into what traditionally has been a 

journalistic space.  Theories about the public sphere help illuminate this project’s quest to 

analyze the representations of dialogue, democracy and diversity in this new space.   

THE ROLE OF THE PRESS 

 Journalism has long been understood to maintain several responsibilities – to 

serve as the public’s watchdog, to offer a voice for the marginalized, to challenge people 

beyond complacency and to provide vital information so the public is able to make 

informed decisions.  However “the primary purpose of journalism  has remained constant 
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since the notion of a ‘press’ first evolved three hundred years ago and that is to provide 

citizens with the information they need to be free and self-governing” (Kovach & 

Rosenstiel, 2001). 

 Simply put, many would argue journalism is democracy’s lifeline.  As James 

Carey (1997) said: 

 Perhaps in the end journalism simply means carrying and amplifying the  
 conversation of people themselves.   
 
This definition has been so deeply rooted in the minds of news producers that it is hardly 

ever contested (Kovach & Rosenstiel, 2001).  It becomes difficult then to separate 

journalism from the creation of community and later democracy (Kovach & Rosentiel, 

2001). Journalism is so vital in the creation and maintenance of democracy that 

suppressing freedom in societies begins first with the suppression of its press (Kovach & 

Rosentiel, 2001).  To summarize it in the simplest of ways, journalism in theory covers 

topics that create dialogue among the public, resulting in a formation of an informed and 

active community, which in turn ensures the continuation of democracy. 

SINGULAR SPHERE, MULTIPLE SPACES 

 The public sphere as first envisioned by Habermas was a place where the public 

congregated to debate amongst each other to articulate its interests.  Drawing from the 

public sphere theory, this research analyzes how readers comments may be understood as 

a new public space.  Readers comments allow online news audience to come together on 

a shared virtual space to participate and voice their opinions on topics that have usually 

been generated by the accompanying news story. 
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 According to Papacharissi (2002), the term “public connotes ideas of citizenship, 

commonality, and things not private but accessible and observable by all” (pp. 10).  

Overall the internet has promoted several new public spaces that conjoin “traditional 

mythic narratives of progress with strong modern impulses toward self-fulfillment and 

personal development” (Jones, 1997, pp. 22).   

 Throughout this research, reader comment sections are understood as an example 

of a new public space and should not be confused as the new public sphere.  To explain, 

the public sphere is made up of several public spaces as theorized by Fraser.  The public 

sphere as thought of by Habermas was not, using a phrase borrowed from Papacharissi 

“accessible and observable by all.”  It was a singular place reserved only for privileged 

men to practice their democratic rights of debate and discussion.  Women and other 

marginalized groups in society were not welcomed in this sphere.  Although Habermas 

did not envision a society where smaller spaces comprised the larger public sphere, many 

scholars, most notably Fraser (1992), disagreed with his singular notion of a public 

sphere.  These different theoretical perspectives will be discussed further in chapter 2.    

READERS’ COMMENTS SECTION: PANACEA OR POISON? 

 Quickly emerging as a new public space under the umbrella of the public sphere, 

readers’ comments in online news websites are a new form of participation because 

comments can be posted anonymously.  Unlike the original concept of the public sphere 

where anonymity was not an option, the availability of online anonymity has brought 

freer expressions but also many challenges.  Anonymity has allowed for a smorgasbord 

of audacious input – much of it in direct opposition to the democratic ideal of equality.  
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Long perceived as a basic free speech right in democratic countries, anonymity faces an 

“image problem in today’s age of spam, computer viruses, spyware, denial-of-service 

attacks on websites, and identity theft” (Crews, 2004, p.1).  Still these issues do not expel 

core truth of anonymity, which is that it fosters authenticity even if it is not welcome 

publicly.   

 If journalism genuinely is a tool to amplify the conversation of the people as 

Carey had suggested, this new public space for readers’ commentary should be the 

modern journalists’ missing link.  Previously, journalists had to gauge and make 

decisions (based on a multitude of factors) about what the public needed to know and 

wanted to know.  In other words, journalism was whatever journalists said it was 

(Kovach & Rosenstiel, 2001)  Letters to the editor were perhaps the closest feature in 

journalism for fostering a dialogue with audiences however limited.  Now with online 

readers comment sections, there is a direct connection between audience’s reactions of 

online news stories that is not only being communicated to journalists but amplified to a 

larger audience 

 The readers’ comments might have formed a bridge connecting journalists to their 

public, but is this good for journalism, society and democracy?  The initial illustration at 

the beginning of this chapter demonstrates the problems arising.  The deletion of all the 

comments on the Austin American-Statesman’s website for the Fort Hood shootings is a 

single (if maybe extreme) example of how news organizations are still struggling with 

this new feature and all that it entails.   
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A UTOPIA UPENDED 

 When the internet first emerged, talk of a utopian place where everyone could 

participate in dialogue exploded.  The web was lauded as the technological vehicle that 

would elevate democracy to an unprecedented level.  It was the long-awaited messiah for 

the growing lag in the public’s democratic participation.  There was no shortage of 

people exclaiming that personal expression and citizen activity would finally be 

attainable for every individual (e.g. Bell, 1981; Kling, 1996; Negroponte, 1998; 

Rheingold, 1993).   

 The euphoria, however, has waned.  The internet has fallen short of the utopia 

many expected.  But perhaps misinformed and misunderstandings about the web served 

to exaggerate its potential.  The internet’s accessibility was blown out of proportion and 

is only actually accessible to a small fraction of the population (Papacharissi, 2002).  The 

availability, or lack of availability in many places of a simple internet connection 

“contributes to an electronic public sphere that is exclusive, elitist and far from ideal – 

not terribly different from the bourgeois public sphere of the 17th and 18th centuries” 

(Papacharissi, 2002, pp. 14).  

 Initial utopian perspectives on the internet had speculated that it would facilitate 

grassroots democracy and bring people from all over the world together.  Geographic 

boundaries would be a thing of the past and “diasporic utopias” would mushroom all over 

the web (Pavlik, 1994).   

 Even though online technologies made it so much more convenient for many to 

participate in the political sphere, convenience was insufficient to ensure participation.  
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Still the internet, though not the renaissance for public participation, has provided 

accessibility unsurpassed by any other medium.  Though accessibility to information does 

not create more informed citizens, or even cultivate citizens’ desires to participate, the 

internet has delivered on the ease of obtaining information.  The internet opened up a new 

platform of accessibility and convenience in aiding public discourse.   

 While many who shared the utopian perspective on the internet are disappointed 

for several reasons but mainly for the fact that the internet has not generated participation 

levels initially assumed, readers’ comments have not suffered from a lack of audience 

participation.  Expectedly, some news stories evoke more responses than others but in 

general, participation has been robust.3   

 News organizations, initially excited about a feature that promoted audience 

interaction are now finding themselves censoring comments and permitting certain voices 

into the public while omitting others.4  However unlike the internet - an unthinking agent 

that merely functions as a potential tool capable of advancing democracy- the press is an 

entity made up of thinking journalists and the promise to promote and protect democracy.   

 

                                                
3 See articles that discuss the booming business of moderating comments due to the increasing number of 
commenters: Swidey, N. (2010, June 20). Inside the mind of the anonymous online poster. The Boston 
Globe.  Retrieved from 
http://www.boston.com/bostonglobe/magazine/articles/2010/06/20/inside_the_mind_of_the_anonymous_o
nline_poster/; Heussner, K. M. (2008, October 14). Who’s Keeping You in Line Online? ABC News. 
Retrieved from http://abcnews.go.com/Technology/story?id=6020149. 
 
4 For example, see articles discussing news organizations’ change in filtering comments such as: Ong, M. 
(2010, May 3). News site adjust approaches to user comments. Sfnblog.com.  Retrieved from 
http://www.sfnblog.com/circulation_and_readership/2010/05/news_websites_adjust_approaches_to_user.p
hp; (2010, January 3). Ill. newspaper suspends Web comments. UPI.com. Retrieved from 
http://www.upi.com/Top_News/US/2010/01/03/Ill-newspaper-suspends-web-comments/ 
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THE PUBLIC SPACE: IS IT FOR EVERYONE IN THE PUBLIC? 

 In accordance with democratic ideals, everyone is equal and should be allowed to 

speak.  Or should they?  Michael Schudson disagrees.  He argues that democratic talk 

does not need to be spontaneous but instead governed by rules, civil and most 

importantly oriented to problem-solving (Schudson, 1997).  Schudson states that not 

every individual should be allowed to participate in conversation, only ones who have 

“cultural capital” are able to be effective in democratic discourse.  He claims that talk and 

equality “is not one of affinity but of paradox” (Schudson, 1997. pp. 298).  Participating 

in a conversation does not equate the reaping of its recuperative powers (Schudson, 

1997).   

 Joohan Kim and his colleagues disagree.  Unlike Michael Schudson, they believe 

that conversation is crucial to a functioning democracy (Kim et al, 1999). As long as talk 

is carried out by “free citizens without any specific purpose or predetermined agenda” it 

contributes to democracy (Kim et al, 1999, pp. 362).  Kim and his team cite a number of 

sources advocating the benefits of any type of conversation: French sociologist Gabriel 

Tarde who defined conversation as “any dialogue without direct and immediate utility, in 

which one talks primarily to talk for pleasure, as a game, out of politeness (1989, p. 87); 

philosopher Oakeshott who believed that conversation does not have to possess a specific 

purpose (1991); and psychologist Moscovici (1985, pp. 187) who argued that “a country 

where people do not talk for the sake of talking is simply one where people do not talk at 

all.” 
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 Unlike Schudson who believes that the only type of conversations that contribute 

to democracy are ones that have a goal, Kim and his colleagues believe that all kinds of 

conversation can foster “enlarged minds” and cultivate “representative minds” (Arendt, 

1958), which then produces impartial reciprocity (Chambers, 1996; Gutmann & 

Thompson, 1996; Habermas, 1996). Conversations also have many benefits at the 

individual levels.  They allow people to navigate through their “idea elements” and 

reduce cognitive inconsistency (Zaller, 1992; Zaller & Feldman, 1992) thereby enhancing 

the quality of an individual’s opinions and arguments (Billing, 1996; Kuhn, 1991; Lasker, 

1949). 

 This leaves the press in a dilemma.  By filtering readers’ comments, are they 

censoring the public’s voices and working against democratic ideals?  Or are news 

organizations trying to govern conversation by enforcing rules, expecting civility and 

gearing talk to achieve solving problems per Schudson’s criteria for democratic talk?  Is 

Schudson accurate in that people with cultural capital are the only ones who should be 

allowed to participate in democratic dialogue, and thus the filtering of comments by the 

news organizations is a way for the press to maintain standards of dialogue?   

  Theoretically journalism has always existed to serve its public but its has never 

had as direct a line to the public’s perspectives.  The public, almost an abstract concept, 

had always existed “out there.”  Journalists rarely experienced a group of collective 

voices responding to their stories in one local space before online readers’ comment 

sections developed.  Now that the gap has truly narrowed between the public and 



 12 

journalists, how should the press deal with this cacophony of voices?  Should it be 

governed with rules and order or allowed an overarching freedom of expression? 

 The inclusion of anyone’s voice in readers’ comments means the inclusion of a 

diverse range of opinions and ideas.  A central question becomes: when is it right to 

choose opinions and ideas to amplify and when, or is it ever, appropriate to exercise 

censorship? This project is particularly interested in the censoring and amplifying of 

discourse that circulate with stories containing strong race and /or gender elements.  The 

proceeding sections will illustrate the reasons for an emphasis of the two culturally 

sensitive topics.   

THE BAN ON BIGOTRY: MULTICULTURALISM’S MASKING OF INEQUALITY 

 Over the past five decades, the United States has evolved from an apartheid nation 

to a country where legalities are in place to ensure protection against discrimination of 

marginalized groups such as women and racial minorities.  From anti-discrimination laws 

to diversity training in companies, the policies today attempt to prevent the blatant 

discrimination against marginalized groups.  But have these laws truly revolutionized a 

nation once divided so deeply by race or have they merely offered timid efforts to mask a 

problem that still has deep roots? 

 Ideas of multiculturalism have infiltrated the economic, political and cultural 

spheres in the United States.  Society no longer publicly sanctions the use of certain 

words and certain cultural actions are deemed inappropriate.  Multiculturalism has 

resulted in polices that seek to redistribute economic equality and political agency.  

Multiculturalism has also strived to recognize the value people of color and women bring 
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to the corporate, academic and political worlds.  Diversity has long been a widespread 

discourse in economics, politics and culture.   

  However many of the efforts undertaken in the United States to promote diversity 

are merely hosting token multiculturalism (Goldberg, 2009).  Token multiculturalism 

does not change the actual dominant powers in place.  With all these efforts to promote 

diversity, we live in a society where many believe racism and sexism live in the past.  

However recent events like Jena 65, Hurricane Katrina6, the hanging noose in the library 

of the University of California in San Diego7, and the media coverage of Hillary Clinton8 

during her run for presidency are just a few examples to indicate that racism and sexism 

are alive and well in this country.   

 A closer look reveals that large groups of minorities are excluded from economic 

prosperity and political power.  Multiculturalism has evolved into a public relations 

vehicle - a showcase of diversity without genuinely challenging the hegemonic white 

patriarchal structures.  The growth of awareness in cultural diversity may be masking an 

                                                
5 On December 4, 2006, six black teenagers convicted in the beating of Justin Barker, a white student at 
Jena High School in Jena, Louisiana.  While the case was pending, it was often cited as an example of 
racial injustice in the U.S. based on the belief that the defendants charges were exaggerated and were 
subjected to unfair treatment.   
6 The inadequate response to Hurricane Katrina in August 2005 which devastated New Orleans was the 
subject of many racist accusations concerning the many black victims involved. 
7 A student at the University of California San Diego hung a noose in the campus library two weeks after 
Black History Month was mocked in an off-campus party. 
8 The media coverage of Hillary Clinton’s presidential campaign has been found to be steeped in sexism.  
For example see Lawless, J. L. (2009).  Sexism and Gender Bias in Election 2008: A More Complex Path 
for Women in Politics. Politics & Gender, 5, pp 70-80;  Caroll, S. J. (2009).  Reflections on Gender and 
Hillary Clinton's Presidential Campaign: The Good, the Bad, and the Misogynic. Politics & Gender, 5, pp 
1-20; Carlin, D. B. & Winfrey, K. L. (2008).  Have You Come a Long Way, Baby? Hillary Clinton, Sarah 
Palin, and Sexism in 2008 Campaign Coverage.  Communication Studies Vol. 60, No. 4, September–
October 2009, pp. 326–343   
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ongoing disparity of power.  This superficial multiculturalism impairs the ability to be 

able to honestly critique aspects of wealth disparity and political power.   

 The promotion of multiculturalism has no tolerance for racism and sexism – at least 

in public.  However, racism and sexism – products of a white supremacist and patriarchal 

structure and long segregated to the private sphere - are now emerging to find a space in 

the mainstream public sphere.  One example of this shift from private to public is in the 

online readers’ comments section on news websites.   

 These comments sections have unintentionally grown into a space that hosts racism 

and sexism.  Because acceptance of racism and sexism has changed publicly, blatant 

expressions of these beliefs have long been confined only to an individual’s safe and 

private spaces.  However, reader comments currently offer anonymity and publicity 

allowing expressions of overt racism and sexism into the public sphere.  

 Scholars such as Van Dijk and Hill have noted that seemingly racist practices 

(including, I argue contributing racist comments on news websites) are not simply 

irrational reactions and seldom originate from ignorance (Hill, 1998; Van Dijk, 1991, 

1993).  Rather these practices are complex and deliberate actions to maintain a privileged 

status in society (Van Dijk, 1993).  Many scholars have researched marginalized 

linguistic practices by whites as the focus of such racist actions (Bell, 1999; Hill, 1998; 

Kiesling, 2001a, 2001b).   

 As a nation with its dominant systems still demonstrating allegiance to white 

supremacy and patriarchy (illustrated clearly by the demographics of the powerful in the 

United States), has the superficial penetration of diversity merely resulted in a publicly 



 15 

polite society? In other words, will the comments sections demonstrate that 

multiculturalism efforts have neglected to genuinely alter the perceptions of women and 

minorities?   

THE CULTIVATION AND GROWTH OF POLITICAL CORRECTNESS 

 In addition to the promotion of multiculturalism, a polite society is also a result of 

the growth of political correctness in this nation.  Originated on university campuses in 

the United States, the impact of political correctness was widespread as nearly 50 percent 

of Americans go to college (Hughes, 2010).  Political correctness cannot be reduced to a 

single movement, cannot be attributed to a single source and thus does not have a simple 

history (Hughes, 2010).  The concept has predated the 1980s and this “protean 

phenomenon (which) has changed radically  even over the past two decades.” (Hughes, 

2010, p. 3).  Initial concerns with education and curriculum that started political 

correctness grew into numerous agendas and issues that concerned race, gender, culture, 

disability, the environment and animal rights (Hughes, 2010).   

 Political correctness started in the form of linguistic to sanitize language by 

suppressing terminology that contained prejudicial features (Hughes, 2010).  The 

sanitizing of the language also meant the curbing of expressing certain prejudicial ideas.  

There was no way to genuinely sanitize ideas and beliefs in people but political 

correctness made it wrong to publicize ones that did not reflect a “leveled playing field”.  

The goal of this suppression was to try and undo past injustices in the quest to improve 

social relations (Hughes, 2010).   
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 Political correctness is based on idealistic notions of how a society should 

function and how people should treat one another.  Political correctness is concerned with 

altering language and behavior (Hughes, 2010).  Unfortunately the sanitizing of language 

and public actions do not mean much for changing the deeper rooted personal beliefs that 

people still possess in their private space.  The action of political correctness is merely 

cosmetic and does nothing to tackle the root of the issue.  It only censors the public 

expression of harmful beliefs.     

 Barbara Ehrenreich argued that “If you outlaw the term ‘girl’ instead of ‘woman,’ 

you are not going to do a thing about the sexist attitudes underneath…there is a tendency 

to confuse verbal purification with real social change.  Now I’m all for verbal 

uplift…[but] verbal uplift is not the revolution (in Dunant, 1994, p. 23-4). Perhaps Robert 

Hughes (1993) said it best when he asserted that “No shifting of word is going to reduce 

the amount of bigotry in this or any other society” (p. 21).    

 For Boyte and Evans (1992), the problem of political correctness, of sanitizing 

language is due to the “paucity of public life in America.” (p. 3).  Boyte and Evans’ 

(1992) definition of public life is the “daily experience of solving differences 

pragmatically.”  (p. 3).  Political correctness is so concerned with sanitizing language that 

it holds an Orwellian position in the expression of negative language.  Even though 

negative language could be a way to achieving more meaningful relations, political 

correctness has not allowed a space for that.  To have a real conversation about race, 

there needs to be discomfort.  Miles Harvey (1991), an American journalist and author 
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said, “The PC push is not only hampering free speech and inquiry, it has also proven 

grossly ineffective.” (p. 147).   

 As hosts of this new public space where both overt and modern racism and sexism 

have resurfaced to spark possible “real” conversations about race, the press is caught in a 

conundrum.  Theoretically an agent of democracy, how is the press able to host a space 

that contains comments in opposition with democratic ideals?  On the other hand, is the 

press’ acting in the interest of democracy when journalists decide who and what ideas are 

able to participate in this public space based on set standards, maintaining civility and a 

goal to achieve problem-solving during conversations as Schudson suggested? 

HOSTING HATE: MOVING FROM THE MARGINALIZED TO THE MAINSTREAM 

 Due to the formal efforts in this country to curb racism and sexism, these issues 

are sensitive topics to discuss publicly.  However, with the creation of readers’ 

comments, these sensitive topics long segregated only to the spaces of an individual’s 

private sphere are being amplified in the public sphere.  Numerous stories result in 

several readers’ posting comments but the ones that are most emotionally charged, often 

with inflammatory content, and the ones that the press have said to be most concerned 

with curbing are stories that have strong race and gender elements.9  As racist and sexist 

comments target large groups of people, the press has voiced their concerns with 

                                                
9 See article by Davenport, C. (2010, March 4). Blowback: Do comments scare off sources? The 

Washington Post. Retrieved from http://blog.washingtonpost.com/story-
lab/2010/03/blowback_commenting_on_debt_co.html; Goldberg, S. (2010, July 19). News sites reining in 
nasty user comments.  CNN.  Retrieved from http://articles.cnn.com/2010-07-
19/tech/commenting.on.news.sites_1_comments-news-sites-credit-card?_s=PM:TECH; Thornton, P. (2009, 
July 24). Racism, Attacks Lead News Sites to Disable Story Comments. PoynterOnline. Retrieved from 
http://www.poynter.org/latest-news/top-stories/97416/racism-attacks-lead-news-sites-to-disable-story-
comments/ 
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providing a platform that could be a convenient space for hate speech.  Readers’ 

comments could be allowing a public space for racist and sexist discourse that if so, is 

being amplified and hosted by news organizations.  

OVERVIEW OF DISSERTATION GOALS 

 In response to certain types of readers comments, the mainstream press in the 

United States has recently had to balance maintaining democratic ideals of citizen 

participation with being the new bullhorn for hate speech.  This dissertation, in addition 

to exploring how journalists and their news organizations manage this role, will also 

analyze the kinds of discourse that journalists find most controversial.  More specifically, 

the analysis of the discourse will focus on readers’ unrestrained comments about race and 

gender fashioned anonymously in an unrestrained space.    

 Drawing perspectives from new forms of journalism, sociological studies in race 

and gender, critical race and feminist studies, this dissertation focuses on a) the 

challenges of news organizations that host this new public space and b) the racist and 

sexist discourse generated by audiences of certain online news stories. 

 This dissertation will investigate the challenges inherent in this new online public 

sphere and the evolving responsibility of news organizations that host and oversee them.  

It will delve into the complex set of issues that journalists and their news organizations 

encounter when providing this space for dialogue.  In doing so, this dissertation will 

contribute to two larger objectives. 

 First, this project will investigate how the online space provided by news 

organizations has become a public instrument for shifting private voices into the public, 
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and how news organizations navigate the challenges of providing a space for democratic 

dialogue produced from a raw, uncensored, authentic and anonymous space.       

 Second, this project will examine public comments about race and gender that 

originated in this unconstrained space.  When left to one’s own accord without the 

restrictions of political correctness and within the safety of anonymity, this project seeks 

to understand how racist and sexist discourse is debated and articulate in contemporary 

American society.  What do these comments tell us about the cultural climate of racism 

and sexism?  

 Modern racism and sexism exist publicly only in subtle forms today.  Because overt 

racist and sexist expressions are so rare today, it is jarring for both journalists and 

audiences alike to witness the blatant written expressions of racism and sexism resurface 

in readers’ comments.  Does sharing a space with what has traditionally been journalistic 

territory, racist and sexist comments from readers contradict the core of journalism’s 

quest in advancing democracy for all?   

 Readers’ commentary still in its infancy is currently raising several questions 

about the role of the press in censorship and audience interaction.  Created to foster 

dialogue, is the public actually served or silenced through these commentary sections?  

Now is the crucial time to examine how the press handles this new feature as the press 

learns to navigate the contours of this new space.  Journalists are sharing the same space 

with readers’ comments which are oftentimes inflammatory and contain opinions and 

information not necessarily vetted before being made public.  In essence, online stories 

produced by journalists are now accompanied by sub-stories in readers’ comments 
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section.  These additional stories that accompany the same space as journalists’ work 

arguably threatens to alter the original intentions of an initial report. 

 Unlike journalists, the commentators suffer no consequences when spreading  

misinformation.  Journalists then are struggling to arrive at a consensus to the best way to 

manage comments.  Should comments be filtered and if so, to what extent?  How do 

journalists navigate their role in serving their audience while not silencing them?  Does it 

go against freedom of expression of the commenters to have their voice censored no 

matter how vitriolic it could be?  Finally do journalists believe that comments are an 

important aspect of audience dialogue in this contemporary electronic environment? 

OVERVIEW OF RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND METHODOLOGICAL APPROACHES 

 Keeping in mind the historical responsibilities and goals of the press in the United 

States, this project involved two sets of research questions that together address the 

primary issues of interest in this dissertation.  These issues include first, the roles and 

responsibilities of news organizations in providing a new public space without becoming 

a platform for hate and second, the discourse that surrounds online readers’ comments 

accompanying news stories with race and/or gender elements.  This second set is 

intended as a means for understanding the cultural climate of racism and sexism. 

1) How do news organizations balance their role in hosting a new online public space 

while maintaining their responsibilities as an agent of democracy?  

a)  Do journalists believe that comments should be filtered by news organizations?  

Why or why not?  If so, how do they determine what is relevant/valid speech and 

what is not? 
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b) According to journalists, what, if any, are the rules of public dialogue that should 

govern this new space? 

c) What are news organizations’ opinions about racist and sexist comments on their 

websites?  Should these statements be deleted?  Why or why not? And if so, how 

do gatekeepers determine when to silence readers?  How do journalists define 

what is offensive enough to reject? 

d) How do these new online readers’ comment sections differ and mirror traditional 

forms of journalist interactions with readers?    

e) How do journalists conceptualize and negotiate dialogic relationships with readers 

in this new space? 

2). How is racist and/or sexist discourse articulated in discussions generated by audiences 

of online news stories when the stories contain strong race and/or gender elements? 

 a) Are online readers’ comments sections providing a new space for hate speech 

 in the larger public sphere, and if so how? 

 b) How is racism debated and articulated in the comments?  Do the free 

 flowing range of emotions reinforce racist discourse, and if so, how?   

 c) Are online readers’ comments section providing a new space for sexist 

 discourse, and if so how? 

 d) How is sexism debated and articulated in the comments?  Do the free 

 flowing range of emotions reinforce sexist discourse, and if so, how?   

 e) Are the comments mostly a space where rational dialogue occurs among a 

 public audience or is it mostly a space for individuals to offer opinions without 
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 engaging in dialogue with others?  

This project will rely on four methodological approaches to provide a rich multitude 

of data for answering the variety of questions posed.  These include: 

1) Large-scale online survey to gather the perspectives of several journalists regarding 

readers’ comments 

2) In-depth interviews to examine the process journalists and news organizations 

experience in navigating through the complexity of hosting a public sphere. 

3) Content analysis to provide an overall quantitative context of readers’ comments 

4) Discourse analysis to interrogate the meanings behind the racist and/or sexist 

discourse that circulates in the comments section by an anonymous group. 

 Applying a multi-method approach, or triangulation, is an attempt to secure an in-

depth understanding of the research questions (Flick, 2002).  Triangulation adds “rigor, 

breath, complexity, richness, and depth to any inquiry (Flick, 2002, p. 229).  

Additionally, by using more than one method, this project aims to “avoid the personal 

bias and superficiality that stem from one narrow probe” (Fortner & Christians, 2003, p. 

354).   

OUTLINE OF THE DISSERTATION 

 The content analysis and discourse analysis of readers’ comments originated from 

five online news stories containing dominant race and/or gender elements.  Analyses of 

all five stories will be grounded in feminist scholarship of intersectional analyses that 

simultaneously combines the dynamics of race, class and gender.  Intersectional analysis 

recognizes that relationships between gender, race, ethnicity, sexuality, class and 
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nationality are all a part of a larger connected web.  Though intersectionality traces its 

roots in feminist scholarship, it embodies more than just gender research and delves 

deeper into relationships between socio-cultural categories and identities (Naples, 2000).   

 This dissertation consists of nine chapters organized in accordance with the flow 

of the research questions above which is divided into two major sections.  The first major 

section focused on journalists’ perspectives while the following section focused on the 

content of the online news readers’ comments.   

 In chapter two, “The history and foundation of the United States’ Fourth Estate,” I 

provided an introduction of the history of the press and the role it has played in public 

discourse.  I discuss Habermas’ original public sphere theory and include a number of 

other theorists who have challenged, contributed and expanded on Habermas’ original 

position.  Finally in this chapter, I discuss the brief history of online news readers’ 

comments and its current climate among news organizations and journalists.      

 In chapter three, “The ugly histories of racism and sexism in the United States,” I 

delved into the history of racism and sexism in the United States and discuss the 

emergence and evolution of a new form of racism and sexism. I concluded this chapter 

with a snapshot of the current climate of racial relations and sexual equality in the U.S.  

 In chapter four, “Research design,” I provided an overview of all four 

methodologies conducted in this study.  I offered justifications in the employment of both 

qualitative and quantitative methodologies to yield richer data.  I explained the process 

and the database used to obtain a comprehensive sample of journalists in the United 

States.  In this chapter, I also included the details of the interview process and the broad 
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questions posed to the participant journalists.  I explained the content analysis as a 

method to provide a foundational sketch of the comments’ and the justification for using 

Foucauldian discourse analysis to understand the articulations of race and gender.   

 In chapter five, “Surveying journalists,” I reported the findings of the large-scale 

survey and discuss the results of over four thousand journalists responses across the 

United States.  In the survey, journalists had the opportunity to differentiate the actions 

their news organizations had executed on online news readers’ comments section and 

also their personal opinions on this new public space.   

 In chapter six, “The journalists’ speak,” I analyzed the interview responses a 

select group of journalists who, from the survey, agreed to participate in a telephone 

interview to further expand on their responses in the survey and discuss in more detail 

and depth about their challenges in navigating this new electronic landscape.  In this 

chapter, journalists were asked to articulate in their own terms how felt about sharing a 

traditional journalist space with their readers and how they navigated serving but not 

silencing their readers.   

 In chapter seven, “Discourse analysis of comments,” I begin each analysis with 

the content analysis serving as the foundational sketch and followed with a more in-depth 

discourse analysis.  I analyzed a total of over 12,000 comments on the five news stories 

selected based on their connections with race and/or gender elements.  In this chapter, I 

explore in detail the articulations that surface in online news readers’ comments sections 

about race and gender.   
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 In chapter eight, “The big picture,” I bring together the results from all four 

methodologies of this study to discuss the key points uncovered in gaining journalists’ 

perspectives and the main findings of the discourse analysis of online news readers’ 

comments.   

 In the concluding chapter, I discuss the potential of this new public space and the 

direction of future research.  This chapter considers the several possibilities of public 

participation in journalism in this new public space and journalists’ opportunities to 

reorient their responsibilities and advance democracy. 
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BACKGROUND 
  

Chapter 2: The history and foundation of the United States’  
Fourth Estate 

 

 Perched 59 feet above ground, Rusty in his brown ironworking boots balanced on 

uneven temporary decking as he headed to grab extra bolts for his crew.  He lost his 

footing, stumbled and crashed to the ground.  His death in March 2008 marked the fourth 

construction fatality at City Center and contributed once again to the Las Vegas Strip’s 

disturbing trend of construction workers’ fatalities.  Averaging one death every six 

weeks, the Strip was quickly becoming Las Vegas’ own Grim Reaper.  Alexandra 

Berzon, reporter at the Las Vegas Sun, exposed the high death rate among construction 

workers.  Her reporting led changes to policy and improved safety conditions.  Six 

months after her story first broke, not a single worker had died. 

 Army Spec. Jeremy Duncan returned from Iraq to recover from his war wounds.  

Torn walls with black mold, rotted floors with holes, mouse droppings, dead 

cockroaches, stained carpets and cheap mattresses at the Walter Reed Army Medical 

Center welcomed him back.  The Washington Post’s Dana Priest, Anne Hull and Michel 

du Cille exposed the mistreatment of wounded veterans at Walter Reed Hospital.  Their 

reporting resulted in then President Bush and Defense Secretary Robert Gates promising 

swift changes.  The reporters’ expose spearheaded a three-panel government committee 

to study the entire overburdened military medical-care system for returning armed forces. 

 Beneath the grounds of seven Southwest Virginia counties laid pools of natural 

gas worth over a billion dollars a year.  Some of this gas belonged to landowners who 
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were forced by the state to lease their mineral rights to private energy corporations for 

development.  Instead of the mineral owners receiving royalties, the state funneled the 

thousands of dollars every month into an escrow fund that royalty owners cannot monitor 

or access without a tremendous legal battle.  The Bristol Herald Courier’s reporter Daniel 

Gilbert exposed the discrepancies, which resulted in the state assigning personnel to help 

deposit payments into individual escrow accounts, an electronic database to aid the public 

in locating property and ownership information online.   

 Saving lives, exposing medical mistreatment and returning rightful payments - 

these Pulitzer prize winners from 2008, 2009 and 2010, demonstrate some examples of 

American press’ finest moments.  Awarded the Public Service honor, this category is the 

only one out of the fourteen journalism categories awarded the iconic Pulitzer gold 

medal.  It is awarded to journalistic works that showcases “a distinguished example of 

meritorious public service” and remains one of the original prize categories. 

 The face of American journalism has undergone remarkable changes especially in 

the 21st century but the core that it should exist to serve the public has remained a 

constant throughout the years.  The American press remains one of the freest in the 

world.  Protected in its Constitution, the nation’s founders envisioned a press to serve the 

governed. 

 To begin this chapter, the first section offers a brief historical background of 

journalism’s foundation as host of public discourse.  This short description of 

journalism’s past is to contextualize modern day journalists’ role as host of the new 

public space.  The second section of this chapter discusses Habermas’ public sphere 
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theory and theorists who modified his original theory to challenge Habermas’ narrow 

demography and rigid structure of the public sphere.  The third part of this chapter 

describes the brief history of online readers’ comments, the current state of this 

discussion mechanism, and discusses issues of anonymity and moderation/censorship as 

they pertain to a free press and a democratic public space.  The chapter concludes with a 

discussion of the internet as the medium that has surpassed all others in the public’s most 

inclusive communicative tool.   

JOURNALISM’S ORIGINAL ROLE: HOSTS OF THE PUBLIC’S DISCOURSE 

 According to Kovach and Rosenstiel, “Journalism must provide a forum for 

public criticism and compromise” (2001, p.136).  Before the systematic publication of 

printed news, “news” was something that was exchanged over a pint of ale in “publick 

houses” (Kovach & Rosenstiel, 2001, p. 137).  Conversations – exchanges of ideas and 

opinions - were the original engines that drove news.  In 1609, printers came up with a 

way to make some money.  They began gathering shipping news, gossip and politics and 

delivered all the information onto a uniformed format (Kovach & Rosenstiel, 2001, p. 

137).  And so the first newspapers were born.   

 Journalism kept an open forum with the public for several years.  When 

newspapers were formalized and a physical product could represent the containment of 

news, the editorial page became a place for community discussion through published 

letters to the editor.  Later on, the editorial letters expanded to the emergence of op-ed 

pages which were usually written by readers (Kovach & Rosenstiel, 2001).   
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 The concept of a public forum was so important to American journalism that 

publishers came up with other creative ways to keep it alive.  The Houston Star in 1830 

made its lobby an open salon for the public (Leonard, 1995).  Residents were encouraged 

to help themselves to “a good glass, an interesting paper, and a pleasant cigar” as a way 

to foster a common place for discussions to take place (Leonard, 1995, p. 152).  In 

several other cities, the tradition of the newspaper lobby as a public reading room and 

salon continued over a century.  The newspaper was a part of the community it served 

and provided a physical location for its community to gather, but more importantly to talk 

(Leonard, 1995).   

 Deliberative talk is not only foundational to an American press, it is ingrained in 

the political foundation of the United States.  The Founding Fathers believed that true 

sovereignty can only be achieved through a framework of deliberative discussion (Berdal, 

2004).   

 As the U.S. Supreme Court Justice, Louis D. Brandies observed: 

 (quoted in Glendon 199, p. 171): 

 Those who won our independence believed that the final end of the 
 state was to make men free to develop their faculties; and that in 
 its government the deliberative forces should prevail over the 
 arbitrary. ... They believed that ... the greatest menace to freedom 
 is an inert people; that public discussion is a political duty; and 
 that this should be a fundamental principle of ... government. 
 
 
PUBLIC SPHERE THEORY 
 
 Habermas’ public sphere theory emphasized public discourse as the engine of a 

democratic society.  In The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, Habermas 
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(1989) idealized an active, participatory bourgeois public sphere in the heroic era of 

liberal democracy.  There are two major themes in Habermas’ book – one is the analysis 

of the historical beginnings of the bourgeois pubic sphere and two, the structural change 

or breakdown of the public sphere due to the rise of state capitalism, the culture industries 

and the economic corporations that have vested interests in controlling the public 

discourse.  Habermas described big economic and governmental organizations that 

dominated the public sphere and citizens became passive consumers of goods, services, 

political administration and spectacle (1989). 

 Habermas first envisioned the bourgeois public sphere based on developments in 

Britain, France and Germany in the late 18th and 19th centuries.  He proceeded to analyze 

its degradation in the 20th century (1989).  The bourgeois public sphere which appeared 

around 1700 was to mediate between private concerns of individuals in their familial, 

economic and social life.  The public sphere was comprised of information and political 

debate found in places such as newspapers and journals as well as institutions where 

political discussions took place such as parliaments, political clubs, literary salons, public 

assemblies, pubs and coffee houses, meeting halls and other public spaces (Habermas, 

1989).   

 In this public sphere, individuals and groups could shape public opinion by 

addressing specific needs and interests while influencing political practices.  The 

bourgeois public sphere formed a realm of public opinion that stood against powers of the 

state and other powerful interests that were to shape bourgeois society.  The principles of 

the public sphere involved an open discussion of all issues of general concern in which 
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discursive argumentation was employed to ascertain general interests and the public 

good.  The public sphere thus presupposed freedoms of speech and assembly, a free 

press, and the right to freely participate in political debate and decision-making.   

 Habermas’ notion of the breakdown of the public sphere explains how it 

transformed from a space of rational discussion, debate and consensus to a space that is 

controlled by corporations and the elites who have the financial means and the power to 

do so.  In the transformation that Habermas discusses, public opinion is morphed from 

discourse that originates from the organic form of debate and discussion to the 

manufactured content composed by media experts working for corporations and the 

powerful.  The public’s raw debate and discussions have been replaced by controlled 

messages and manipulations by the “machinations of advertising and political consulting 

agencies” (Kellner, n.d.).  “Publicity loses its critical function in favor of a staged 

display; even arguments are transmuted into symbols to which again one cannot respond 

by arguing but only by identifying with them” (Habermas, 1989, p. 206).   

 For Habermas, the function of the media transformed from facilitating rational 

discourse and debate within the public sphere into shaping, constructing and limiting 

public discourse to the themes validated and approved by media corporations.  From 

inviting readers to engage in dialogue in the lobbies of news organizations, the media is 

no longer a channel for the public but instead a channel for the interests of giant 

corporations that disseminate highly controlled information.  Hence the connection 

between a sphere of public debate and individual participation has according to some, 

long ago been fractured by the content mainstream media outlets have been feeding the 
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public per the influence of giant corporations.  Citizen-consumers consume and absorb 

passive information without engaging intellectually.  The advent of online readers’ 

comments alters this long standing structure of media corporations controlling discourse  

by allowing citizens back into the conversation albeit a limited one as topics (news 

stories) are still initiated by the mainstream media.   

 Habermas’ interpretation of the golden era of public discourse prior to its 

disintegration included only a public whose demography consisted of rich, white men.  

Working class, the poor and women did not have voices in the public sphere that 

Habermas envisioned to be the very foundation of democracy.  A place of diversity, 

tolerance, debate and consensus extended only to the privileged, white men.   

 Critics of the public sphere theory had much to contribute in their responses to 

Habermas’ original theory.  The main disagreements against Habermas’ original theory 

are identified as a) singular public sphere, b) idealization of the bourgeois public sphere, 

c) rational (constricting) discourse d) rigid talk and e) private vs. public matters. 

Singular Public Sphere 

 Habermas failed to acknowledge any other public spheres that fell outside the 

values of the bourgeois public sphere.  The entire basis of a public sphere that contributed 

to a functioning democracy represented only voices of the privileged.  For Senya 

Benhabib (1992), public participation or lack thereof was the most problematic in 

Habermas’ work.  She stated that ideally a “public space is not understood agonistically 

as a space of competition for acclaim and immortality among a political elite; it is viewed 
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democratically as the creation of procedures whereby those affected by general social 

norms and collective political decisions can have a say in their formulation, stipulation 

and adoption.” (1992, p. 87). Benhabib (1992) is a proponent of flexible boundaries and 

she believes that public spheres have to be “claimed and renegotiated when the need 

arises.” (p. 88).   

 Nancy Fraser (1992) refers to other scholars such as Joan Landers, Mary Ryan, 

Geoff Eley when she argues that the public sphere was in fact not as inclusive as it was 

made out to be.  On the contrary, it was the training ground and eventually the power 

base of a stratum of bourgeois men who were coming to see themselves as a “universal 

class” and preparing to assert their fitness to govern.”  To put it simply, it was men 

participating in this public sphere to discuss how they can better govern if they were in 

power.  Habermas’ vision of a singular public sphere is too narrow according to Fraser.  

She defines this singularity as the “institutional confinement of public life to a single, 

overarching public sphere”, explaining “positive and desirable state of affairs, whereas 

the proliferation of a multiplicity of publics represents a departure from …democracy.”  

(1992, p. 122).  The problem is that the public is simply too vast to be under one public 

sphere where all the concerns are said to be equally represented.  Fraser argues, in 

disagreement with her understanding of Habermas, that “the ideal of participatory parity 

is better achieved by a multiplicity of publics than by a single public.”  (1992, p. 127). 

Idealization of the bourgeois public sphere 

 Infatuated with what he envisioned to be the ideal source of democratic 

deliberation, Habermas had placed the public sphere on an intellectual and democratic 
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pedestal.  However, research has revealed that the early print market was not a place that 

was dominated by intellectual discourse in the quest of public enlightenment but instead 

by capitalists (much like the ones to blame for the denigration of the public sphere in the 

20th century) who wanted to turn a quick buck (Garnham, 260).  Schudson goes even 

further to challenge Habermas to question if there ever was a public sphere (1992).  

Schudson claimed that the model of a public sphere is simply a standard of what an ideal 

society should achieve but Schudson refutes Habermas’ claim regarding the glory 

yesteryears of the public sphere (1992).   

Constricting discourse forced to a consensus  

 Habermas’ model of the rational discourse neglects to take into consideration 

positions that will always remain bitterly divisive and irreconcilable.  Habermas’ vision 

of the public sphere’s outcome was unattainably organized – each discussion must arrive 

at a consensus (Schudson, 1992).  However if one reflects on how he envisioned his 

public sphere, arriving at a consensus for every discussion was not such an unattainable 

concept.  If the public sphere consisted only of a homogeneous group - rich, white men- 

they most probably shared the same concerns and reaching shared conclusions would not 

have been such a feat compared to if the public sphere had truly included voices from all 

walks of life.   

Rigid talk 

 Habermas also neglects rhetorical and playful aspects of communicative action 

which leads to too sharp a distinction between information and entertainment.  Genuine 

conversation is hardly rigid and must flow naturally to coax genuine responses.   
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Private vs. public matters 

 Habermas excluded the household and the economy from the public sphere which 

subsequently marginalized women’s participation.  Mary Ryan argued that this line that 

separated public affairs from the private matters was merely a disguise that kept women 

out of participating in the public sphere (Ryan, 1992).  Fraser (1992) in “Revisiting the 

Public Sphere” claims that the bourgeois public sphere discriminated against women and 

the lower strata of the society: “…this network of clubs and associations – philanthropic, 

civic, professional, and cultural – was anything but accessible to everyone.” (p. 114).  

One of the problems with a single public sphere is the question of what should constitute 

a “common concern” (Fraser, 1992).  In Habermas’ definition, any issue that pertains to 

the public can participate in the public sphere.  However, the line between private and 

public are not rigid. Fraser offers an example of the general conception of domestic 

violence which originally was considered only a matter of private concern but has since 

shifted to one that is of a common concern.   

 Overall, Habermas’ critics focus on the narrowness of the ideal public sphere and 

the rigidity of its structure.  He idealized a public sphere that represented only a few 

voices from the same demography as the entire foundation that sustained democratic 

principles.  Even though the theory is imperfect and has attracted several critics, the core 

of it remains that the public must participate in dialogue to be able to engage in 

meaningful citizenship.  
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 Habermas proposes to regenerate the public sphere by setting “in motion a critical 

process of public communication through the very organizations that mediatize it” (1989, 

p. 232).  If Habermas is accurate, online readers’ comment sections could provide the 

starting point.  

 For this project, I posit that online news comments allow readers the opportunity 

to engage in Fraser’s multiplicity and inclusivity of public spaces and in Habermas’ 

proposition to revitalize the public sphere.  The multiplicity factor is represented in the 

multitude of news websites that online readers can frequent.  The inclusivity of online 

readers’ comments lay in the fact that there are no rules denying anyone’s participation – 

unlike Habermas’ public sphere where one’s socioeconomic status and racial group 

determined one’s ability to participate.  Nonetheless barriers such as accessibility to an 

internet connection and literacy still exist.  However these barriers are not limitations 

dictated by news organizations.   

THE NEW PUBLIC SPACE: ONLINE READERS’ COMMENTS 
 
 Relying on the theoretical framework outlined above, the public sphere has 

mutated into a variety of modern day spaces – many of which have mushroomed and 

thrived on the internet.  One of these spaces, online readers comments sections associated 

with news stories, is the focus of this news research.  Before delving into the genesis of 

online readers comments and its current state, a clear definition is key:  Online readers’ 

comments are simply readers’ comments that accompany a specific news story on an 

online news’ website.  It is a section dedicated to the opinions and reactions of readers 

and is usually placed at the end of the news story where readers are invited to respond.  
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The comments often then form into a dialogue between readers, and sometimes, though 

very rarely, between journalists too.  This project specifically considers mainstream news 

organizations based in the United States.   

 Online news comments section are the modern day lobbies of news organizations 

– a virtual space for public discourse.  However, instead of a drink, a cigar and a 

newspaper, readers are now only offered a user name and a warning to be civil.  Online 

comments share similar traits with public journalism’s goal of re-engaging the public.  In 

the late 1980s, journalists, scholars, politicians and pundits became concerned about 

citizens’ contempt for and a growing sense of distrust of the media (Blumler and 

Guretvitch, 1995; Fallows, 1996; Capella and Jamieson, 1997).  Evidence of a “crisis of 

public communications” emerged as the public’s participation in politics plunged 

(Blumler and Guretvich, 1995).  To counter this, the “public journalism” movement 

sought to rebuild newspapers’ relationships with their readers by engaging local 

communities in newspaper coverage (Rosen and Merritt, 1994; Charity, 1995; Merritt, 

1995; Rosen 1996; Glasser, 1999).  

 In the spirit of the public journalism movement, journalists might have been 

expected to embrace online readers’ comments but did not.  It took some time for 

journalists to allow this feature even after they had witnessed how engaged online readers 

were through comments on blogs and other similar digital media outlets.  Only in the past 

five years have online readers’ comments been steadily rising in popularity on 

mainstream news websites (Kim, 2009). 
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 Similar to letters to the editors, online readers comments allow readers to 

participate in the news process.  Letters to the editor sections in a newspaper are 

considered one of the few important spaces for public discussion by ordinary citizens and 

is seen as a key institution of the public sphere (Habermas, 1989; Jorgenson, 2002).  

Many editors note the section to be “among the few outlets available to the public for 

voicing opinion,” “the community’s heartbeat,” and a “debating society that never 

adjourns” (Kapoor and Botan, 1992; Kapoor, 1995).  Not only are letters to the editor a 

way to engage reader’s participation, surveys have shown that the letters section remains 

one of the most popular items in the newspaper and is read regularly by half of the 

newspaper’s audience (Hynds, 1994).   

 Although news organizations are now embracing online readers comments, some 

are allowing comments only on select stories (Perez-Pena, 2010).  Online news is a 

competitive business and many sites encourage comments as a way to create conversation 

with readers and also to gauge which stories resonate most with their readers (Goldberg, 

2010).  However, there is a strong economic reason why news organizations are finally 

adopting comments on their websites – stories with comments attract more page views.  

Page views are a strong selling point in luring advertisers to spend more money.  

 Though news organizations recognize the growing popularity in readers 

comments, it does not negate the fact that readers comments remain a conundrum for 

many news editors.  Currently there is no systematic enforcement across news 
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organizations over any aspect of readers’ comments.10  There are no rules regarding 

readers’ identity, types of content, length of content, etc.  Readers’ comments range from 

news organizations such as the Sacramento Bee in California where every comment for 

every story is allowed.  Nothing is prohibited from the site.  On the other end of the 

spectrum there is The Atlantic’s Daily Dish in Washington, D.C. that has banned all 

readers’ comments. 

 However most news organizations fall somewhere in between these two extremes.  

The Minneapolis Star Tribune allows readers’ comments but completely disables 

comments on stories that involve a) crime, b) Muslims, c) fatalities/suicides, d) gays, e) 

distressed local companies, f) racially sensitive issues, g)local homes and h) C.J. , a local 

entertainment columnist (Thornton, 2009).  The News and Record in Greensboro, North 

Carolina decides based on the story whether to allow online comments or not but the 

trend there has been to enable comments on fewer stories than before (Thornton, 2009).  

The newsroom has made it a policy to disable comments on stories that they have found 

to consistently bring in the most offensive and inappropriate commentaries such as crime, 

immigration, and any topics that involve race and gender (Thornton, 2009).  The editors 

do allow some commentaries on crime and stories involving racial issues but the 

commentary section is closely monitored (Thornton, 2009).   

                                                
10 For example, see articles discussing news organizations’ struggle with enforcing civility: Clark, A (2007, 
March 15). Gannett.  Editors explore issues surrounding Community Conversation; ‘We want to reinforce 
importance of engaging people in a dialogue,’ says Carroll.  Retrieved from 
http://www.gannett.com/go/newswatch/2007/march/nw0315-3.htm; Goldberg, S. (2010, July 19). CNN. 
News sites reining in nasty user comments.  Retrieved from http://articles.cnn.com/2010-07-
19/tech/commenting.on.news.sites_1_comments-news-sites-credit-card?_s=PM:TECH; Heffernan, V. 
(2009, April 26). The New York Times. Comment is King.  Retrieved from 
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/04/26/magazine/26wwln-medium-t.html 
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 The Boston Globe has a policy of never turning on comments for stories that 

involve personal tragedies (Thornton, 2009).  The Quad-City Times in Davenport, Iowa 

bans commentaries on sexual assault stories for fear of someone posting the victim’s 

name (Thornton, 2009).  Quad-City Times is also very careful in deciding whether 

comments are allowed on stories that could potentially attract racist remarks as the 

community has a large migrant worker population.  Though news organizations like The 

Grand Island Independent in central Nebraska has recently decided to remove all 

commentaries from the website, Matthew Ingram, editor at The Globe and Mail in 

Toronto has loosened restrictions on what is allowed to remain on his news website.  The 

Globe and Mail currently only removes commentaries on stories that involve legal issues 

of libel or contempt of court.  Before Ingram took over as editor, commentaries were 

banned on stories involving the Middle East, women and homosexuality (Thornton, 

2009).   

ANONYMITY: A READER’S RIGHT OR THE PRESS’ PERIL?   

 When a growing number of news organizations finally embraced online readers 

comments, the assumption was that anyone could comment anonymously.  This was not 

unusual considering anonymity has been a natural characteristic of the internet.  

According to Arianna Huffington, founder of the Huffington Post, “Anonymity is just the 

way things are done.  It’s an accepted part of the Internet…” (Perez-Pena, 2010).   

 Anonymity has enjoyed a long and rich history in the United States.  As Judge 

Baumgarner had cited in Doe v. The2Mart.com, Inc., read: 
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  The right to speak anonymously was of fundamental importance to the  
  establishment of our Constitution.  Throughout the revolutionary and early 
  federal period in American history, anonymous speech and the use of  
  pseudonyms were powerful tools of political debate.  The Federalist  
  Papers (authored by Madison, Hamilton, and Jay) were written   
  anonymously under the name ‘Publis.’ The anti-federalists responded with 
  anonymous articles of their own, authored by ‘Cato’ and ‘Brutus,’ among  
  others…Anonymous speech is a great tradition hat is woven into the fabric 
  of this nation’s history.  The right to speak anonymously extends to speech 
  via the Internet.  Internet anonymity facilitates the rich, diverse, and far  
  ranging exchange of ideas.  The ability to speak one’s mind on the Internet 
  ‘without the burden of the other party knowing all the facts about one’s  
  identity can foster open communication and robust debate.  
  

 One advocate of anonymity is commenter Laurie Hale who comments under 

TennMom.  She believes that anonymity is a positive aspect of the internet in spite of the 

racism and bigotry (Carlson, 2009). Hale had emailed the editor of The Tennessean in 

Nashville over a letter to the editor that praised Anne Coulter who labeled widows of the 

September 11th tragedy as “media whores.”  Hale’s criticism was printed in the 

newspaper alongside her email address.  She received several positive responses from 

readers, but “had two that were really disturbing, call [her] everything from a heathen to 

an atheist.” (2009).  Her experience proved to her the value of a pseudonym (Carlson, 

2009).     

 Journalists, however, remain divided on anonymous comments.  Much of this 

might be related to journalists’ refrain from using anonymous sources if at all possible.  

Leonard Pitts Jr., a Miami Herald columnist, wrote recently that anonymity has made 

online readers’ comments “havens for a level of crudity, bigotry, meanness and plain 

nastiness that shocks the tattered remnants of our propriety.” (Pitts, 2010).  But an article 
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on Techdirt, a blog dedicated to news stories about the changes in governmental policy, 

technology and legal issues, had a blogger who goes by the handle “hell-no dept” wrote 

that “On the whole the quality of the discussions we see in the comments here is much 

better than on many other sites that do not allow anonymous comments, and seem to stall 

out with just a few comments on each story (even on sites that get a lot more traffic than 

us).” (2010).  Another blogger, “federalist papers?”, wrote “No one denies that when 

anonymity is allowed people may abuse it.  But getting rid of anonymity completely is 

going way too far and greatly diminishes and limits certain important conversations.” 

(2010).   

 Regardless of the opinions regarding anonymous readers comments, several news 

organizations are now expecting a level of identification.  News organizations have 

attempted for years to balance open communication among readers with maintaining civil 

discourse.  However news organizations are complaining of too high of an influx of toxic 

and inflammatory comments and are now needing to take new, more restrictive steps in 

an attempt to encourage more civil dialogue.   

 The Washington Post plans to revise its policy on comments and is considering 

giving greater prominence to commenters using their real names (Goldberg, 2010).  

Buffalo News in New York has since discontinued anonymous readers commentaries as 

of August 2, 2010 (Goldberg, 2010).  Commenters are now required to register with their 

name, city of residence and phone number – more information than most news 

organizations require to post comments.  Staff at the Buffalo News will also attempt to 

verify commenters identities (Goldberg, 2010).   
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 The Sun Chronicle in Attleboro, Massachusetts launched a system on July 7, 2010 

that requires commenters to register their names, addresses, phone numbers and a credit 

card number.  Users are charged a one-time fee of 99 cents which activates their account.  

Commenters’ names and communities based on their credit card information then appear 

next to the comments they post in the news site (Goldberg, 2010).   

 The Huffington Post still allows commenters to remain anonymous.  In April 

2010, Huffington Post launched “HuffPost Badges” to “allow the HuffPost community to 

move actively participate in the comment moderation process” (Goldberg, 2010).  The 

system places the monitoring of comments on its readers.  It awards badges to 

commenters who are frequent posters and flag inappropriate comments.  Huffington said 

HuffPost badges “has helped make us a more dynamic and interesting site, while keeping 

the conversation civil.” (Goldberg, 2010).  Huffington (2010) proceeded to say that, 

“Anonymity is fine as long as users maintain a civil tone- something we have worked 

hard to ensure through comment moderation.”   

 Several other news organizations including The New York Times and The New 

York Post have moved in stages that require people to register and provide more 

information about themselves - though it is not revealed onscreen - before being allowed 

to post comments. 

FILTERING COMMENTS: IS IT CENSORSHIP OR SETTING STANDARDS? 

 With several of the news organizations gradually tightening the reigns on 

allowing anonymous comments, questions about the quality of the public sphere surface.   
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Readers’ comments have also taken a financial toll on news organizations. Moderating 

comments has now grown into a billion dollar industry (Heussner, 2008)  Most news 

organizations pay to have a computer mediation tool like Disqus, Echo, Pluck and 

Mzinga to monitor and flag comments.  Deidre, a 41 year old moderator who declined to 

reveal her last name works for Mzinga, a Burlington, Massachusetts-based company, 

estimates that for every ten user comments posted on ABCnews.com, about two or three 

of them are deleted off the site (Heussner, 2008). 

 The Boston Globe has a team of moderators who are dedicated solely to 

monitoring the comments (Swidey, 2010).  The news organization has one or two 

moderators working per shift but with an average of more than 6,000 comments posted 

every day everywhere on the website, it is impossible for moderators to monitor all of the 

comments.  Instead the moderators focus on a similar tactic utilized by the Huffington 

Post and rely on reader commenters to monitor each other.  Commenters can file “abuse 

reports” against each other and the moderators use these reports as a guide to check on 

certain comments (Swidey, 2010). 

 During the days when the only way a public could engage with their news is 

through letters to the editor, space availability became the central argument for why only 

a few letters were selected for publication.  Now with a near infinite space online, space 

is no longer a valid argument for limiting participation.   

 When reminded that participating in the public discourse is seen as crucial to 

responsible citizenship, these become important issues to consider in this new media and 

public space environment.  Some news organizations, however, believe that the inclusion 
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of every comment is not prudent to the overall experience for the reader and even 

detrimental to the news organization as advertisers often do not want to purchase space 

next to vile comments.  Journalists argue that there need to be standards set to ensure that 

this public space does not evolve into a junkyard for unhappy people.  The question then 

becomes about which democratic theory do journalists uphold?  One that encourages civil 

discourse or one that promotes inclusion of all voices? 

 Should every comment be allowed on the comments section?  Michael Schudson 

disagrees that everyone should be allowed to talk.  Schudson argues that democratic talk 

is not just spontaneous but is governed by rules and civility and oriented to problem-

solving (1998).  An individual, he argued, must possess “cultural capital” to participate 

effectively in conversation (1998).  Casual and spontaneous conversation has little to do 

with democracy and asserts that “nothing in conversation itself suggests democracy” 

(Schudson, 1998). 

 However, is Schudson’s theory, like Habermas’, too limited in that all 

conversations should follow set standards?  After all, whose standards of civility for 

democratic discourse should be upheld?  Fraser’s theory, an argument against Habermas’ 

original public sphere theory, is more inclusive.  Unlike Schudson or Habermas, Fraser 

recognizes that spaces where public discourses take place may not necessarily be virtuous 

or democratic.  She argued that some of them are even “explicitly antidemocratic and 

antiegalitarian” (Fraser, 1992, p.124).  But she recognizes that even public spaces that 

have “democratic and egalitarian intentions” are not always inclusive and do practice 

their own forms of exclusion and marginalization.  Online readers’ comments are one 
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such space with intentions by journalists to create a democratic space but ultimately 

filtering comments marginalizes certain viewpoints – no matter how unpopular they may 

be.   

 Fraser stresses the importance of allowing all kinds of discourse to surface 

because it “help[s] expand discursive space.” (p.124).  She argues that in principle by 

allowing marginalized discourses to surface, the public will be forced to openly debate 

the issues.  Fraser notes that allowing unpopular issues to surface is important especially 

in stratified societies.  Perhaps online readers’ comments should allow racist and sexist 

comments to remain – this would then allow opportunities for other commenters to 

counter the biases.   

 Currently journalists are more concerned with the content of the comments that 

are sharing the same space as the stories journalists’ cover than if the dialogue in the 

comments section result in a democratic ideal.  Of the several recent articles that question 

journalists about readers’ comments, hardly any journalist brings forth the mention of 

readers’ freedom of expression (Kroll, 2009; Buttry, 2010; Clark, 2007).  There is a 

disconnect between a reader’s freedom to comment and a reader’s freedom to comment 

on journalists’ news site.  Bob Dyer (2010), a reporter from the Beacon Journal in Ohio, 

wrote in a column that exemplifies many journalists’ viewpoints, “Where in the First 

Amendment does it say a private business is obligated to give voice to anonymous jerks?  

You want freedom of speech? Fine. Buy a printing press. Launch a Web site. Hand out 

fliers on the street corner. Say anything you want on your own dime and your own time. 

That is freedom of speech.”  
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 Vin Crosbie, a professor at Syracuse University, in his article, “Time to get tough: 

Managing anonymous readers comments” wrote that having rights means using them 

responsibly.  He argued that responsible free speech is not the same as absolute free 

speech (2006, OJR).    

 Another more common argument by journalists for filtering readers’ comments is 

that they believe that these comments are not representative of their audience.  Some 

journalists feel that similar to letters to the editor, comments do not represent the public 

opinion and definitely do not represent the whole of their readers (Thornton, 2009; Perez-

Pena, 2010).  People who write letters to the editors have often been dismissed as 

outliers.  They do not represent the demographics, they hold extreme political views and 

they have been demonstrated to derive exhibitionistic pleasure from venting publicly.  

They have also been shown to be older, better educated, more conservative, more 

Republican and overall hold more negative views (Forsyth 1950, Foster & Friedrich 

1937, Grey & Brown, 1970, Rosenau, 1974, Volgy et al. 1977).   

 However, in a study conducted by Sigelman and Walkoz (1992) to gauge the 

public’s opinion on declaring Martin Luther King day a holiday in Arizona, the authors 

found that letters to the editor did represent the public’s opinion.  When a topic is so 

salient that it engages a large number of citizens and drives them to contribute their 

thoughts, the letters to the editor do provide an accurate sense of the public’s opinion 

(Sigelman and Walkoz, 1992).   

 This is an interesting observation as online news stories that evoke strong 

emotions garner hundreds, at time thousands of comments in a short period of time.  
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Stories containing race and gender issues become some of the most popular for readers’ 

comments sections, attracting a multitude of responses.  Similar to how letters of the 

editor nearly ignore most stories, there are several news stories with comment sections 

that do not attract as much feedback.  Certain news stories do not receive even a single 

comment, but those that do - and this dissertation analyzes five stories that have garnered 

a firestorm of comments- could provide a peek into a contemporary public sphere. 

 By analyzing this space when the discussion surrounds race and gender topics, 

one might get a good sense of the opinions, values and ideals about these issues in 

contemporary American society.  In fact, this new public space for citizens to hold a 

dialogue and debate issues, might be the best place to get a sense of society’s pulse on 

issues, because it is recorded and available to study.  On the other hand, if some are 

accurate and these commenters do not represent society at large, then is there a use for 

this space? 

HERALDED SAVIOR: THE INTERNET 

 In just a short period of time, the internet has evolved into an impressive 

communicative tool.  Mainstream online news readers comments is a part of the 

numerous sub-spheres where deliberation is flourishing.  Journalists have concluded that 

the internet’s challenge to traditional media is real and that the medium “will give new 

voice to people who’ve felt voiceless” (Gillmor, 2004, p. xviii).  Hugh Hewitt, radio host 

and an Emmy-winning news anchor said that “the power of elites to determine what [is] 

news via tightly controlled dissemination system [has been] shattered.  The ability and 

authority to distribute text are now truly democratized” (2005, 70-71).  Lawrence 
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Grossman, former president at NBC news said that the Internet gives citizens “a degree 

of empowerment they never had before.” (1995, 146).   

 The accessibility of public discourse through the internet has also been recognized 

in case law.  The U.S. Supreme Court struck down the Communication’s Decency Act 

and emphasized that the internet is able to create a more diverse public sphere: 

  Any person or organization with a computer connected to the Internet can  
  “publish” information….Through the use of chat rooms, any person with a 
  phone line can become a town crier with a voice that resonates farther than 
  it could from any soapbox.  Through the use of webpages, mail exploders  
  and newsgroups the same individual can become a pamphleteer.   
  

 However, some scholars feel that the internet is merely following the evolution of 

its predecessors.  When the telephone was invented, it was going to be the catalyst that 

broke down barriers of distance and expanded social networks, but research indicated that 

the telephone retained the structure of people’s social networks.  People call only the 

people they would visit and the expansion of social networks were exaggerated (O’Keefe 

and Sulanowski, 1995; Park et al. 1981; Wellman and Tindall 1993; Putnam, 2000). 

 Television also carried similar goals for the public.  With more American 

households owning a television, many had hoped that television news would be an 

efficient way to inform the public especially individuals who did not engage in regular 

newspaper use (Hindman, 2010).  However, just like the telephone, research has 

indicated that the hope to narrow the “knowledge gap” between the elites and non-elites 

was limited (Tichenor et al. 1970; Chafee and Kanihan, 1997).  It not only failed to 

narrow the “knowledge gap,” it actually increased the gap and political participation of 
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the educated and the lesser educated segments of the population (Eveland and 

Schedufele, 2000).   

 Has the internet followed that same path?  “Mobilization theorists” argue that the 

internet is able to generate new forms of civic engagement, direct democracy to the 

young, the isolated and the minorities, minimize communication costs, offer direct 

connections to policymakers and increase the number of opportunities for deliberation 

and debate in the political scene (Norris, 2001).  “Reinforcement theorists,” however, 

predict that the internet only reinforces existing patterns of communication, gaps between 

the rich and the poor and provides information to those that are already interested (Norris, 

2001).   

 Regardless of the arguments from both sides, the internet is allowing citizens to 

participate more in public discourse (Hindman, 2010).  Even acknowledging all the 

shortcomings of the internet including the digital divide, influences of economy, 

gatekeepers and the fact that not all websites are created equal, the internet has been the 

most inclusive tool for the public discourse.  As Yochai Benkler (2006) observed, “We 

need to consider the attractiveness of the networked public sphere not from the 

perspective of the mid-1990s utopianism, but from the perspective of how it compares to 

the actual media that have dominated the public sphere in all modern democracies” (p. 

260) and the internet has been successful in this. 

 For so long the public has predominantly been seen but never heard on such an 

intimate level as readers’ comments have allowed.  Letters to the editor, “one of the few 

key areas for public discussion by ordinary citizens” (Habermas, 1989) did not 



 51 

encompass the public’s discourse as widely as online readers’ comments.  The public’s 

opinions have always been gathered through structured forms – polls, surveys, focus 

groups – where the topic and the direction of the discourse are highly controlled.  Online 

readers’ comments are allowing the public the freest form of interaction with the media.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 52 

 

 

 Chapter 3: The ugly histories of racism and sexism in the United States 

 

 The crowd at Grant Park in Chicago roared with excitement as they chanted, “Yes 

we did! Yes we did!” Many waving the American flag wiped away tears from their eyes.  

People laughed and hugged.  Young children, perched up on their parents’ shoulders, 

clapped gleefully.  The jubilation in the air was electric.  The impossible had happened. 

 A black man had won. 

 “CBS projects that Senator Barack Obama of Illinois will be the next president of 

the United States,” said Katie Couric. 

 “We project Barack Obama the 44th president of the United States,” said Wolf 

Blitzer on CNN.   

 “An African-American has broken the barrier as old as the republic.  An 

astonishing candidate, an astonishing campaign.  A seismic shift in American politics.  

You are looking at the 44th president of the United States.  The celebrations begin,” said 

Brian Williams on NBC. 

 And so for many, November 4th, 2008 became the night that symbolized the 

official death of racism in America. 

 Kara Lynch (2008), a reporter for the African American student newspaper at 

North Carolina State University wrote, “Black men can no longer use the excuse that 

their name is Tyshawn Deon Jackson.  So what!  A man named Barack Hussein Obama 
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was elected president of the United States of America.  No longer can we let our 

situations dictate the rest of our lives.” 

 Former secretary of education William Bennett said, “You don’t take any excuses 

anymore from anybody who says, “The deck is stacked, I can’t do anything, there’s so 

much in-built this and that.” (Neiwart, 2008). 

 African-American comedian Wanda Sykes, said, “..black people have no more 

‘excuses’ for their inferior status and would now have to take personal responsibility for 

being disproportionately locked up in the nation’s prisons” (Street, 2008). 

 Two days after the election, African-American actor Will Smith appeared on The 

Oprah Winfrey Show and declared, “The history of African Americans is such that you 

want to be a part of America, but we’ve been rejected so much it’s hard to take the 

ownership and take responsibility for ourselves and this country. It was like, at that 

second, at that moment, all of our excuses were gone.” (Moore, 2008). 

 Columnist Richard Cohen from the Washington Post said the morning of the 

election, “It is not just that he (Obama) is post-racial; so is the nation he is generationally 

primed to lead…”  Cohen concluded in his column that, “…we have overcome.” (Wise, 

2010, p.26). 

 Or so many thought.  But yet many were unaware that within a few days of 

President Obama’s election, some hate websites had received such heavy traffic, they 

were overloaded and their servers crashed (Witt, 2008).  Perhaps, like Mark Twain who 

commented on the news of his death, reports of racism’s demise have been greatly 

exaggerated.  
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 From the days of Jim Crow to the historic night on November 4th 2008, there is no 

denying that progress toward racial tolerance have been made in this nation.  Expressions 

of traditional racist sentiments has all but disappeared from the media and from public 

discourse (Entman, 1990).  Material conditions for African Americans have undoubtedly 

improved since the major legal and political reforms in the 1960s (Entman & Rojecki, 

2000).  Though Americans are far from living in a color-blind society, it has come a long 

way in publicly sanctioning the denial of minorities’ rights and equality.  Overt racism is 

now either illegal or mostly frowned upon.  The civil rights movement resulted in laws 

enacted to protect minorities from discrimination.  Affirmative action was employed to 

cultivate more diverse public places. 

 However due to the formal efforts of laws curbing racial discrimination, racism 

has evolved over time but not disappeared.  No more the militant racial radicalism that 

dominated this country for decades, racism dons a different mask today.  Now only a 

small segment of society would openly admit to being racist or to admit holding negative 

stereotypes about race (Van Dijk, 1992).  Instead race relations are more complicated and 

increasingly subtle (Gresson, 1982, 1995).   

 The first section of this chapter discusses the current state of racism in our society 

while the second section delves into the current state of sexism in the United States.  

Though this chapter’s discussion on racism focuses mainly on the systemic racism 

against African Americans, it does not negate the racism that plagues other minorities in 

the United States.  African Americans are used as the example of, not the exception, to 

racial intolerance in the United States.  The racist ideology that has permeated the United 
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States began with white-on-black oppression and has been institutionalized through 

white-on-black oppression (Feagin, 2000).  The comprehensive system of exploitation 

and oppression of minorities was originally designed by whites against blacks but 

through the years has expanded to other minorities, and for centuries has shaped the lives 

of every American (Feagin, 2000). 

 This chapter will begin with brief discussions on the definition of race and racism, 

how racism began in this country and the current climate of modern racism.  The second 

part of this chapter will discuss the history of feminism in the press and the current state 

of sexism in this country. 

DEFINING RACE AND RACISM 

 Race is a concept symbolized through different types of human bodies.  Although 

supposedly rooted in biology (phenotypes), the differentiation of races has always been a 

more social and historical process (Omi & Winant, 1989).  “The categories employed to 

differentiate among human groups along racial lines reveal themselves, upon serious 

examination, to be at best imprecise, and at worst completely arbitrary” (Omi & Winant, 

1989, p.55). 

 Contrary to popular beliefs, racism is actually a recent practice (Jensen, 2010).  

The differentiation of race and the concept that one race is better than another race 

(racism) was used as part of the “divide and conquer” strategies to control wealth and 

power (Jensen, 2010).  In order to destroy the solidarity that was forming between poor 

blacks and whites working for the rich white elite, the wealthy whites bestowed on the 

white workers “the wage of whiteness” which was largely a psychological belief that the 



 56 

whites were superior to blacks (Jensen, 2010).  With this belief that the poor whites were 

better than the poor blacks, white workers were convinced that no matter how 

impoverished they may be or how wide the gap between their lives and the lives of 

wealthy white people are, they were somehow better than their black counterparts 

(Jensen, 2010).  This belief carried on through the centuries of American history (Jensen, 

2010).   

A DIFFERENT MASK: MODERN RACISM 

 It is not as easy to identify racism today as it was during the days of legal 

segregation.  When racism was state sanctioned, segregation was a blatant sign of racism.  

When blacks were not allowed in certain public areas or not welcome in white 

establishments, there was no masking that they were the victims of racism.  Today, 

identifying racism is much more complicated.   

 With the end of apartheid in the United States in the 1960s came some changes in 

the operation of systemic racism.  For the first time African Americans had, at least in 

theory, access to many areas of the economy and the larger society that had been off 

limits to them for centuries.  To many whites, racism was no longer a problem because 

legal segregation had been outlawed (Feagin, 2000).  However the political and legal 

changes of the contemporary era have by no means eradicated racism as the foundation of 

the American house.  Racism is still reproduced daily through everyday routines. Feagin 

provides examples of white men locking car doors when a black man walks on the street 

or when white women exit the elevator or pull their purses close to them when a black 

man enters (Feagin, 2000).   
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 According to stratification theory, social distribution of resources mainly 

economic ones are indicative to individuals’ “life chances”, “status order” or “class.” 

(Goldthorpe, 2009). Politics are also an important factor in stratification theory.  The 

relationships between the elites and the masses, the dynamics of authority and forms of 

domination are central to preoccupations (Goldthorpe, 2009).  These extra-economic 

factors reinforce the distribution dynamic.  Patterns of elite rule are frequently traced 

back to the distribution of economic resources (Goldthorpe, 2009). 

 A good starting point to gauge racial equality is to look at some hard numbers in 

the United States.  In the United States, African Americans’ per capita income is about 

three-fifths of white Americans.  Poverty among African Americans is three times higher 

than among whites (Sklar, 2009).  A typical white household has about six times the net 

worth of a typical black household (Sklar, 2009).  Black people are imprisoned at a much 

higher rate than whites in the United States.  One out of nine black men ages 25-29 are 

imprisoned compared to one out of 59 white men in the same age group.  Across all age 

groups, black men were six to eight times more likely than white men to be incarcerated 

(Sklar, 2009).  Black women’s incarceration is four times higher than for white women 

(Sklar, 2009).  Although pregnant white women had higher rates of drug and alcohol use, 

black women were about ten times more likely to be reported to authorities by private 

doctors and public health clinics (Sklar, 2009).   

 Black and Latina women are twice as likely as white women to live in poverty 

(Cawthorne, 2008).  Black high school graduates have higher unemployment rates than 

white dropouts (Sklar, 2009).  White men with college degrees earn on average a third 
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more than similar black men (Sklar, 2009).  Only 7 percent of private sector management 

jobs are held by blacks, whites hold over 80 percent of all such positions (Sklar, 2009).    

Middle-class black families have to put in an additional 480 hours more per year just to 

make the same incomes as their middle-class white counterparts (Sklar, 2009).  While 

middle-class white kids will grow up to do better economically than their parents did at 

the same age, most middle-class black kids will grow up to find themselves having fallen 

backwards and doing worse than their parents (Sklar, 2009).   

 Increases in political representation have been slow.  In 1945, Adam Clayton 

Powell, Jr. elected from New York became the only fourth black American to serve as a 

member of Congress in the twentieth century (Feagin, 2000).  The 1960s civil rights 

movement forced major legislative changes, including passage of the 1965 Voting Rights 

Act.  By the 1970s, in part because of enforcement of this act, several million black 

citizens were again voting in the South.  As a result, the number of black elected officials 

has increased from a few dozen in the mid-1960s to several thousand today but still the 

increase remain a small number compared to whites (Feagin, 2000).  

 Since 1800 many political campaigns at the local, state and federal levels have 

been riddled with racial issues.  Numerous recent campaigns by members of the 

Republican and Democratic parties have made use of appeals, blatant or subtle, to white 

voters.  Nixon’s “southern strategy,” which was designed to attract white southerners 

from the Democratic Party to the Republican Party (Feagin, 2000).  George Bush’s 1988 

presidential campaign used black men as rapists.  
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 Since the late 1960s, the Republican party has shown little interest in the civil 

rights issues of great concern to most black voters (Feagin, 2000).  While the Democratic 

party has seen far more participation by black Americans in its deliberations and stated 

policies, since the1980s, its white elected officials have also failed to increase the input of 

black Americans into state and national policymaking to a truly representative level.  

Today more than 130 years after African Americans officially gained access to the 

political process by means of the post-Civil War amendments to the constitution, the 

promises of fair political representation and policy input are yet to be fulfilled (Feagin, 

2000). 

 Apart from the hard numbers within the economic and political realms, other 

pockets offer a peek into racial tolerance in the United States.  For example, what 

previously might have only been said in the confines of a private space is now being 

amplified publically through online readers’ comments sections on news websites.  This 

often uncensored speech offers a peek into contemporary racial climate.  Readers’ 

comments sections offer a window into how people articulate their experiences of the 

world. 

 “Race-talk” is notoriously interpretive (Taylor, 2003).  The evidence that is most 

obvious in race-talk is racial stereotyping which has become a part of our public 

sensibilities during the last four decades (Taylor, 2003).  Feagin agrees that anti-Black 

racism is deeply imbedded in today’s spoken and written English.  White terms like 

“gangs, ghetto, slum, the poor, the economically disadvantaged, welfare recipients, 

violent criminals and drug pushers” have come to symbolize black Americans and 
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sometimes other minorities as well (Feagin, 2000).  By using these safe terms, terms that 

do not explicitly link it to any single racial group, white people including media 

commentators - can utilize the terminology to denigrate black Americans while still 

appearing unprejudiced (Feagin, 2000).   

 Several white scholars and commentators, however, have claimed that racism no 

longer poses a serious threat in the United States (Feagin, 2000).  A recent analysis of 

white attitudes on racial matters and public policy found that “racism is not built-in to the 

American ethos.”  (Feagin, 2000, p. 2).  According to a study, most whites claim that they 

do not see color and that racism is no longer the central factor that determines a 

minority’s chances in life (Bonilla-Silva, 2010).  Most whites publicly blame blacks for 

“playing the race card” and for what they claim to be the unnecessary and divisive race-

based programs such as affirmative action (Bonilla-Silva, 2010).    

 Though the dichotomy of whiteness and blackness continue to dominate the 

landscape of racism in the United States, other minorities such as Latinos, Asian 

Americans and Arab Americans too are victims of racism although their experiences are 

vastly differs from African Americans (Hartigan, 2010; Akram & Johnson, 2002).  

Latinos, Asian Americans and Arab Americans endure the racial perception of 

foreignness African Americans are not perceived as foreign (Hartigan, 2010; Akram & 

Johnson, 2002).  Latinos and Asian Americans continue to be deemed foreign despite the 

fact that many of them have several generational roots in the United States because 

whites have dominated the construction of American identity (Hartigan, 2010).  The 
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continuation of foreignness is perpetrated also in part to the continuing influx of Latino 

and Asian immigrants today into the United States (Hartigan, 2010).   

 By casting these racial minorities as foreign, Latinos and Asian Americans were 

deprived of many privileges reserved for rightful residents (Haney-Lopez, 2006).  More 

specifically, this projection of foreignness has operated as a means to exclude the 

privileges whiteness extends (Hartigan, 2010).  Sociologist Eileen O’Brien (2008) 

defined the term “racial middle” to describe the racial climate of Latinos and Asian 

Americans.  The racial middle is a complex social landscape dominated by Latinos and 

Asians whose racial experience do not mirror African Americans (O’Brien, 2008).   

 Although Latinos and Asians are vastly underrepresented in national politics, 

O’Brien point out that “education levels, marriage patterns, residential choices” these 

groups make are more “white than black” (2008, p. 200).  Data show that Latino and 

Asian Americans “are not only assimilating into the dominant group residentially and 

maritally, but are also beginning to identify with whites by adopting attitudes similar to 

those of majority group members” (O’Brien, 2008, p. 20).  “Nonblack minorities are not 

just living next to and marrying whites, but are also thinking like whites in that they are 

dismissing the importance of race in the United States.  In many ways they are on their 

way to becoming white” (O’Brien, 2008, p. 10).  This continuum towards whiteness 

results in a different racial experience for both Latinos and Asian Americans as opposed 

to blacks who are not on the same path to becoming white.    

 Arab Americans on the other hand have not shared the same racial experience 

with Latinos and Asians.  Through the process of racialization, Arabs have been 
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considered racially different from whites and other racial minorities (Akram & Johnson, 

2002).  Up until September 11, 2001, Arab Americans have been seen as “white, but not 

quite” (Samhan, 1999) and construed also as the minority group that is the “most 

invisible of the invisibles” (Kadi, 1994).  After September 11, 2001, Arabs in the United 

States are now have now moved from “invisible citizens” to “visible subjects” (Lee, 

2002).  Professor Nabeel Abraham described the three distinct ways Arabs have been 

racialized: 1) through political violence by extremist groups; 2) xenophobic local 

violence; and 3) international conflicts affecting the United States (1994).   

 However, Everett Ladd, a leading survey analyst said Americans need to forget 

about racism and “get on with it.”  (Feagin, 2000, p.2).  Ladd stressed that it would be a 

misconception to “think or act as though the American family is in any legitimate way 

understood in racial terms.” (Feagin, 2000, p.2).  John Bunzel shares Ladd’s sentiments.  

Bunzel, a former member of the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights said that this nation 

should no longer use terms like “racism” because it is a “smear word” and seeks to create 

“bitterness and polarization.”  (Feagin, 2000, p.2).  This research project seeks to test this 

perspective by analyzing a contemporary public space.  Through the analysis of online 

comments sections the tenor of race talk in American society can be gauged.     

 If Obama’s presidential win symbolized for so many the death of racism, the 

media coverage of his wife, First Lady Michelle Obama, should symbolize that sexism is 

alive and well.  Michelle Obama, graduate of both Princeton and Harvard, with a 

distinguished career as a lawyer has been reduced in the media to her well-toned arms 

and her sense of fashion (Berg, 2010).     
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GENDER INEQUALITY: ALWAYS AN AFTERTHOUGHT 

 As Barbara Berg laid on her dentist’s chair, she shared with him the book she was 

currently writing, “Sexism in America: Alive, Well and Ruining our Future.” Her (male) 

dentist asked in disbelief, “Alive and well? After Hillary almost got the Democratic 

nomination, and Sarah Palin had the number two-spot on the Republican ticket, how can 

you say sexism is alive and well?” (Berg, 2010, p. ix). 

 The response from Berg’s dentist represents much of contemporary American 

society’s belief about sexism as well.  Discussing sexism in the United States is 

somewhat similar to those who believe racism has disappeared although there exist clear 

differences in the history, the adoption and the maintenance of racism and sexism.  One 

of the most important difference between racism and sexism is the media’s role – 

according to the media, sexism is dead.  While the media does not perpetuate the death of 

racism, it has successfully contributed to the myth that sexism is over.  There is an 

illusion being spread around through mainstream portrayals of women that they have 

achieved success on par with men.  The message from the media: Feminism is now a 

thing of the past (Douglas, 2010).  

A DIFFICULT PAST: FEMINISM IN THE MEDIA 

 Before the media contributed to the myth that sexism is over, the media covered 

the feminist movement as an entertaining spectacle. How the media portrays the stories it 

covers is important because the stories “provide the symbols, myths and resources 
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through which we constitute a common culture” (Kellner, n.d.).  The media’s frame show 

who is in charge, which voices are legitimate and which voices are unworthy of the 

spotlight (Kellner, n.d.).  The way journalists frame social movements, the goals of the 

movement and the participants have been an area of emphasis by researchers who study 

the relationship between media and social movements (see for example, Bronstein, 2005; 

Gamson, 1992; Mansbridge 1989; Snow & Benford, 1988).  Researchers have found that 

newsmakers “shape public understanding of the roots of contemporary problems and the 

merits of alternative solutions” (Nelson & Kinder, 1996, p. 1055).   

 A string of research shows the difficult relationship the media had with the 

feminist movement.  In a study that analyzed the feminist movement from 1966-1986, 

Ashley and Olson (1998) found that the media covered feminists as less important, less 

legitimate and more deviant than anti-feminists.  The coverage of the women’s 

movement was portrayed as more of an event such as a speech or a protest as opposed to 

emphasizing the issues that feminists were fighting for (Ashley & Olson, 1998).    

 Terkildsen and Schnell (1997) found, among other frames, that the coverage of 

the women’s movement in Time, Newsweek and U.S. News & World Report framed 

feminism as a violation of traditional gender roles.  Additionally Rhode (1997), in her 

analysis of a range of contemporary examples, found that feminism was marginalized in 

the media through inadequate coverage, trivialized by focusing on a woman’s physical 

appearance rather than her message, deviant and focusing on self-transformation rather 

than a greater good for all women.   
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 Bradley’s (2003) recent history of 1963-1975 second wave feminism 

demonstrated that journalists framed feminism as a social deviancy.  In the coverage of 

second wave feminism, feminist Betty Friedan was depicted as strident and cold – a 

frame that “helped cement the theme of feminist stridency that was to be the ongoing 

stereotype of feminist of the second wave” (Bradley, 2003, p. 28).   

 The portrayals that the media placed on the feminist movement and its 

participants endured long past the news coverage.  Lind and Salo (2002) found that these 

lasting frames include demonizing participants, trivialization of the movement and 

victimization (presenting feminists as weak, helpless or victims of violence).  The 

researchers also found that feminists were ten times more likely to be described as 

“bitches,” “radical,” and “bad” compared to women in general (Lind and Salo, 2002).  

The public’s image of a feminist had been solidified – a man-hater, strident and 

unattractive woman encompassed the image of a feminist.  (Bradley, 2003).   

THE MYTH IN THE MEDIA: THE “DEATH” OF SEXISM 

 Almost a decade later in the 1990s, a string of incidents11 that targeted women 

sparked enough fury that by 1992, the press had dubbed it “The Year of the Woman” 

(Douglas, 2010).  The same year 108 women ran for Congress and 24 were elected to the 

House.  This was the largest number of women who had ever run and the largest number 

who were elected to the House.  However, all the progress does not negate the fact that 

women were still discriminated in the classroom and they were still the growing victims 

                                                
11 Anita Hill accused Clarence Thomas if sexually  harassing her; the Tailhook scandal involved naval 
aviators trapping women in a hotel and sexually assaulting them; Susan Faludi’s book Backlash about the 
backlash against feminism especially women who had careers. 
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of sexual harassment, date rape and domestic violence (Douglas, 2010) – which the 

media failed to balance with in its coverage of women’s progress. 

 Today in the media, women have been overrepresented as having made it 

completely and having gained sexual equality with men.  Women, according to the 

media, are now financially successful and able to achieve any position they desire.  The 

media has assured girls and women that women’s liberation had been successful and 

women today are stronger, more successful, more sexually in control and are perceived as 

overall more accomplished than women in reality actually are.  (Douglas, 2010).  All that 

overrepresentation in the media has been successful in convincing the public as well.  A 

2009 poll revealed that 60 percent of men and 50 percent of women “are convinced that 

there are no longer any barriers to women’s advancement in the workplace.” (Douglas, 

2010, p. 21). 

 There are indicators that sexism still exists in American society.  For example, 

women still only make 78 cents for every dollar men earn.  An average female high 

school graduate who works full time from 25 to 65 years old will make about $450,000 

less than an average male high school graduate (Sklar, 2009).  This discrepancy widens to 

almost a million dollars when compared to those who have bachelor’s degrees (Sklar, 

2009).  Ninety seven percent of CEOs and 84 percent of the corporate offices at Fortune 

500 companies are men (Sklar, 2009).  A woman can be on the same level of 

management with the same qualifications, same years of experience, same number of 

promotions and still make less than the male colleague with the exact same qualifications 

(Sklar, 2009).  Women are also blamed for their disproportionate poverty by policy 
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makers (Sklar, 2009).  If women earned as much as similarly qualified men, poverty in 

single-mother households would be reduced in half (Sklar, 2009). 

 Aside from the hard numbers, a look at Hillary Clinton’s presidential campaign 

revealed the extreme sexism she endured.  Even though Hillary Clinton is a polarizing 

figure, the attacks from the media focused not so much on her politics but superficial 

aspects that constantly plague women such as her looks and her not-feminine-enough 

demeanor.  In a video created by the Women’s Media Center titled, “Sexism Sells- But 

We’re Not Buying It”, the footage of the sexism in the news coverage of Hillary Clinton 

further demonstrated that sexism is an accepted part of the norm.  The video included a 

variety of sexist comments by pundits and one prominent example highlighted how there 

was so much talk on the news about Hillary Clinton’s cleavage.  The commentary 

criticized how Clinton may have deliberately revealed more skin and accused her of lying 

when Clinton claimed that she did not realize her outfit was ‘controversial.’ 

A sample of Chris Matthews’ commentary: 

  Cosmetics tonight are very important” (Regarding the presidential candidates   
 tonight talking about Hillary Clinton and Michelle Obama.) 
 
  Whatever you said about Obama tonight, his wife looked perfect.   
 
   The only reason women are voting for Hillary is because they feel sorry for her.   
 
   The men who support her are [castratos] in the eunuch chorus.   
 
   Modern women like Clinton are unacceptable to Midwest guys.   
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Michelle Maulkin from Fox news: 
 
 You all saw the famous photo of Hillary Clinton over the weekend looking so 
 haggard and what 92 years old!  If that is the face of experience then it’s going to 
 scare off a lot of independent voters. 
 
Marc Rudov, a self-proclaimed anti-feminist on Fox news discussing Hillary Clinton: 
  
 Men won’t vote for Hillary Clinton because she reminds them of their nagging 
 wives.  
 
 When Barack Obama speaks, men hear take off for the future.  When Hillary 
 Clinton speaks, men hear take out the garbage. 
 
Mike Barnicle, MSNBC Contributor on Morning Joe talk show: 
 
 When she reacts the way she reacts to Obama with just the look, the look toward 
 him, she looks like everyone’s first wives standing outside probate court.  
 
From Ken Rudin of National Public Radio: 
 
 She’s like Glenn Close in Fatal Attraction, she keeps coming back.   
 

 Aside from derision from the media, women also suffer from invisibility when it 

comes to certain matters that have been traditionally male dominated.  As the nation 

scrambled after 9/11 to show the world that the United States was as mighty as can be, 

there was no place else for anything but manly men to save the day.  Women were cast 

aside in the media coverage of the recovery efforts.   

 According to Captain Brenda Berkman of the NYFD, she said: 
  
 I was immediately struck by the total invisibility of women in the media 
 coverage of the rescue and recovery efforts in New York, and I was not the 
 only one.  Women rescue workers found that our own agencies were even 
 ignoring our presence at the countless funerals for their coworkers.  After  twenty 
 years of women working as firefighters in the NYFD and much longer in the 
 NYPD and EMS, it was frustrating and demeaning to have our contributions 
 ignored. (quoted in Berg, 2010, p.103). 
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 As previously discussed, racism though still a problem in the United States, is 

widely accepted as an ugly trait to possess.  Racists do not have a public space that 

welcome their racist views.  But sexism is a different matter.  According to Eric Boehlert 

of the nonprofit organization, Media Matters for America, antiwoman sentiments are now 

the claim to fame.  When women’s groups protested Chris Matthews’ blatantly sexist 

coverage of Hillary Clinton outside MSNBC, Matthews offered a quasi-apology to 

Clinton.  However, a mere three months later, Matthews was rewarded with an eight-

thousand word cover story – a length usually reserved for a head of state – in the April 

2008 issue of the New York Times’ magazine (Berg, 2010).  Sexism is now cool, riotous, 

fun, powerful and self-reinforcing.  (Berg, 2010).  

TOO EARLY FOR THE OBITUARY: SEXISM LIVES ON 

 As racism and sexism continue to permeate through different ways in society, the 

one commonality remains that blatant expressions of racism and sexism are no longer 

acceptable in the public space.  Sexism, although very apparent in media coverage, 

focuses only on individual women.  By targeting only individual women, the media avoid 

being accused of overt sexism against all women. Blatant sexism that generalizes all 

women are almost invisible in the public space.  It is only when the coverage of 

individual women are compiled do the results demonstrate the similar patterns in the 

discourse and method of discussing and covering women.   

 The marginalization of overt racist and sexist expressions in public is due to the 

impact and dissemination of political correctness.  Originated in the late 1980s on 
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university campuses in the United States, political correctness is a form of sanitizing the 

language by suppressing some of its uglier prejudicial features, thereby undoing some 

past injustices or ‘leveling the playing fields’ with the hope of improving social relations   

(Hughes, 2010, p.7).   

 Because of political correctness, certain words became unacceptable in the public 

space.  By curbing the use of derogatory words, the intention was to result in the 

elimination of certain harmful beliefs such as racism and sexism (Hughes, 2010).  

However, the mere eradication of derogatory words in the public space does not 

necessarily mean that society’s genuine feelings about race and gender are altered.  It 

simply means that these demeaning words are not welcomed in public spaces.  However, 

in today’s modern technological world, there are spaces that allow a melding of the 

private and the public.  This combination of the private-public provides society a public 

space to voice their private (oftentimes politically incorrect) beliefs as demonstrated in 

online news readers’ comments sections.  Scholars have long recognized that racial 

epithets and racist speech still exist and persist.  Many agree that more scholarly attention 

should be devoted to analysis of such areas of discourse  given the reality of political and 

social implications (Josey, 2010; Downing, 1999; Van Dijk, 1993).    
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METHODS OVERVIEW 

Chapter 4: Research Design 

 

 As this project analyzed readers’ comments from both the back end (journalists’ 

and news organizations’ roles in hosting comments section) and the front end (the content 

of the comments posted online), this analysis was best conducted with a combination of 

qualitative and quantitative methodologies – also known as a triangulation of methods – 

to explain this multi-faceted topic.  By using a diverse methodological approach, this 

project sought to employ the best method to yield the strongest results for each inquiry.  

For example, the survey resulted in a large number of journalists’ responses and the in-

depth interviews provided a smaller but richer set of responses.  Several scholars have 

promoted the use of methodological diversity and pluralism as the use of mixed methods 

offers robust interpretation of data  (see for example Lindloff & Taylor, 2002; McCeod & 

Blumler, 1987; Miles and Huberman, 1994).   

 This project sought to benefit the use of mixed methods in order to 1) determine 

the current climate of journalists’ perspectives of online readers’ comments, 2) 

interrogate journalists’ articulations of their roles and responsibilities in hosting a new 

public space, 3) provide a surface sketch on the content of online readers’ comments 

from a select group of news stories with race and/or gender elements and 4) to examine in 

detail the discourses on race and/or gender in readers’ comments from the select number 

of news stories. 
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JOURNALISTS PERSPECTIVES: A LARGE-SCALE SURVEY AND IN-DEPTH INTERVIEWS 
 
 The two methods used to gauge journalists’ perspectives were the survey and the 

telephone interviews.  The online survey leading this project’s analysis section examined 

on a broad scale how journalists and news organizations navigated their roles and 

responsibilities as hosts of this new public space.  As online news readers’ comments 

have only recently risen in popularity, no major study has yet been formally conducted to 

examine how journalists and news organizations handle the management of this content.  

 The first major area of inquiry this descriptive survey investigated is the news 

organizations’ reception as hosts of this new public space.  The second major area of 

inquiry this survey explored was specifically how journalists personally felt about their 

responsibilities and implications of this new space they now share with their audience.  

This survey seeks to fill a void in an important but understudied body of research on the 

burden journalists and news organizations shoulder in sharing legitimate and unverified 

content on the same space. 

 Following the survey, 30 journalists (selected from the group of over 100 

journalists who had previously indicated in the survey that they were available for further 

interviews) were contacted for a telephone interview.  The interviews allowed the 

journalists to expand more broadly on their responses on the survey.  It provided them the 

opportunity to voice in detail their views on the impact of readers’ comments in their jobs 

and their news organizations.  It allowed them, as one journalist said, “to think and talk 

about this on a level I never had before.” 

Online survey 
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 An email survey “permits complex questionnaires to be administered more 

quickly, flexibly, and inexpensively than telephone or postal communications” (Best & 

Krueger, 2002, p. 73).  Before any pretesting was executed for this online survey, the 

survey questions were analyzed by a consultant at the Division of Statistics and Scientific 

Computation in the College of Natural Sciences at the University of Texas in Austin.  

Based on the consultant’s suggestions, several survey responses were altered to include 

more open-ended options to allow respondents the flexibility to input their answers which 

would yield far richer data analysis. 

 Next, the online survey was pretested on 15 journalists selected by the researcher 

to further access the clarity of questions and responses.  Based on the feedback from the 

pretest, the survey was altered slightly to more clearly define a few key terms.  The list of 

journalists were obtained from Cision Media Source database – a commercial media 

contact service that has been in business for more than seven decades.  Cision 

accumulates information on journalists through a variety of methods – telephone, mail, 

email and online searches.  For this project, the contact information of 7,764 journalists 

were obtained and surveys were emailed out to all of them. 

 The online survey which contained 35 questions was administered through 

Qualtrics, an online survey software.  Participants received an email invitation with a 

unique access link to the survey.  After the initial invite, participants who had yet to 

complete their survey by the third week received a reminder.  After the first reminder, 

participants who still had not completed the survey within 2 weeks after the receipt of the 
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first reminder were emailed a second reminder.  After two email reminders, phone calls 

were placed to 85 participants who had already participated in the survey.   

 For manageability purposes, the 85 participants were chosen based on the first 

200 respondents in the survey.  In the survey, journalists had the opportunity to leave 

their contact information.  Journalists who had provided their work place information 

based on their email address and a phone number were contacted via phone to kindly 

request they encourage their colleagues to take the survey as well.  Only the journalists 

who were the first one in their news organization to participate in the survey was 

contacted.  For example, if respondents 27, 67 and 80 were all from the New York Times, 

only respondent 27 was called.  Journalists who chose to report personal email addresses 

were not contacted.  In the phone message/conversation, journalists were first thanked for 

their contribution and then asked to encourage their fellow colleagues to respond to the 

survey.  Journalists who participated in the survey were required to give their consent per 

the Institutional Review Board (IRB) guidelines at the University of Texas at Austin.  

 Journalists were divided into five groups based on regions in the United States: 

Midwest, Northeast, South and West.  The online survey was sent out in five stages in 

accordance to the regions.  The online survey was emailed out to: 

 West   June 29, 2010 
 South  July 6, 2010 
 Northeast July 13, 2010 
 Midwest July 27, 2010 
 
 According to Zarca Interactive, a company that specializes in online surveys, the 

best time to send out email surveys is either on a Tuesday or Wednesday.  To maintain 
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consistency, this survey was sent out each Tuesday for four weeks.  Each email contained 

a brief explanation of the research project and journalists were invited to learn more 

about the project and participate in the survey through a link included in the email. (See 

appendices A & B for email invitation and reminders.) 

 The link to the survey included information about a monetary incentive to 

encourage participation.  Participants were offered the opportunity to register to win a 

$100 Visa gift card.  In order to be eligible to win, participants entered their contact 

information at the end of the survey. 

 Out of the 7,764 surveys emailed, 63 emails failed to reach respondents who were 

no longer at the news organization, respondents’ out-of-office replies, etc. leaving an 

eligible sample of 7,691.  In total, 4,326 surveys were completed providing a response 

rate of 55.7 percent.  The response rate was calculated using the standard definition of 

response rate (RR1) per the standard of the American Association for Public Opinion 

Research. (See appendix E for formula.) 

The telephone interviews 

 The surveys were followed with 30 more in-depth interviews to allow journalists 

to articulate their responses on a more deeper, detailed level.  According to Lindlof & 

Taylor (2002), the interview is powerful as it encourages others to “freely articulate their 

interests and experiences,” to “travel deeply and broadly into subjective realities” (p. 

170).  As my objective was to allow journalists to characterize their evolving landscape 

with new neighbors and to document testimonials of how journalists are adopting to new 

roles and responsibilities with online readers’ comments, I adopted a flexible model of 
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interviewing them to encourage a more dynamic interaction.  As Paget (1983) states, 

“what distinguishes the in-depth interview is that the answers given continuously inform 

the evolving conversation…It collects stories, asides, hesitation, expressions of feeling 

and spontaneous associations” (as cited in Lindlof & Taylor, 2002, p. 172).  I devised an 

interview outline (see appendix F) to keep the interviews flexible but yet ensured 

everyone were asked consistent questions.   

 I began by inviting journalists to describe their experience in sharing a space that 

has been traditionally exclusive to journalists.  I asked how readers’ comments were 

introduced to them and if they were a part of a process that decided whether or not to 

implement readers’ comments on their news’ website.  I also asked what the primary 

reasons journalists believed that readers’ comments were implemented at their news 

organization.   

 I asked journalists if readers’ comments had been a source of debate in the 

newsroom and invited them to share with me what the debates have included.  I asked 

journalists to evaluate if, and how their roles and responsibilities have changed with the 

presence of readers’ comments.  I asked journalists to share examples of cases that 

readers’ comments have proven to be a challenge and cases that have demonstrated 

benefits in this new public space.  Finally, I asked them if they believed that readers’ 

comments will secure a permanent presence on news websites.   

 Interviews were set up over email exchanges.  Prior to conducting the telephone 

interview, journalists were emailed an informed consent so they could have an 

opportunity to review the paperwork and ask questions prior to the interview.  Journalists 
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had to return the paperwork with their signatures that stated they agreed to be recorded 

during the interview and indicated in the appropriate space whether or not they wished to 

remain confidential.   

 The interviews were conducted from September 2010 through March 2011.  

Before beginning each interview, the journalists were reminded again that the telephone 

call is being recorded and if they had any questions, they were at liberty to ask them at 

any point during the interview.  The interviews were recorded through Cogi, an online 

software tool that records telephone conversations.  The interviews lasted anywhere from 

30 minutes to two and a half hours, with most ranging around 90 minutes.    

   During the interview process, and again upon listening to the audio files and re-

reading the transcripts, certain themes began to emerge.  In analyzing the transcribed 

interviews, I noted how journalists articulated their new shared space, framed the 

explanations they provided in support of filtering comments and revealed challenges and 

rewards as hosts of the new public space.   

CULLING THE COMMENTS: THE PUBLIC’S DISCOURSE ON RACE AND GENDER  

 To answer the questions posited in this project about how discourses of race and 

gender are constructed in online readers comment sections, this project derived over 

12,000 readers comments from five online news stories.  The five news stories included: 

The Fort Hood shootings where Major Hasan, a Muslim Palestinian-American, opened 

fire in the most populous base in the United States killing several number of soldiers; the 

Texas Relay/Highland Mall controversy where a local mall in Austin, Texas closed early 

to prevent the mostly African-American athletes from the mall; the Shenandoah murder 
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trial involving the fatal beating of an undocumented Hispanic worker by a group of white 

boys; the indictment of Jihad Jane, a white Muslim woman who was planning an attack 

overseas and finally, the parole request of Betty Broderick, a former socialite who had 

brutally murdered her ex-husband and his wife.  These five news stories were selected 

because each contained dominant race and/or gender elements.  The analysis section of 

online readers’ comments begins with the results of the content analysis to provide a 

surface sketch of the readers’ comments.  The findings of the discourse analysis follow to 

provide a deeper context into the results of the content analysis. 

Content analysis  

 The content analysis of the comments reported in this chapter was used to 

investigate two major areas of inquiry.  First this dissertation is concerned with the racist 

and sexist comments generated by online news readers in the comments section.  

Recently journalists have reported that they are particularly concerned with the 

inflammatory content prevalent on comments section.  Many journalists have voiced 

concerns about the hateful remarks that surround issues of race and gender. 

 William Grueskin, dean of academic affairs at Columbia’s journalism school, said 

that comments’ section have turned into a “barroom brawl with most of the participants 

having blood-alcohol levels of 0.10 or higher.” (Perez-Pena, 2010).  Terry Sauer, 

assistant managing editor at the Star Tribune in Minneapolis said that the biggest 

challenge is the proliferation of racist comments on news site.  John Robinson, editor of 

the News & Record in Greensboro, N.C. has a policy of banning comments on news 

coverage that involves race and sex.  Melissa Culter, community editor of the Quad-City 
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Times in Davenport, Iowa, and Brianne Pruitt, web editor at The Wenatchee World in 

Washington do not allow comments on issues that involve sexual victims for fear of 

causing further harm. 

 Though the complaints from journalists regarding inflammatory content on the 

comments section are escalating, no study has yet to examine the actual percentages of 

racist and sexist comments on news websites.  Although this content analysis will not 

provide a representative view of the overall racist and sexist comments on all news 

stories, it will offer a preliminary overview of the percentages of racist and sexist 

comments on a select number of news stories that have garnered a significant number of 

readers’ responses to provide a starting point.  This motivates this study’s initial research 

questions gauging how many comments were racist and how many were sexist: 

 RQ1: How many comments were either overtly or covertly racist? 

 RQ2: How many comments were either overtly or covertly sexist? 

 In addition to calculating the racist and sexist comments, it is also important to 

gauge the number of comments that countered the racism and sexism.  This leads to the 

third research question: 

 RQ3: How many comments countered comments that were either sexist, racist or 

 both? 

 The second area of inquiry that this content analysis sought to measure was to 

investigate the number of comments that actually participated in a dialogue with other 

readers versus the number of comments that used the comments section as a personal 

soapbox.  As journalists have historically been responsible for providing a space for the 
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public’s conversation (see chapter 2), comments sections allow for the modern day public 

space for dialogue.   

 Journalists have voiced concerns that readers use the comments section as a 

personal amplifier and do not participate in meaningful discourse.  In addition to the lack 

of participating in dialogue, journalists report that several comments are simply attacks 

on other commenters.  Rem Rider (2010), editor of the American Journalist Review wrote 

that “comments sections are often packed with profanity and vicious personal attacks.” 

(p. 2).  This leads to the fourth and fifth research questions that aims to gauge the 

presence or absence of a dialogue among readers and to analyze the proliferation of 

attacks among commenters: 

 RQ4: How many comments participated in the dialogue versus comments that 

 stood alone? 

 RQ5: How many comments were a direct attack against another commenter? 

Coding instrument 

 In order to address the study’s research questions, each comment in the comments 

section served as the unit of analysis.  To answer the first research question on racist 

comments, comments were coded as either overtly or covertly racist.  Comments that 

were overtly racist were ones that contained language that used explicit racial slurs, ideas 

and or expressions that blatantly attacked or demeaned one or more racial groups.  An 

example of an overtly racist comment from the Texas Relay/Highland Mall story 

included “It’s due to blacks unable to stop breaking the law or being too dumb to not get 

caught.”   
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 Comments that were covertly racist were ones that used subtle and subversive 

language that did not explicitly attack or demean any one or more racial groups.  An 

example of a covertly racist comment from the Texas Relay/Highland Mall story 

included, “Hopefully the NAACP will motion to move this gangster event to Houston.”  

 The second research question measured how many comments were either overtly 

or covertly sexist.  Comments that were overtly sexist contained language that used 

explicit sexist terms, unequal and harmful expressions that are readily apparent and easily 

documented.  An example of an overtly sexist comment from the Betty Broderick story 

included, “All women are psychos.  You’re just waiting for them to snap.”  Comments 

that were covertly sexist contained language that used subtle and subversive language 

that did not explicitly attack or demean any gender groups.  An example of a covertly 

sexist comment from the Betty Broderick story included, “It’s biology that out of the two 

genders, one is obviously not as mentally strong as the other.”  

 It is also important for the accurate overview of the comments to include the 

number of comments that countered the racist and sexist comments.  To answer RQ 5, 

comments were coded for any explicit countering of racist and sexist comments.  To be 

coded as countering a racist or a sexist comment, the comment had to explicitly counter a 

racist or sexist comment expressed by another commenter(s).  If the comment simply 

said, “All your ideas are illogical” after a string of racist and or sexist comments, the 

comment would not be coded as countering any racist or sexist comments. 

 To gauge if commenters were participating in a dialogue, comments were coded 

to differentiate comments that explicitly responded to another commenter by name, by 



 82 

quoting previous comments or by directly responding to an idea or topic that had been 

circulating in the thread.  Comments were also coded to determine how many comments 

were attacks on other commenters.  Comments that used vitriolic language against other 

commenters were coded as an attack.  The comment had to explicitly insult and attack the 

commenter to be categorized as such.  Comments that simply disagreed with ideas and 

content would be excluded as attacks.   

Intercoder Reliability 

Because this study serves to provide context to the discourse analysis in the next 

section, I as the principal research felt that it would be best to serve as the primary coder 

as it would provide a good ‘preliminary soak’12 for the discourse analysis.  However this 

does not negate the importance in establishing intercoder reliability as content analysis 

without reliability is invalid.  Intercoder reliability establishes the degree that a study can 

be recreated under different circumstances with different coders (Krippendorf, 1980).  In 

content analysis, intercoder reliability is achieved when two or more coders 

independently execute the same coding process of variables on the same data set.   

The process of establishing intercoder reliability for this study took place in 

August 2010.  An independent coder who is a graduate of Georgia State University was 

solicited to establish intercoder reliability.  According to Neuendorf (2002), “reliability 

should always be assessed at two points in a content analysis: pilot and final.” (pg 146).  

Before beginning the pilot stage, we familiarized ourselves with the codebook and went 

                                                
12 “Preliminary soak” as coined by Stuart Hall in Paper voices: The popular press and social change, 
1935–1985 is defined as an introduction to the content to form familiarity before proceeding to conduct 
deeper analysis. 
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through initial questions from the first reading of the codebook.  For the pilot stage of 

establishing reliability, we coded several identical comments from all five of the news 

stories.  After the pilot stage, I revised definitions to strengthen clarification and 

reworded variables to ensure exhaustiveness.  The codebook and the code sheet went 

through five revisions prior to the final stage of the reliability test. 

 After the pilot stage of the coding, we conducted a pretest coding a different 

group of comments again from all five of the news stories based on the revised codebook 

and code sheet.  The pretest stage was much stronger than the pilot stage and there was 

no need to further revise the code book and the code sheet. 

 Next a formal pretest was conducted where both coders coded 10 percent or more 

of the total census for each news story which resulted in 216 comments for the topic on 

Jihad Jane; 186 comments for the Betty Broderick topic; 63 comments for the Fort Hood 

shootings topic, 678 comments for the Shenandoah murder trial topic and 88 comments 

for the Texas Relay/Highland Mall topic.  Intercoder reliability, as measured by Scott’s 

pi, yielded the following coefficients: 

 

Category Scott’s pi 
Overt racism .89 
Covert racism .82 
Counter racism .86 
Overt sexist .90 
Covert sexist .83 
Counter sexist .98 
Stand alone .86 
Attack or not  .87 
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Discourse analysis 

  To further illuminate and interrogate the findings of the content analysis, I 

conducted a discourse analysis of the 12,360 comments focusing on the discourse of race 

and gender that circulated in the readers’ comments section following the selected news 

story.  The content analysis provided a surface sketch of the comments, but in order to 

uncover the deeper implications, a thorough investigation of the comments was required.   

 Discourse analysis is a flexible term with no strict guidelines to steer the process 

of analysis. Claimed as a method practiced by both the qualitative and quantitative 

methodologies, the uniformed agreement is that discourse analysis is the study of 

language and word use.  The process to analyzing the study will depend greatly on the 

“epistemological framework being drawn upon” (Graham, 2005).   

 Grounded in Foucauldian discourse analysis, this project focuses on the discursive 

practices that use language as a production of meaning and how particular kinds of 

objects and subjects are used as realizations of power (Luke, 1999).  Drawing on 

Foucault, discourse analysis is to dissect, disrupt and render the familiar strange by 

interrogating the norm (Graham, 2005).  

 Foucauldian concept of discourse interrogates on a more macro level as opposed 

to a critical discourse analysis that is more microscopic in its analysis  (Diaz-Bone et al, 

2007).  In Foucauldian discourses, systematic bodies of statements are produced to 

establish the rules of what constitutes legitimate and illegitimate statements and questions 



 85 

(Matthews, 2005).  Discourses lay down the foundations of truth and define truth about 

subjectivity and identity (Matthews, 2005).  

 According to Julie Matthews (2005):  

 Foucauldian analysis is interested in the circulation and recurrence of particular 
 statements and representations and how they establish and normalize truth; how 
 the versions of reality, values and beliefs are presented in statements; how 
 representations and the discourses, ideologies, and identities are established 
 though the exercise of reason, rationality, strategies, and polemic (p. 208).   
 

 In addition to analyzing discourses, Foucauldian discourse analysis (FDA) also 

provides a historical analyses of how certain discourses have developed (Foucault 

chapter).  FDA traces a top-down analysis directed at broader historical, political and 

ideological issues to demonstrate how texts can perpetuate inequalities and injustices 

(Wooffitt, 2005).  FDA also focuses on how discussions of a topic are situation within 

historical and institutional contexts (such as how and why women have come to be 

deemed as psychos elaborated in later chapters) (Harper, 2006).  According to Rose 

(1990), language makes “new sectors of reality thinkable and practicable” (p. 105-106). 

In an illustrative study using FDA conducted by Hepburn (1997), she analyzed verbal 

accounts of bullying from teachers from an English secondary school.  Hepburn was 

interested in the kinds of resources teachers relied on to inform their discourse about 

bullying.  In Hepburn’s study, teachers attributed bullying to a personal flaw – separated 

from wider societal processes.  In the analysis of the comments in later chapters, I will 

discuss through FDA how minorities were blamed for their lack of success as 

commenters failed to connect social inequalities to societal reasons and historical factors.    
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 Conducting a discourse analysis for the readers comments is crucial as it dissects 

the content of the comments to explore the discourse that circulates about race and gender 

from a private and anonymous space.  Online readers comments is one space that allows 

the public to voice their unedited reactions on culturally sensitive topics that have been 

deemed inappropriate to discuss in public.  This inappropriateness traces its roots back to 

the political correctness wave that began to sweep the United States in the 1980s as 

discussed in the introductory chapter. 

 While political correctness has prevented public expressions of negative attitudes 

concerning culturally sensitive issues such as race and gender, the dissection of the 

discourse in the comments section is significant as it provides an outlet that the 

anonymous public is able to voice on these socially critical topics. 

 On the surface, we as a community invest tokenism to multiculturalism and 

gender equality but what are the genuine beliefs when people are able to speak freely 

without fear of retribution? 

 The discourse analysis seeks to answer these research questions: 

• How is race discussed in the comments? 

• How is race and gender articulated, blamed, championed and constructed 

behind  unconstrained spaces? 

 My ‘preliminary soak’ into the comments originated with the first reading to code 

for the content analysis.  The comments were then read again to determine specifically 

what was being articulated while I made extensive notes.  The comments were read again 

for the third time to ensure the complete message was comprehended and that no other 
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details were missed.  The comments were read again for the fourth and last time while 

comparing notes to ensure that the notes made reflected the most accurate content of the 

comment. 

LIMITATIONS OF RESEARCH DESIGN 

 This project consists of two broad goals – the first is to investigate how 

journalists’ navigate the challenges of providing a space for democratic dialogue in a new 

electronic environment and second, to examine readers’ unconstrained articulations of 

culturally sensitive issues such as race and gender in this new public space.   

 The first area this research focused on were surveying and interviewing 

journalists working for U.S. based news organizations with news websites to gain their 

views on the new public space of online readers’ comments.  This project did not include 

the perspectives of news managers charged with the decisions to implement or not 

implement online readers’ comments.  The perspectives of news manages would have 

offered another facet in understanding the deeper reasons for hosting this new public 

space on news websites.  I also did not differentiate journalists’ who had years of 

experience with online news versus those that had only a limited experience.  Separating 

journalists could have offered important perspectives between the contrasting school of 

thoughts on this new public space and thus would provide a promising program for future 

research.   

 The second area this research focused on was the content of comments from five 

news stories selected because each had either a component involving race, gender or 

both.  This project only analyzed the readers’ comments but did not consider the 
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perspectives of commenters who posted comments or the possible impact the comments 

had on readers who read the comments.  To further explore the significance of this new 

public space, it would be interesting to include in future work perspectives of both 

individuals who engage in dialogue in this new public space and individuals who read the 

conversations that accompany online news stories.   

 This dissertation strives to examine the journalists perspectives and to investigate 

if the comments in this new public space provide reflections of society’s pulse. This 

dissertation still leaves many questions unanswered about this new public space and I do 

not claim this analysis to be exhaustive of online readers comments.  However, this 

dissertation provides significant contributions to understanding how journalists articulate 

their changing roles and responsibilities in this new space and the honest investigation 

into the uncomfortable discourses that often surface in this new public space.   
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JOURNALISTS’ PERSPECTIVES 

Chapter 5: Surveying journalists 

 

 This project’s analysis commences with a descriptive survey employed to 

document and describe the current attitudes journalists possesses about readers’ 

comments.  I chose a comprehensive sample13 of journalists from the Cision Media 

database as the goal was to gather as much information on online readers’ comments as 

possible from journalists working in U.S. based news organizations with a news website. 

 Of the 4,326 respondents, 34 percent were female.  This figure closely represent 

the ones reported in the findings of American Journalist14 of 33 percent female 

journalists.  The American Journalist project is “the country’s only encompassing survey 

of the demographics, beliefs and trends of journalists.” (Evans, 2007, p. 11).  Eighty nine 

percent of respondents identified themselves as white/Caucasian, 4 percent as 

Hispanic/Latino, 2 percent as Black/African-American, 1 percent as Asian-American, 1 

percent as Native American and 2 percent as Other. 

 According to the American Journalist report, 87 percent of journalists were 

Caucasian, 4 percent were Hispanic/Latino, 3.7 percent were Black/African-American, 1 

percent Asian-American and 0.6 percent Native American.  This study, unlike the report 

                                                
13 A comprehensive sample is where every unit is included. For more information, see “Defining and 
Designing Qualitative Research” in Introduction to Research in Education by Ary, D. et. al. 
14 The American Journalist is a project that began in the 1980s by Indiana University professors David 
Weaver and G. Cleveland Wilhoit surveying the demographics, beliefs and trends of news people. 
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in American Journalist, did not measure Jewish as a separate racial or ethic origin.  In the 

American Journalist, 6.2 percent identified themselves under the Jewish category.   

 The greatest variation in demographics between this project and the findings of 

American Journalist were the ages of the journalists.  Below is a breakdown of the range 

of ages for this project compared to the American Journalist: 

 
Table 1: Percentage of survey respondents in comparison with the percentages of  
    the American Journalist 

Age range % Survey respondents % American Journalist 

34 years or younger  19 33.7 

35-44 years  22.5 27.9 

45-54 years 37 28.2 

55 and older  21 10.1 
 
 
 Below are the rates of survey responses (journalists) by region juxtaposed to the  
 
rates of U.S. population: 
 
Table 2: Percentage of survey respondents based in regions in comparison with the   
    percentages of the U.S. population 
 
Region N (Survey) % survey 

respondents 
% U.S. population 

Midwest 910 21 21.7 

Northeast 778 18 18 

West 1124 26 23.3 

South 1514 35 37 
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 As this study is an exploratory study, both closed-ended and open-ended 

questions were included.  The closed-ended questions sought concrete data such as ones 

relating to questions of the absence or presence of online readers’ comments sections.  

The open-ended questions sought deeper interpretive feedback from journalists regarding 

their conceptualizations of the new public space.  This combination of question types 

offers the ability to understand journalists’ perspectives on the new contours of their 

journalistic space. 

News organizations’ perspectives on readers comments 
 
 As the first major area of inquiry for the project seeks to gauge news 

organizations’ climate in hosting the new public space, three research questions drove 

this inquiry in the survey: 

RQ1: How has the consensus been amongst members of news organizations in hosting 
online news readers’ comments?   
 
RQ2: What are news organizations’ primary motivations for hosting or not hosting online 
news readers comments? 
 
RQ3: How has the gatekeeping process evolved in the new public space of online news 
readers’ comments and who currently serves as gatekeeper(s)? 
 
 To begin exploring RQ1 in examining consensus among members of news 

organizations hosting online news readers’ comments, the survey asked: 

 In some news organizations, online news readers’ comments’ sections have 
 divided journalists and other members of the news organization on whether to 
 implement it or not implement it online.  Has it been a source of debate on 
 whether or not to implement online news readers comments section at your news 
 organization? 
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 Participants were able to select from “Yes”, “No”, or an “Other” option that 

allowed for further elaboration.  Sixty six percent (n= 2856) of participants reported that 

yes, it had been a source of debate in their news organization.  Twenty six percent (n= 

1125) reported that there had been no debate.   

 Eight percent (n=345) selected the “Other” option elaborated further.  Responses 

under the open-ended answer commonly reported that it was not news organizations 

discussing whether or not to implement readers’ comments’ sections but whether or not 

to allow for anonymous comments.   

The survey also asked journalists the current status of online readers’ comments on their 

news website: 

 Does your news organization online news site feature a section that currently 
 allows readers to post comments following news stories? 
 
 Ninety eight percent (n=4239) of respondents reported yes.  Two percent (n=87) 

reported no. For the respondents who reported no, the following question was prompted: 

 Did it previously contain a section that allowed readers to post comments? 
 
 Thirty three percent (n=29) of respondents reported yes.  Sixty seven percent 

(n=58) of respondents reported no.   

 For the respondents who answered in the affirmative that their news organizations 

did previously contain readers comments section, the survey asked why it was now no 

longer a feature.  The responses overwhelmingly reported that it was because readers’ 

comments were inappropriate to publish.  Below are some of the typical responses: 
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  I’m not exactly sure why we took it off.  I know that we did have problem from 
 time to time with people posting inappropriate material.  When we made the 
 switch to a new web format, it was no longer on there. 
 
 The problem with having reader comments online, to my understanding, was that 
 they required too much time to edit for possibly libelous statements, as well as 
 extremely coarse language that isn’t welcome at a “family” paper. 
 
 I think many of the responses were unfit to be published. 

 RQ2 was concerned with news organizations’ primary motivations for hosting or 

not hosting online news readers’ comments section.  To begin exploring this question, the 

respondents who reported that their current news organizations did not have a readers’ 

comments section, the survey asked what were the main reasons were for not having one.  

Respondents were able to select any number combination of answers that they felt best 

described the answer.  Respondents were provided with an option of “Other” at the end to 

allow for additional responses that may not fit any of the offered choices.  Table 3 

displays the responses that indicate the three most common reasons for news 

organizations not hosting readers’ comments section were financial costs that would 

incur in moderating the space, the belief that that are no benefits in hosting this space and 

the desire to avoid hosting negative comments.   
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Table 3 

Responses  Percentages* 

Currently in the process of implementing one  0 

Negative feedback from other news organizations  0 

Too expensive/troublesome to moderate 33 

Do not think it is necessary to have one/ 

Don’t see the benefits in having one   

33 

Worried about the libelous/slanderous content  17 

Want to avoid negative/hurtful comments from readers 33 

Other: (please elaborate) 17 
 
*Respondents were allowed to select more than one option. 
 
 Respondents who selected the option of ‘Other’ provided responses that indicated 

that the news organizations they were working for did not find value in online readers 

comments.  Below are a few examples that are typical responses from the survey:  

  Management finds no value in comments. 
 
  Not worthwhile for us to have it on. 
 
  Comments do nothing of value for us. 
 
 For the respondents who reported that their news organization currently hosts a 

readers’ comments sections, the survey prompted this question: 

 What is your news organization’s primary motivation for implementing readers’ 
 comments section? 
 
 Respondents were given a list of six choices and were able to select any 

combination of answers they believed reflected the most accurately.  Encouraging 
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audience interaction dominated the list of choices presented (88 percent), followed by 

benefitting the news organization (49 percent) and the top third (42 percent) was reported 

as keeping up with trends of other news organizations.  Table 4 indicates the 

comprehensive responses and results. 

Table 4 
 

Responses  Percentages* 

Keep up with the trend of other news organizations  42 

Encourage audience interaction   88 

Will benefit news organization in terms of audience feedback 49 

Readers’ demand 22 

Journalists’/Staff at news organization demand 4 

Other: (please elaborate) 12 
         
*Respondents were allowed to select more than one option. 
 
 Under the ‘Other’ option that permitted respondents to input their own answers, 

respondents overwhelmingly reported that the reason their news organization 

implemented readers comments was to increase the number of page clicks on the website 

to generate higher advertising revenues.  Here are a few typical responses from the 

survey: 

 Drive up page views and encourage traffic to the page. 
 
 Page views and “most read” drives further commentary, keeps advertisers happy 
 (in my opinion, this is primary goal). 
   
 Searching in vain for some financial hook. 
 
 More comments, more clicks, more proof to advertisers to spend.  
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 Making ad money off the clicks. 
  
 RQ3 asked how the gatekeeping process has evolved in news organizations’ 

management of online news readers’ comments and who is currently the gatekeeper of 

this new public space.  To begin examining this question, the survey asked: 

 How does your news organization currently moderate/filter readers’ comments? 
 
 Respondents were again able to select any number of choices provided including 

offering more detailed responses under the option of “Other.”  Most of the respondents 

(41 percent) reported that their news organization currently employs a combination 

method of moderation comments – relying on both software and specific individuals 

assigned to police the site.  See table 5 for the detailed list of methods news organizations 

currently rely on for moderating comments. 

Table 5 

Responses  Percentages 

Comment system and moderation tool (Disqus, Pluck, etc.)   7 

Specific person(s) assigned/hired to moderate commentaries 26 

A combination of comment system and moderation tool AND    

specific person(s) assigned to moderate 

41 

Reporters moderate their own stories. 5 

Other (please elaborate): 21 
 
 The responses under the ‘Other’ category demonstrated that news organizations 

rely on their readers to moderate the space to a certain extent.  Survey respondents 
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reported that objections submitted by the readers will then be sent to the management for 

further review.  Below are some of the responses: 

 People are supposed to moderate them but we’re all responsible for comments on 
 our own blogs and each of us has a different standard. 
 
 When reader complains, we consider removal of comment. 
 
 Reporters moderate their own, plus readers can click to report abuse. 
 
 Readers report abusive posts, then a moderator makes a judgment. 
 
 Readers can send objections to material they find offensive. Then a team 
 evaluates the complaint, and may remove the comment if they feel it violates our 
 basic use rules. 
 
 Readers moderate. They submit objections. If the objection falls within our 11 
 stated reasons on our Website to exclude a comment, it is then removed. 
 
 Some moderation, but mostly complaints from readers or the reporter to flag an 
 inappropriate comments. 
 
 We have people who moderate online discussion and reporters are also asked to 
 moderate their own stories. 
 
 The survey proceeded to inquire who acted as the final gatekeeper in deciding 

which comments were acceptable to publish: 

 Currently who gets FINAL SAY in which comments are included and which 
 comments are excluded in the readers’ comments section? 
 
Readers had a list of four choices with again an ‘Other’ option to allow for other 

gatekeepers not listed in the choices.  Over half of journalists (64 percent) reported that 

the editor is responsible for the final word on whether or not a comment is included in the 

online readers’ comments section.  Apart from editors, journalists reported that web 

producers were responsible in their news organization as having the final say in including 
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or excluding any readers’ comments.  Table 6 shows the breakdown of the survey choices 

and journalists’ responses: 

Table 6 

Responses  Percentages 

Reporter who wrote the story 2 

Any reporters in the news organization 2 

Editor 64 

Other (please elaborate)  32 
 
 A majority of respondents under the ‘Other’ section reported that web producers 

had final say in allowing which comments to remain or be removed from the website. 

 The next question in the survey explored how the moderation process has evolved 

in readers’ comments considering the growing popularity of comments today.  The 

survey question posed: 

Since readers’ comments were first featured on your news organization’s website, how 
has the moderating process evolved? 
 
 Respondents were allowed to select one of the choices from below.  Thirty 

percent of respondents reported that the space has always been moderated but has 

evolved to become more stringent with time.  Twenty seven percent of respondents who 

opted the “Other” option which allowed them to elaborate further offered several 

responses that would also be categorized under the “Always moderated but now it has 

become more stringent” category.  The responses included the new requirements of 

identification for commenters, moderators hired specifically to control the space and an 
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understanding that bigoted language is banned from the space.  Table 7 shows the choices 

offered and the percentages reported by journalists: 

 
Table 7 

Responses  Percentages 

No change 21 

Never moderated, every comment is allowed  3 

Did not use to be moderated, but now is moderated 11 

Always moderated but now it has become more stringent 30 

Always moderated but now it has become less stringent 8 

Other (please elaborate): 27 
  
Below are a list of typical responses under the ‘Other’ category:   
 
 Always moderated, more stringent, and more automated filters in place to 
 programmatically weed out suspect comments from untrusted commenters 
 
 Every comment is allowed but objectionable comments (racist, etc) are removed. 
 
 Always moderated but now you have to register to comment. 
 
 moderated only for offensive/slanderous language, then and now.  
 
 Added paid moderators - they don’t approve every comment, but respond to 
 complaints. 
 
 We have a “Report Comment” button on each comment that allows anyone to 
 report a comment, let us know what the issue is, and then sends an email to a 
 inbox watched by staff 22 hours a day. We have made an inhouse system that 
 allows a staffer to click a link within the email that takes them directly to the 
 comment to see if it needs to be deleted or not. 
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 As not all online news stories have accompanying comments section, the 

following survey question sought to determine the why a particular news story contained 

a readers comments section.  The question asked: 

In some news organizations, only certain stories have accompanying comments sections 
for readers to post comments.  What determines if a story includes a readers comments 
section at your news organization? 
 
 Respondents could select from one of the following choices or elaborate more 

under the “Other” category if they so wished.  Most of the respondents (57 percent) 

reported that all stories offer readers a space to comment.  Twenty five percent of 

respondents claimed that it would depend on the nature of the story before deciding to 

allow a space for readers’ comments or not.  The same twenty five percent who 

elaborated further on their selection reported that many stories involving race are not 

allowed an online readers’ comments section or at least monitored much closer.  See 

table 8 for the detailed response choices and accompanying percentages: 

Table 8 

Responses  Percentages 

All stories have comments sections. 57 

Depends on if the reporter wants to include it. 0 

Depends on if the editor wants to include it.   6 

Depends on the nature of the story. (Please elaborate). 25 

Other factors (Please elaborate).  12 
 

 Here are some of the responses that typified the answers given under the 

‘Depends on the nature of the story’ and ‘Other factors’ categories: 
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 Typically not included when about immigration. 
 
 We do not allow comments on stories involving victims. 
 
 All stories start off with comments enabled, if a thread goes sour we turn it off. 
 This happens maybe once a week. 
 
 Comment sections are not opened up on certain stories about illegal immigration.  
 
 Certain issue stories, particularly immigration, are sometimes closed off for 
 comment as well. 
 
 Certain topics have chat turned off because we know it will degenerate into 
 inappropriate/personal dialogue -- stories profiling foreigners, certain kinds of 
 crime stories, new obituaries of local people, those kinds of things. 
 
 Immigration, gay, some other topics attract haters more. 
 
 Almost every story has open comments unless they realize it’s incendiary, ie 
 about race issues etc. 
   
 Stories about race, about racial topics, and about liberal political figures. 
 
 Sometimes comments aren’t allowed on legal stories or immigration stories. 
 We only exclude commentary from certain stories, usually ones involving 
 immigration or Hispanics, because reporters can spend hours of time ridding the 
 comments section of prejudice. 
 
 The editors will occasionally remove the comment function from a particular 
 story if it’s of a highly sensitive nature. For example, we removed that function 
 from an article about inner-city African-American children at summer camp 
 because of attacks on other threads by racist spammers.  
 
 For example, a recent story about a Hispanic soccer league had comments 
 disabled for fear there would be commentary hostile to the Hispanic players, 
 perhaps questioning their legality. 
 
  Certain types of stories that are predictable magnets for racist outbursts -- eg, a 
 crime story with an obvious racial component -- are closed off. 
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A PERSONAL LOOK: JOURNALISTS OWN OPINIONS AS HOSTS OF THE NEW PUBLIC SPACE 
 
 The second major area of inquiry this survey explored was journalists’ personal 

opinions as hosts of this new public space.  Journalists were surveyed for their reflections 

on online news readers’ comments and the implications of hosting audience dialogue on 

the same space as their reporting.  Two research questions guided this second area of 

inquiry.   

RQ4: Do journalists believe that readers’ comments sections are a beneficial way to 
provide a space for the public’s participation in discourse? 
   
RQ5: What extent do journalists believe that gatekeepers should have, if any, in this new 
public space? 
 
To answer RQ4, the survey began with this question:  
 
In your personal opinion, do you believe readers’ comments are an important aspect in 
fostering dialogue with your audience?  
 
 Forty six percent (n=1990) of the journalists surveyed reported that they do 

believe that readers’ comments are an important aspect in fostering dialogue.  When the 

follow-up question requested the respondents elaborate further on their affirmative 

answer, most reported that readers comments aided in a reporter’s job.  Respondents 

reported that comments allowed for story ideas, feedback and different angles that could 

contribute to better reporting.  Below are a few responses that exemplify the majority of 

the feedback: 

 We do get information from reader comments, they point out errors, and we can 
 see what they think of a story. 
 
 I believe it’s helpful dialogue to allow readers to comment on stories. In addition, 
 it’s a helpful reporter tool, often leading to better stories. 
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 Because it gives them the ability to provide instant feedback on what we’re 
 producing for our news products. Sometimes, it can lead to other stories. 
 
 We get story ideas, different angles on the current story, feedback. 
 
 Provides feedback to editors and reporters; may bring to light information that 
 reporters weren’t earlier aware of for follow up stories. 
 
 Thirty four (n=1471)  percent of respondents do not believe that readers 

comments are an important aspect in fostering dialogue.  When asked to elaborate 

further, the most common reason offered was that the comments were hateful and 

brought out the worst in others.  The survey respondents reported that readers’ comments 

do not contribute to any conducive dialogue and were merely spaces to host hate speech.  

The responses below exemplify the respondents’ feedback: 

 Too many angry, hateful comments with no substance. 
 
 Forum provides no accountability, bringing out the worst in human beings 
 
 Based on my observations, online posters are instigating negative reactions. It 
 seems like it’s a contest to see who can write the most outrageous comment 
before  delving into homosexuality, illegal immigration, etc 
 
 By remaining anonymous, readers are emboldened to publish views, opinions and 
 comments that are either grossly exaggerated, hateful, racist or derogatory in 
 nature.  
 
 The 20 percent (n=865) of respondents who selected the “Other” option and 

elaborated further mostly reported that readers comments allow for a more active, 

participatory audience.  Respondents in this category reported that although this allows 

for more audience participation, moderation has to exist to maintain civil standards. 

 It’s a modern form of the soapbox in the town square. As a journalist, I believe in 
 free speech. I may not agree with what everyone else says, but I believe they have 
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 the right to say it. That doesn’t mean, however, that saying what you want, when 
 you want, doesn’t come with consequences. 
 
 It’s important (even before the Internet) that the newspaper (or news source) has a 
 way for readers or viewers to offer their own reactions, insights, quips, etc. But I 
 think people should have to sign their opinions with their real name. Which is 
 where I diverge from the Internet’s culture of anonymity being sacrosanct. 
 
 Allowing commenting on a news website allows people to have a "say" in the 
 news they read, rather than being passive consumers. Whether or not the news 
 organization pays attention to the comments, it makes the readers feel more 
 engaged with what they are reading.  
 
 The survey question below queried if journalists believed that readers’ comments 

should remain on the news website:  

In your personal opinion, do you think news organizations overall should continue 
featuring readers comments section?   
 
 An overwhelming 87 percent (n=3764) of respondents reported yes; 2 percent 

reported no (n=86) and another 11 percent (n=476) selected the “Other” option which 

allowed for further elaboration.  Most respondents reported under the “Other” option 

agreed that readers comments should continue on news websites but were strongly 

opposed to allowing anonymous comments.  Below are a few examples of the open-

ended responses: 

 Yes, but I oppose anonymous comments. 
 
 Keep them, but require registration and identification for participation in 
 unmoderated commentary. 
 
 Yes, but not anonymously. 
 
 Keep, but continue to urge ‘real name’ registration, such as through Facebook 
 accounts. 
 
 Only if the readers are unable to post anonymously. 
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 To explore if journalists felt that the space they provided for their readers to 

comment on were indeed reflective of their audience was, journalists were asked:  

Do you personally feel that the comments reflect an accurate portrayal of your news 
organizations’ audience?   
 
 Only 13 percent (n=562) reported yes.  On the other hand, over half, 64 percent 

(n=2769) reported no and 23 percent (n=995) selected the “Other” option that allowed 

for open-ended responses.  Most of the open-ended responses still leaned towards 

denying that commenters reflected their audiences.  The responses reflected that even 

though journalists have no source of information that enabled them to determine if a 

particular commenter is among their regular audience, respondents drew conclusions as 

to who these commenters are.  Here are some of the examples provided: 

 They reflect only a small segment of the news organization’s audience. 
 
 Sometimes. But they often skew racist and more negative than the bulk of our 
 readers. 
 
 Generally they represent midnight drunks and misguided misfits. 
 
 Depends on the issue -- certain issues only attract the Web denizens who spend 
 their time raking each other over the coals.  
 
 The readers who have time to comment on newspaper websites seem to be people 
 who don’t have much else to do with their time. 
 
The survey sought to also gauge journalists personal opinion about readers comments:  
 
In your personal opinion, what is the most advantageous aspect readers comments 
possess? 
 
Respondents were allowed a total of six choices.  The most popular selection (37 percent) 

centered on engaging and encouraging readers’ participation followed by 27 percent of 
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respondents reporting that another advantage of readers’ comments was creating a space 

for dialogue.  Table 9 provides a breakdown of the choices offered and the accompanying 

percentages from the survey: 

 
Table 9 

Responses  Percentages 

None  7 

Allows journalists to interact with their audience 4 

Allow journalists to gain insight into their audience’s perspectives  17 

Engage readers and encourage their participation 37 

Provide a space for dialogue, debate and exchange of ideas  27 

Other  8 
       
The 8 percent who selected “Other” mostly said that the comments allowed for several 

news tips.  Here are some of the responses that was offered: 

 Occasionally it produces news tips.  
 
 Sometimes they point out errors in a story or give us further news tips. 
 
 Every once in awhile you get a good tip. 
 
 Tips, story ideas. 
 
The question above followed with: 

In your personal opinion, what is the most disadvantageous aspect do you believe 
readers comments possess? 
 
Respondents were again allowed a total of six choices.  More than half of the respondents 

(66 percent) selected the greatest concern was the inflammatory and hateful content that 
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online readers’ news comments garnered.  Table 9 displays the responses offered in the 

survey and the percentage of journalists’ selection: 

 
Table 10 
Responses Percentages 

None 2 

Increased workload for news organizations/journalists in having to 

mediate comments 

4 

Content distort journalists’ report with inaccurate information 13 

Content often inflammatory and hateful 66 

Only a space for readers to publish comment without engaging in dialogue 5 

Other 10 

 
The 10 percent of respondents who selected the ‘Other’ option felt that comments eroded 

journalists’ credibility.  The feedback they offered are exemplified in these comments: 

 Credibility killer for a large portion of audience 

 Discourages source participation in the journalistic process. Sources averse to 
 being beaten up on in the comments section. 
 
 Many readers confuse the journalism with the reader comments. 
 
 Content can cheapen the discourse and devalue the product. 
 
 To answer RQ5 that inquired how much gatekeeping, if any, do journalists 

personally believe should exist in this new public space, this next survey question began 

this exploration with: 
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In your personal opinion, do you think readers comments should be moderated and/or 
filtered?   
 
Respondents were able to select ‘Yes’, ‘No’ and an ‘Other’ option.  All three selections 

required respondents to further elaborate on their answer.  The following paragraphs 

discuss each answer and responses. 

Affirmative responses 

 Eighty seven percent (n=3764) of respondents reported that comments should be 

moderated because this space belongs to the news organization hence there needs to be 

responsibility in ensuring that it is not filled with inflammatory content.  Following are 

some of the elaborations provided: 

 The online site belongs to the news organization.  
 
 Because of the hatefulness, the epithets, the tendency to end up attacking each 
 other (readers attacking readers)--all of that can discourage real debate and 
 make people who might otherwise comment stay away. 
 
Negative responses 

 The small minority (5 percent, n=216) of respondents who reported that 

comments should not be moderated mainly argued that it would be against the principles 

of the First Amendment to filter comments.  Here are some of the comments: 

 We preach free speech, we should practice free speech. 
 
 Against the First Amendment. 
 
 If we don’t allow people to speak their minds, how can we support freedom of 
 speech? 
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Other responses 
  
 Eight percent (n=346) of respondents selected the “Other” option and elaborated 

further in the answers.  Most of the responses fell into three categories – 1) Journalists 

felt that if the commenters were identified, then all comments should remain on the 

website; 2) Journalists believed that comments should be filtered but only on a limited 

basis and 3) Journalists simply do not know what is best.  Here are some of the responses 

that typified the answers provided: 

 I think if readers are not anonymous and have true identities then it might be okay 
 to go unfiltered and let the racists, sexists, homophobes reveal themselves for all 
 to see. 
 
 All comments should identify the person commenting then all comments can 
 remain in full view. 
 
 It should be signed. Then green light for everything. 
 
 To an extent and with consideration that children may be reading them. 
 
 Yes, but with a very, very light touch. 
 

The next question followed with: 

Who do you think should decide which comments are included or excluded in the readers 
comments section?   
 
 Respondents were given a list of choices they could select from including an 

option of “Other” where they were free to write their own answer.  Following the 

respondents’ selection, the survey asked why respondents selected their answer.  Below is 

the breakdown of the percentages within each selection and the open-ended answers that 

typify most of the responses. 
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1) Nobody-every comment should be included   

 Only a mere 3 percent (n=130) of the respondents selected this choice.  When 

asked why, respondents reported that it was a matter of freedom and that this space was 

the readers’ space.  As it was the readers’ input, respondents in this category felt that it 

should be representative of the readers voices.  Here are some of the responses that typify 

the feedback: 

 First Amendment. 
 
 If we’re going to ask for reader comments, then we should run them.  
 
 It’s their (readers) conversation, too. We, frankly, should stay out of it and stick to 
 reporting. 
 
 It’s either an open and free outlet for reader views or it’s not. Trying to moderate 
 the boards is a huge waste of precious resources that must be reserved for 
 reporting. 
 
2) Only journalists/Staff at news organization 

 Thirty seven percent (n=1600) of respondents believed that either only journalists 

or staff members at the news organization should decide which readers comments to 

allow on the news site.  Respondents in this category felt that members of the news 

organization had a responsibility in moderating the comments.  Below are a sample of 

responses that typify the feedback: 

 Both staff and readers can play an important role in setting the tone for 
 comments.  
 
 Ultimately, the staff must play an integral role in moderating and monitoring, but 
 readers can help as well. 
 
 An impartial journalist should make the call. There is no way to have a computer 
 make these decisions. 
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3)Leave the moderating/filtering completely up to the software moderation tool 

 Only one percent (n=43) of the respondents reported leaving the moderation 

process completely up to the software.  The reasons given were simply that it was the 

best system available to filter comments.  Below are some of the feedback offered: 

 The moderation tool reduces the need for constant staff oversight.  
 
 That appears to be the best system. 
 
 Simply to eliminate comments that are either broadly offensive or specifically 
 defamatory. 
 
4) A combination of software moderation tool and journalists/staff 

 Most of the respondents (41 percent, n=1774) felt that a combination of software 

and staff was the best method in moderating comments.  Journalists argued that the 

software would not be able to monitor all comments effectively and ultimately, a ‘human 

touch’ was required to best fulfill the filtering process.  The respondents feedback 

included: 

 Algorithms don’t work alone in properly monitoring comments. And people 
 monitoring the comments can be subjective.  
 
 At my newspaper, I frequently read the comments on my stories and use the 
 “report abuse” function if I find a reader’s particular comment offensive.  
 
 I think you need a combination of electronic systems to remove comments and 
 personnel filtering what gets posted online. 
 
 Moderation tool weeds out the obvious -- swear words, etc. Reporters and others 
 look at the context and content. 
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5) Readers should monitor each others’ comments 

 Only 4 percent (n=173) of respondents felt that it would be conducive to have 

readers monitor each others comments.  The ones who felt that readers should police 

themselves felt that this  method allowed readers to take ownership and responsibility 

over the comments.  They offered the following comments: 

 They have the best judgment. 
 
 Readers have a responsibility to participate in the site. 
 
 It encourages dialogue while giving online readers ownership and responsibility 
 over those posts. They are creating the “Opinion Village,” monitoring it and 
 policing it. 
 
 I think self-policing by readers can aid our own policing efforts. 
 
 Needs to be everyone’s community -- everyone has responsibility for the tone of 
 conversation. 
 
 Our readers are intelligent enough to monitor each other’s comments. I see no 
 reason why a full-time staff person was hired to do this. Freedom of speech is 
 protected under law, and if we as journalists didn’t believe in it, we wouldn’t be 
 in this profession. 
 
6) Other  

 Fourteen percent (n=606) of respondents selected the ‘Other’ option that allowed 

them to further elaborate what the best method was in terms of moderating comments.  

Most of the feedback was a suggestion for a hybrid of all possible moderating outlets.  

Below are the responses that reflect the feedback: 

 Every comment should be included, but a combination of journalists and readers 
 should monitor comments and flag offensive comments for removal. 
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 A combination of everyone -- journalists should pay attention and readers should 
 too. 
 
 Additionally, the survey asked respondents if they have personally monitored 

comments on stories before: 

 Have you personally mediated/filtered comments on any story?   
 
 Fifty one percent (n=2206) of them reported that they have mediated comments; 

43 percent (n=1860) reported that they have not and 6 percent (n=260) opted the “Other” 

option. Respondents who selected the “Other” option overwhelmingly reported that 

though they have not formally mediated or filtered comments before, they have requested 

that specific comments be removed.  Here are some of the comments they shared: 

 On one story when the reader was launching personal and untrue attacks on me, I 
 asked that it be removed.  
 
 I’ve requested that comments be shut down when they’ve gotten out of hand. 
 
 The next question the survey asked was: 

 What kinds of stories in your opinion, based on personal experience or through 
 knowledge of your newsroom have evoked the most inflammatory comments? 
 
 This was an open-ended question allowing respondents the liberty to offer their 

responses.  Respondents overwhelmingly reported that race invoked the most hateful 

dialogues and a distant second was gender stories.  Some simply stated “Immigration, 

crime stories with Hispanics” or “Stories involving race, religion, sex, sexuality” but 

several journalists offered more details.  For example: 

 In Montana, virtually any story involving Native Americans, no matter how 
 innocuous the situation, degenerates into racist drivel in the comment section. 
 And of course, any mention of President Obama. 
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 Immigration articles / crime stories involving folk with Hispanic names / crime 
 stories where there’s a chance that someone involved could be Hispanic.  
 
 Readers are quick to offer opinions on why something happened, who was at fault 
 and how the situation would have been better had some ethnic minority not been 
 involved.  
 
 Any stories containing news of a Hispanic person committing a crime. Though we 
 have white people committing crimes in our newspaper far more often, 
 commentary on any story on a Hispanic person committing a crime inevitably 
 devolves into racism.  
 
 Crime stories involving non-white perpetrators and any story involving someone 
 who is gay. 
 
 Any story featuring a single mother. Our audience seems to believe women 
 shouldn’t get divorced or have babies out of wedlock, no matter what. If they left  
 a man because he beat her, they seem to think she deserved it or should lie in the 
 bed she made. They have absolutely no tolerance for women who make mistakes, 
 and there’s this illogical coexistence of beliefs. 
 
 Mothers should be home with their children. Single mothers need to go to work 
 and not soak the system for any kind of support. It just gets ugly. 
 
 To further gauge how inclusive journalists believe this new public space should 

be, the survey asked: 

 In your opinion, do you think comments that are offensive towards certain races, 
ethnicities and gender should remain public?  
 
Respondents were offered four options: ‘Yes’, ‘No’, ‘Depending on the severity of the 

inflammatory comments’ and ‘Other’.  The following paragraphs explain the various 

responses.   

Response: Other 

Two percent (n=86) selected the option of  ‘Other’ but failed to elaborate further. 
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Affirmative responses 

 A minority (3 percent, n=130) of the respondents selected yes and were asked to 

share why they believed so.  Here are some of their responses: 

 It gives the reader a chance to see who this person really is. The scary thing is, 
 that many of our commenting readers would probably sympathize. 
 
 Free speech is at the heart of our mission.  
 
 We uphold the first amendment, and it cannot be as we wish. It is for everyone. 
 
 It’s not our job to police thought. Open is open, and the boards are reasonably 
 good at self-policing. 
 
 Hate speech exists. 
 
Negative responses 
 
 Almost half (46 percent, n=1990) of the respondents did not believe that 

offensive comments should be allowed to remain in public.  When asked to share why 

they did not believe that offensive comments should remain public, most wrote that it 

was because the comments section should not be a host to hate speech.  The 

inflammatory comments merely attacked others and journalists do not believe that these 

kinds of comments held any value.  Here are a few examples: 

 This falls into our standard of not victimizing anyone. 
 
 If it can’t be said on the radio, it shouldn’t be posted. 
 
 We give readers an audience. Giving hate speech an audience is a reward for the 
 hate speech and speaker, and hate speech deserves no reward. 
 
 Anonymity allows childish, maladjusted personalities to dominate the discussion 
 in ways that are not civil. 



 116 

 
 

Response: Depending on the severity of the inflammatory comment 

 The largest percentage of journalists (49 percent, n=2120 ) selected, “Depending 

on the severity of the inflammatory comment” and when asked to elaborate why, most 

reported that it allows journalists to know on a more intimate basis their audiences’ 

thoughts. Here are some examples of the feedback shared in the survey: 

 Sometimes leaving the comments, depending upon what they are, says a lot about 
 the reader making the remark. 
 
 If this is how readers are thinking, it’s not something that should be hidden. Overt 
 epithets have no place in the comment section, but if people are hateful to a 
 group, then it is something the newspaper should know about and, potentially, 
 investigate. 
 
 It’s a judgment call between free exchange of ideas and stopping non-productive, 
 pointless abuse. 
 
 You have to allow for people to speak in non-pc ways to get closer to honest. But 
 you also cannot let people get overly personal or outright racist. 
 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 Amidst the debate online news readers’ comments have ignited, the majority of 

news websites have not been deterred from continuing to host this new public space.  The 

primary motivation, according to the survey, was to encourage audience interaction.  

News organizations by hosting online news readers’ comment have adopted, whether or 

not it is aware of it, a facilitative role for the public. 

 In a utopian facilitative role, the press promotes dialogue among their audiences 

through “communication that engages them and in which they actively participate.”  
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(Macdeo, 1999, p. 58).  Also as a facilitator, the press seeks to strengthen participation 

among citizens beyond the state and market with the goal of encouraging democratic 

pluralism (Guttmann & Thompson, 2004).  Additionally, in the ideal model of a 

facilitative role, the pres promote diverse opinions instead of cultivating “artificial 

consensus and uniform public opinion” (Taylor, 1992, p. 126).  However, these traits are 

based on a utopian model but in reality, the facilitative role of journalist has always 

struggled in a media driven by profit and competitive instincts (Christians et al., 2009) 

such as the press model that exists today in the United States.    

 If profit-driven news organizations in the U.S. are faced with struggles in readers’ 

comments sections to amplify plural voices, the survey revealed an additional struggle 

journalists are personally confounded with this new public space – relinquishing content 

control on their websites to readers.  Discouraged with the inflammatory comments that 

often plague the space that had once traditionally been reserved exclusively for 

journalists, almost half of the journalists surveyed (46 percent) were not keen on 

promoting diverse opinions claiming that bigoted opinions have no right to own a space 

in the dialogue.  Though one can argue that journalists are censoring comments to ensure 

a more quality discourse, most are more concerned with preventing unwelcomed ideas on 

their space as opposed to quality control.   

 Censoring comments, no matter how vitriolic, marginalizes certain viewpoints, 

which may demonstrate a more accurate portrayal of society’s beliefs.  On the other hand, 

87 percent of journalists surveyed claimed that filtering comments stems from the 

altruistic sense of maintaining a space that is best for the public.  But is the claim merely 
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an attempt to justify silencing their public?  Christians et al. argue that journalists actions 

are not always in line with the interests of the people.  Journalists “conceals serious and 

possibly growing fissures; they largely express a socially desirable and idealized set of 

outlooks and practices.”  (2009, p. 119).   

 To surmise, it is a common practice for the press to ignore the many different 

voices in their audience to present a more idealistic perception of society.  Now by 

filtering online readers’ comments -not necessarily because journalists want to protect the 

public’s interest but more so because they refuse their space be invaded with unapproved 

ideas - the press is ultimately repeating the long-standing practice of not prioritizing their 

audiences’ viewpoints as much as they should, or claim, to be. 

 When the 46 percent of journalists surveyed reported that readers’ comments 

section are an important aspect in fostering dialogue, they perceived the importance as a 

benefit to aid journalists in terms of providing story tips and ideas.  However there was 

an absence among journalists’ responses in acknowledging that providing a public space 

for dialogue is part of a journalist’s role.  Possibly because journalists do not perceive 

providing a space for readers to comment as part of their civic duty that they do not 

hesitate to gatekeep discourse in this new public space.  Because the comments section is 

perceived instead as a feature that aids journalists, 87 percent of journalists find it 

unnecessary to allow every comment as not every comment benefits a journalist’s job.   

 Though most journalists may only view readers’ comments as a feature mostly to 

aid journalists, perhaps future research that expands on the gratifications readers’ have on 

being able to participate in the news will allow journalists to lean more towards the civic 
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side of providing a space for their audience.  Providing a space for the public to 

participate in dialogue is vital to journalism – a notion that seems to be lost on many of 

those surveyed.   
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Chapter 6: The journalists’ speak 
 
  
 To say there has been a debate in the newsroom is an understatement.  We’ve 
 definitely been through the battle rounds with comments.  You know we, and by 
 we, I mean us journalists, never got to say, to decide… whether we wanted 
 comments or not.  This snuck up on us, and it was almost like one day we came to 
 work and we had eight hundred idiots voicing opinions on our stories. Ok, maybe 
 I’m exaggerating.  Seven hundred and seventy idiots, twenty average and ten 
 really smart people. 
    - Catherine, The Washington Post. 
 

 Online news readers’ comments have sparked a firestorm of debate across 

newsrooms in the United States.  The feature challenges journalists’ traditional roles of 

gatekeeper and information disseminator.  For so long, journalists have helped shaped 

social order by controlling how information is disseminated in a fairly structured 

environment (Robinson, 2007).  As a result of control over information, the press enjoys 

the status of an authoritative institution (Robinson, 2007), which includes “taken-for-

granted social patterns of behavior valued in and of themselves [that] encompass 

procedures, routines, assumptions…in order to preside over a societal sector” (Cook, 

1998, p. 84).   

 This chapter explores specifically the process of how journalists are navigating 

their role as hosts of this new public space and also communicates the struggle journalists 

are having in serving their audience but not silencing them.  As chapter 2 detailed, 30 

phone interviews were conducted with journalists across the United States. The questions 

that drove this inquiry included: How do journalists navigate their role in serving their 
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audience while not silencing them?  Do journalists feel that it is against the freedom of 

commenters’ expression to have comments censored no matter how vitriolic it could be?  

Do journalists believe that comments are an important aspect of audience dialogue in this 

contemporary electronic environment?   

 The internet has provided the institution of journalism with a new portal to 

disseminate information yet at the same time, it has also allowed audiences to take over 

some of the space long exclusively reserved for journalists.  One such space this 

evolution is taking place is readers’ comments sections.  As readers’ comments are 

hosted on a space that has traditionally been reserved for journalists, journalists are 

finding themselves disseminating information on the same space with their audience who 

are also disseminating (often unverified and at times troubling) content and personal 

opinions.  For the first time, legitimate journalism is juxtaposed with unpredictable 

content from readers. 

OLD TURF, NEW NEIGHBORS 

 I began my interviews by asking journalists to describe their experience in sharing 

a space with their readers.  All the names of journalists have been altered to protect their 

identities.  Only four journalists interviewed out of the thirty were uncomfortable with me 

using the term “sharing” and were quick to point out that readers’ comments are still on 

journalists’ space but that the comments sections were, as one journalist explained, 

merely “on loan to readers.”  Journalists who did not agree with the term “sharing” 

articulated that claiming this space to be shared meant that readers also shared the 

responsibility of producing legitimate journalistic content which readers do not.  
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Journalists stressed that there must remain, according to one journalist’s description, a 

“distinctive line drawn between legitimate, journalistic work and opinions” and so for 

them sharing is an inaccurate description.  As Abigail from the Billings-Gazette 

explained:   

 I don’t know if sharing is the right word.  Sharing seems to imply that readers are 
 somehow doing, or a part of journalism and they’re not.  They are just forming 
 opinions on the section that we provide them.  But I don’t think we’re sharing 
 anything.   
 
 Catherine from The Washington Post seemed to understand why this space would 

be misconstrued as a shared space but insisted that she does not believe so:  

 I guess it would seem as though we are sharing but we really are not.  It is still 
 our website.  Readers are just able to comment, that’s it.    
 
 On the other hand, most journalists interviewed did not have any problems with 

the term “sharing” of space.  They articulated it simply as a phenomenon of the web 

where readers have come to expect interactivity and being able to have a voice.  

Journalists discussed getting used to having readers “so close by” and some even 

perceived it as a “redistribution of power.”  For example, Mike from the Wichita Eagle 

explained how he had to learn with time to become accustomed to having readers’ 

comments appear below his stories: 

 It definitely took some getting used to seeing readers comments on stories, or at 
 least my stories.  I got to see what made readers tick and that came in handy at 
 times.  At other times, it was more like run for cover days!   
 
 Sarah from the New York Post saw readers’ comments as bringing reporters closer 

to their readers and also an aspect that readers have come to expect online:  
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 I guess I would say it was like a bridge to our readers, the comments.  It brings us 
 closer to them and it is all part of having a presence online.  Readers expect to be 
 able to participate and have a say.  And we have to let them.   
  
 For some journalists, the discussion of power redistribution was articulated as 

recognizing readers’ expertise in certain topics.  Coming to terms with admitting that 

readers can be better informed than journalists has allowed journalists to benefit from 

what their readers can contribute.  As Randy from The New York Times explained this 

shifting of authoritativeness: 

 I almost see it as a redistribution of power.  Journalists have always been the one 
 with all the answers, at least all the answers to provide for their readers, but now 
 through the comments, we see that, hey, our readers, some of them, have better 
 knowledge on some things than we do.  And it could be because they have better 
 access, better connections or simply that they are just experts in the area.  
 Whatever it is, we need to open our eyes and minds and realize we can use this to 
 our advantage. 
  
 Additionally, Rick from The Miami Herald echoed Randy’s sentiments in  

allowing readers to have more of a say the journalistic process: 

 You know, readers comments have allowed readers to shine.  At least some.  We 
 can see readers’ contributing to stories in a way that we didn’t expect.  And some 
 readers really blow our minds away in the level of knowledge that they can offer.  
 It’s like for so long journalists are the ones in control of the story, of who we 
 think know best but now we share this, this, power…is power even the right 
 word?  Ok, for lack of a better term, power with our readers and it has caused a 
 shift in how we roll but it’s good, it’s a good thing.  It’s the sharing of quote 
 power, of authority.   
 
AN UNEXPECTED SURPRISE WITH UNEXPECTED IMPACT 

 Although not all journalists agreed that they were “sharing” a space with their 

readers, everyone agreed that readers’ comments had “snuck up” on them and that they 

were “never consulted one way or another” to gather their opinions prior to implementing 
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the comments’ section.  Readers’ comments had not made a grand entrance and was 

merely implemented without much forethought by anyone in the newsroom or news 

management.  Journalists were not necessarily frustrated at news management for not 

consulting them but more surprised that they needed, as one journalist said, “time to 

adapt” due to the level of interactivity and the impact the content of the comments had on 

journalists, their sources and their stories. Caty of The Dallas Morning News shared a 

specific incident she experienced that brought readers’ comments into a new light for her: 

 I didn’t think it was that big of a deal at first even though we never discussed it 
 beforehand, but I was shocked that I needed to get use to it.  It has been jarring to 
 see some of the comments on my stories.  For example I wrote this one story 
 about a five year old child that had somehow gotten behind the wheel and rolled 
 the car down the driveway.  No one was hurt, it was just a funny piece and I 
 didn’t think much of it.  Somehow in the comments it turned into a rant on 
 immigration.  The child, the one behind the wheel, wasn’t even Hispanic!  But it 
 started off by someone commenting something like, “Oh, well we know it can’t 
 be a Hispanic kid because we know their cars don’t run.”  It just took off from 
 there. 
  
 Journalists did share more pleasant surprises about readers’ comments in the 

contribution of different story angles and story tips – similar to the articulation of power 

redistribution discussed above. Josh from The Charlotte Observer was a reporter that 

benefited from a reader’s tip for a story lead: 

 I wrote a story about suspicious school funds and one of the comments gave a tip 
 on where I should look.  It turned out to be a really good tip and I’m following up 
 on that lead, so there have been good story tips and also sometimes people will 
 say, why don’t you cover this and I would have never thought of it if they hadn’t 
 said it. 
  
 According to the journalists, the most troubling aspect to overcome is 

commenters’ attacks on their sources.  Eleven journalists reported having actually lost 
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sources because individuals refused to be quoted in the paper to avoid being, as one 

journalist said, “vilified in the comments.”  Journalists felt they had a responsibility to 

protect their sources, not public figures, but private individuals who had taken the time to 

talk to the reporter.  Sixteen journalists interviewed talked about a sense of “helplessness” 

as they witnessed sources attacked in the comments section.  Susan of the Baltimore Sun 

shared an especially troubling incident: 

 I wrote a story on a family whose child had just drowned in the neighbor’s pool.  
 Nobody knew yet how the child had drowned, nobody knew much of anything yet 
 but after the story was posted, the comments just immediately attacked the 
 mother, because she was the one who just talked to me.  I felt so bad, just so 
 awful.  She called me crying, saying that she’ll never talk to the newspaper again.  
 I just felt so helpless because there was nothing I could do to take it back. 
 
 Dwight from the Arkansas Democrat Gazette expressed the similar feeling of 

helplessness on a story he wrote about the impact of a troubled economy:  

 I talked to a guy and his family who had just lost their home.  Like so many 
 people, he had lost his job and had to move back in with his parents.  He wasn’t 
 too keen on talking to me but I convinced him.  After the story broke, he read the 
 comments, he’ll never talk to another reporter again.  I guarantee you that.  I felt   
 very bad but I could not do anything.  My hands were tied, I felt helpless.   
 
 When Paul from the Chicago Tribune wrote an in-depth feature story about a 

family going through a difficult time, he never expected his sources to become victims of 

readers’ attacks in the comments.  In Paul’s own words, he said: 

 I wrote a very difficult piece on a family with several mentally challenged 
 children.  Anyway, long story short, after the story was posted online, the mother 
 was dragged through the coals.  What could I do?  Nothing.  I felt completely 
 helpless. 
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DEBATING THE DAWN OF A NEW PUBLIC SPACE 

 The interviews confirmed that readers’ comments are still the subject of intense 

debate across newsrooms in the United States.  The debates on readers’ comments have 

not centered on whether or not to keep or discard comments but instead whether or not to 

allow for anonymous comments.  All of the journalists interviewed for this project 

declared their own struggle with accepting anonymous comments – a sentiment that they 

reported is shared among many of their colleagues in the newsroom.  Journalists from 

larger news organizations such as The New York Times are not as concerned about 

anonymous comments compared to journalists who currently work for smaller news 

organizations such as The Sacramento Bee in California.  The reason behind the 

difference in concern seems to be due to the fact that larger news organizations have the 

resources to install expensive filtering systems on their websites and to hire a team of 

employees to specifically monitor comments around the clock.  Smaller news 

organizations, without the capabilities for either a more sophisticated filtering tool or 

employees to monitor comments, rely on a more restricted pool of mediation tools that 

allow for more disturbing comments to surface.   

 The struggle over anonymous commenting is more complicated than simply 

eradicating anonymity and forcing every commenter to identify themselves.  Over half of 

journalists interviewed (22 journalists) have recognized that anonymity fosters greater 

participation in the comments section.  On the other hand, journalists are also aware that 

anonymity also allow people the audacity to post comments they would not necessarily 
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write if they had to reveal their identity.  Karen from the Denver Post, explains this 

debate and dilemma: 

 A lot of it has centered around whether or not we should allow anonymous 
 commenting online, and those who say no say we don’t allow it in print.  When 
 people write letters to the editor, we expect them to sign it and we rarely run 
 anonymous letters to the editor, why should we let people get online and just say 
 things they probably wouldn’t say if they had to put their names on them.  And 
 also there’s this feeling that we want this free, open exchange of ideas and we 
 don’t want to stifle that by forcing people to identify themselves. 
 
 In a subsequent interview with Ronald from the Houston Chronicle, he believed 

that anonymity is the only reason commenters have the audacity to be uncivilized in the 

comments section.  He shared this: 

 The concern is the anonymity, letting people take shots anonymously and I think a 
 lot of it is depressing too, the hateful attitudes that are on display in some of these 
 postings.  Particularly when you have a hot button issue, immigration, gay rights,  
 I mean these are polarizing issues anyway.  The discourse, the messages can be 
 really troubling.  And we debated if we require people to identify themselves, 
 would they say such muck?  Personally, I don’t think so.  Slap a name on a 
 comment and I bet the discourse would change.  
 
 Similarly, Allison from the Arizona Republic is convinced that anonymity is the 

reason behind bigoted comments.  She said: 

 We’ve had a lot of racially charged things, we cover a lot of immigration stuff.  
 The comments… a lot of people here have wondered if anonymity is to blame.  
 For me, I don’t wonder, I know it is anonymity.   
 
 Even though anonymity seems to be journalists’ bane in readers’ comments, 

anonymous speech in the United States has enjoyed a long and rich history.  Anonymous 

speech is vital to democracy as it is often the only way for unpopular views to be heard 

(Ekstrand, 2003).  While it offers protection in voicing unpopular views that support the 
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ideals of democracy, anonymous speech can also be “dangerous, defamatory and 

downright maddening for its targets” (Ekstrand, 2003, p. 407). 

 The internet has challenged the traditional rules and expectations of anonymity.  

Established as a true marketplace of ideas, “any person with a phone line can become a 

town crier with a voice that resonates farther than it could from any soapbox.  Through 

the use of web pages, mail exploders and newsgroups, the same individual can become a 

pamphleteer.” (Reno v. ACLU, 521 U.S. 844, 1997, p. 896-97).   

 The web’s new landscape  has challenged traditional expectations of a medium 

and some journalists interviewed have recognized that anonymity is simply a natural part 

of the internet.  Frustrated by anonymity on readers’ comments sections, Curtis from the 

Boston Globe said: 

 Anonymity, anonymity, anonymity.  If it were up to some in the newsroom, all 
 commenters would give their social security number!  Many people compare 
 comments to letters to the editors, and I see the similarities but it is a different 
 beast.  Anonymity is, has been, what people have come to expect, to demand 
 online.  Take it away and there won’t hardly be any commenters left.  I know it is 
 anonymity that gives people the balls to say the shit they say but I don’t know 
 if it is all together a good idea to just take it away.  I don’t know, I  don’t have a 
 clue what is best. One hand it makes people want to comment, on the other  
 the comments can be such junk. 
 
 Sarah from the New York Post also recognized how anonymity is part of the 

internet culture:  

 We all recognize that allowing anonymous comments is the problem, but   
 this is the internet, anonymity is part of the ecology.  We need to find a   
 way to still allow people anonymity but be able to control the vile at the   
 same time.  If you come up with an idea, let me know because over here,   
 we have no clue what to do. 
 



 129 

 Scholars have long pointed out that the internet is a place where expectations for 

anonymity are high and attempts to control or limit anonymity will not be easily tolerated 

(Ekstrand, 2003).  One of the struggles journalists are currently experiencing is the slow 

change of perception for this new space.  Instead of viewing readers comments section as 

a completely new entity, journalists are instead migrating their expectations of traditional 

news format onto the new online environment.   

 Professor Lee Tien cautions against perceiving the internet as just another space 

for information similar to other mediums.  He warns that “a pipeline transfer or units of 

material called information from one place to another” is illogical on the web. (Tien, 

1993, p. 155).  Although not discussing specifically journalism, Tien’s point that online 

speech is fundamentally different from other forms of speech, and cannot be viewed in 

the context of other regulated forms of communication pertains to online news readers’ 

comments as well.  Journalists cannot transfer their traditional expectations of the news 

onto the web.  Tien wrote that on the internet, the focus is the discourse – not the 

speaker’s identity which is purposefully downplayed and therefore must be protected.    

 Not only is anonymity expected and demanded online, some commenters have 

argued that the very infrastructure and technology of the internet have made regulating 

online anonymity difficult if not at times impossible.  Technologies of “remailers” and 

“anonymizers” which are servers that delete a user’s identifying information and/or 

reroute messages can make the task of identifying people difficult.  (Edelstein, 1996). 

 Karen from The Denver Post recognized the challenge in regulating commenters’ 

identities as well.  She explained: 



 130 

 It would be impossible to verify the identities of people if we made them put 
 their names on it.  We have a person who verifies the authors letters to the  editor 
 but that’s only 3 or 4 letters a day not several thousand a day so logistically it 
 would be very difficult… 
 
A SPACE FOR EVERYONE, NOT ANYONE 

 Journalists’ framed their resistance with anonymous comments as their desire for 

readers’ comments to be an inclusive space where everyone can come and participate in 

the dialogue.  As anonymous commenters unleash unrestrained comments that oftentimes 

include bigoted language, journalists argue that the space then becomes uninviting for 

others.  Many said the reason they have a right to censor comments is because the 

comments section is hosted on their web space.  

 Editors often do not see the contradictions in the gap between the democratic 

values they champion and the actual practices they might use because they view 

democracy as a form of government and not a set of requirements that pertain to private 

individuals and their private enterprises (Christians et al., 2010, p. 92).  This is evident 

with journalists’ responses regarding readers comments as they do not see an issue with 

censorship on what they identify as their space.  For example, the four journalists below 

reasoned how journalists have to retain control on their territory: 

 Kyle from the Lubbock Avalanche Journal said: 
 It is under our banner and we have a responsibility.  After all, it is our website. 
 
 Jacob from the Fort Worth Star Telegram said: 
 Well…it is our space so we can say what kinds of expressions we want to have.  
 Don’t like it, then go some place else. 
 
 Dwight of the Arkansas Democrat Gazette said: 
 You know, it is our site.  It’s  privilege to comment, not a right. 
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 Carl from the San Francisco Chronicle said: 
 Ultimately, it is our site.  We get to decide who can comment and who should 
 not. 
 
 The reason some journalists have declared that they want to censor is based on 

their intention to host a space that does not alienate anyone.  This inclusion of as many 

voices as possible is in accordance with the parliamentarian role that requires journalists 

to manage debate and discussion ensuring that all voices receive equal representation.  

Therefore if journalists did not censor comments, one can argue that they would in fact be 

going against democratic ideals as they allow certain comments that bar others from 

participating.  For example, these journalists explained their intentions of inclusion: 

  
 Rick from the Miami Herald said: 
 My focus is on making this a place where more people would like to come  
 rather than providing a window on, into, you know, the worst about us. 
 
 Randy from The New York Times said: 
 We want this, this space to be where everyone feels comfortable in commenting.  
 If some are preventing others from joining in because of their vile comments, it is 
 our job to take care of that. 
 
 Lorna from the Florida Sun Sentinel said: 
 You know, we want this to be a space for everyone to be able to come and join in.  
 If we don’t control the comments, we will only hear from the people who pump 
 vile into the comments and people who have something intelligent to say will stay 
 away. 
 
 Ronald from The Houston Chronicle said: 
 This is a space on loan to readers.  We want as many to participate and if by 
 controlling a few mean idiots we get to have more people come, then its necessary 
 to control discourse. 
 
 Then the question becomes what or whose standards do journalists uphold in 

ensuring all voices receive equal representation but yet not alienate others in this new 
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electronic landscape?  This balancing act was not an issue when journalists’ control of 

information were substantiated with reasons of limited space and time constraints.  

Fraser, as discussed in chapter 2, stresses the importance of allowing all kinds of 

discourses to surface especially the unpopular ones in a stratified society such as the 

United States.  But unlike traditional news where all journalists share an almost 

uniformed understanding of what is acceptable to publish, journalists disagree on where 

to draw the line of inclusion or exclusion regarding to readers’ comments.   

 On the one hand, the parliamentarian requires journalists to control the public’s 

dialogue.  On the other hand, theorists such as Fraser demands that diverse discourses be 

allowed to participate in public even ones that cause discomfort among others.  

Democracy, as demonstrated by the dilemma of readers’ comments, do not fall into neat 

categories.  “Democracies exist as an amalgamation of principles, a creative and even 

contradictory mix of ideas that defies the orthodoxies of any particular school of thought 

or body of literature” (Christians et al., 2009, p. 95).  Societies with rich democratic 

traditions still do not enjoy definite lines of what encompasses democracy and varies 

considerably from one place to the other (Christians, et al., 2009).  We see this 

contradiction in how journalists are navigating their new role as hosts of this new public 

space.   

 Even though all journalists who were interviewed declared that they are 

uncomfortable as they recognized that by filtering comments, they are censoring their 

readers, everyone I spoke to agreed that it had to be done.  The difference emerged in 

how far journalists decide to filter comments.  For some journalists, there was no value 
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and definitely no need to publicize any comments that contained bigoted language, 

personal attacks or simply comments that were unkind.   

 Ronald from The Houston Chronicle does not believe the public needs to be 

reminded again that bigotry exists in society.  He argued: 

 I don’t think it’s of value, or is important to have these comments be public.  I 
 know that they exist, everyone else know they exist and we don’t need to be 
 reminded of it in this forum. 
 
 Allison from the Arizona Republic agreed with Ronnie, saying that it is almost an 

attack to remind others that such beliefs still persist in the public: 

 I guess I can see the point in allowing racist…mean comments, to recognize that 
 there are schools of thought like that out there but, I think we know enough and 
 we don’t need to have our noses rubbed in it on our website. 
  

 Strikingly, all minority journalists I interviewed felt that it was important to 

publicize bigoted comments.  Though the minority journalists agreed that “not every 

comment should see the light of day”, they overwhelmingly agreed that comments must 

only be filtered with a “very, very light hand.” 

 Maria, a Hispanic journalist working at the Washington Times stressed the 

importance of unveiling the truth about the public’s perceptions of race: 

 I think it is absolutely important that we allow these kinds of comments to be 
 publicized.  Short of attacks, I will allow racist, sexist, hateful comments to 
 appear because I think it is important, it is important for people to know that the 
 underbelly of society is so ugly.  People think we’ve come a long way, and I want 
 so say, no way, just look at the comments!  We have so far to go. 
 
 Sandy, an Asian-American journalist working for the Columbus Ledger  
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Enquirer in Georgia noted the value in revealing the actual tenor of society to encourage 

others to confront the truth.  She said: 

 Living in the deep south, I know race relations isn’t as hunky dory as maybe 
 people up north perceive.  It is important to publicize the ugliness.  It’s a real eye 
 opener and I hope it gets people to think about, to really think, about our progress 
 as a…society. 
 
 Albert, an African-American journalist in Wyoming Tribune Eagle emphasized 

his inclination to ensure racist comments remain public as a reminder that not everyone is 

a proponent of racial equality.  He explained: 

 It’s a running joke in the newsroom now to see how many ‘Go back to Africa’ 
 comments or something stupid like that I can get per story.  Sometimes I show my 
 wife, and we laugh.  I tell you, some days are easier than others.  I still want 
 them up.  As a reminder that  people like that still exist, still live among us today. 
 

DESIGNATING DIFFERENT DIALOGUES: RECREATION, EVOLUTION OR REVOLUTION? 

 All the journalists interviewed revealed that they want readers’ comments to be a 

space that is constructive for dialogue.  However journalists were split between the types 

of dialogue they expected from the readers’ comments.  The first camp, which I termed 

the ‘recreation’ camp, is the group of 13 journalists who viewed the comments section 

simply for readers’ entertainment only.  They saw it as a space that readers enjoy and 

journalists are merely outsiders looking in to make sure that everyone abides by the rules 

set by the respective news organization.  Journalists did not view this space as a part of 

journalism but instead a feature of the website.  Because they do not view readers 

comments as an evolution of journalism, they do not see the point in participating in the 

dialogue.  They also do not view a change in their relationship with their readers.  If 
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anything, they are almost disheartened in realizing that their readers’ were not who they 

had expected to be. 

 Karen from The Denver Post does not believe that the comments section should 

include journalists’ voices.  She said: 

 Why would I comment?  It is for the readers only.  As long as the readers don’t 
 instigate any attacks, I don’t think reporters should have a presence there. 
 
 Matt from the Lincoln Star Journal argued that his perspective is already 

represented on the news website in the story that he covered.  The comments section are a 

separate part for a separate group.  He explained: 

 My voices is in the story I wrote.  The comments section are for readers.  I don’t 
 see a point in me being involved in the comments. 
 
 Sam from the Portland Tribune shared the same perception as Matt.  She pointed 

out that it is simply a different territory that she refuses to be entangled in. She said: 

 No I draw the line and don’t get involved with comments.  That is a space for the 
 readers, and I don’t get involved. 
 
 The second group consisting the rest of the 17 journalists, which I categorize as 

the ‘evolution’ camp, viewed comments as a part of today’s journalism.  This group of 

journalists want to engage readers through the comments and feel that this is an outlet 

that can aid journalism.  This group feels that it has definitely changed their relationship 

with their readers in that they allow them to gauge their reactions and get closer to them.  

The same group is encouraged by discussion with their audience and either regularly 

joins the conversation or intends to join in more often.   
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 Rick from The Miami Herald illustrated that the online audience is no longer the 

same passive readers newspaper audiences once were.  In his description of the new 

audience, he said: 

 People don't come to read news online to merely, read it. They do it to share and 
 comment on it. You know, a lot of people do it by posting it on Facebook and 
 commenting on it. And a lot of people do it by commenting it, you know, but the 
 idea is that, I mean, this is an active, engaged, important, part of what the online 
 user's expectation is of a website.  We, journalists, can really take part and be 
 engaged with readers through comments. 
 
 Susan from The Baltimore Sun drew a similar connection between readers’ 

comments and more traditional forms of dialogue with the audience.  She explained: 

 This is the modern day letters to the editors.  I think readers’ comments are great 
 way to engage with my audience.  We use it to see what resonates with our 
 readers. 
 
 Ronald from The Houston Chronicle brought up the benefit that readers’ 

comments can offer to journalists: 

 If we were to ignore the challenges, then yes readers comments have been a great 
 source for us.  We use it to rely on story tips, and different angles. 
 
 Even though journalists in the evolution camp are more eager to see where the 

comments section could eventually grow into, many are recognizing that it is currently 

still a struggle to wade through, as James Rainey of the Los Angeles Times termed, 

“gutter talk”15 to arrive at the quality comments. Currently even journalists in the 

evolution camp do not view readers’ comments section as a part of their civic duty for 

their audience instead viewing it as a benefit for journalists.   

                                                
15 Rainey, J. (2011, February 26) On the Media: Your words, your real name.  Los Angeles Times.  
Retrieved from: http://www.latimes.com/news/columnists/la-et-onthemedia-20110226,0,3969050.column  
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 Western democracies have had no shortage of criticisms in the failing of 

providing objective news.  As a result journalism movements originating online emerged 

sparking a reform to advocate for a new kind of journalism that would be personal, 

engaged and subjective.  Later these programs included civic or public journalism that 

would serve the local community and depict the interests of the audience (Christians et 

al., 2009).   

 The new kind of journalism unfolding online was slated to become more 

democratic by having “unlimited space and access for expression, information, dialogue 

and the propagation of new ideas and movements” (Christians et al., 2009, p. 234-5).  

However the initial assumed trajectory the internet would bring upon journalism was not 

realized.  Christians et. al claimed that this is not surprising as there were never any clear 

direction of governance or even self-governance in the supposed new democracy. 

 The internet, unlike the radio and television, has no clear central purpose or 

definition as a medium.  “It simply develops in directions toward which its providers and 

users are inclined, driven by innovation and market opportunities.” (Christians et al, 

2009, p. 229).  This is demonstrated by readers’ comments that has no clear purpose 

when enacted and now has taken a life of its own. 

 Despite the internet’s lack of coherence and direction, the internet does offer 

alternatives, although limited, to the mainstream model of journalism.  Though at times 

disparate and contradictory, journalism online includes “a highly relativistic notion of 

truth as expressed opinion loosely associated with a universe of certified facts uncovered 

by search engines; a principle of equality that equates all sources and views and 
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recognizes no hierarchy among them; a high value placed on intimacy, subjectivity and 

personal interaction; and considerable liberty of individual expression.”  (Christians et al., 

2009, p. 235)   

   Individual expressions are among the most challenging aspect for journalists in 

hosting readers’ comments.  Journalists had varied responses to questions in the 

interviews but when asked what kinds of stories garnered the most inflammatory 

comments, journalists unanimously mentioned an issue on race.  For journalists in states 

such as Texas, Arizona and California, immigration is an extremely hot button issue.  In 

states such as Montana and Wyoming, issues regarding Native Americans garner the 

most hateful comments.  Aside from racial issues, the second most mentioned topic that 

is most controversial in the comments section are gender issues such as single mothers 

and gay rights.   

 Jane from the Morning Sentinel shared a specific incident of hate that she 

experienced from readers’ comments: 

 I update our events calendar and once I put down Mexican Independence Day.  
 Nearby bars and clubs were having drinks specials so I put it down and I got the 
 most hateful comments on the readers section.  It was just a fluff, fun piece on 
 where to go get drinks and I got ripped apart.  Anything just even remotely on 
 Hispanics will turn into a hate fest on our site. 
 
 Sam from The Portland Tribune revealed an even more troubling incident when 

she covered a story that was meant to focus on the state’s medical resources.  The 

comments section turned the news coverage into a site attacking a single mother in a 

challenging situation.  She said: 
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 I wrote a story on, it was a difficult story to write, on this woman who had a 
 severely autistic child.  I mean, he was extremely mentally retarded.  Anyway, 
 this woman, single mom, had taken care of her son who is now 18 and wants to 
 put him now in a group home.  She got ripped apart in the comments section 
 about how she was a bad mother, how God was going to punish her for giving up 
 on her child and, just full of, of, just mean things.  Stories about single mothers 
 will tear up the comments but this one was a particularly hard one because of the 
 story.  Apart from Native Americans, single moms get a lot of cruel comments. 
 
ENVISIONING THE FUTURE: WHERE DO READERS COMMENTS GROW FROM HERE? 
 
 When journalists were asked if they expected readers’ comments to secure a 

permanent presence on their news websites, the answers were a unanimous yes.  

Journalists shared that they believed the primary reason readers’ comments are here to 

stay is simply because of the nature of the web.  The internet has created an expectation 

where readers are no longer simply satisfied with consuming content but instead they 

want to be a part of creating content.  How audiences create content and become a part of 

journalism is where journalists have differing opinions. 

 Journalists who believe that readers’ comments are merely a recreational aspect of 

the news website provided as a form of entertainment to the readers view the comments 

section as an addition to the structure or space of journalism.  Under this belief, 

journalists do not necessarily view readers’ comments as being a part of the evolution of 

journalism but just an added feature that happens to be on a journalistic space separate 

from actual journalism. 

 On the other hand, journalists who perceive readers’ comments as an addition to 

the evolving concept of journalism in the modern world view readers’ comments as 

growing to play a more important role.  Journalists under this belief view this as a natural 
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part of a complex relationship that the internet has created in blurring the lines between 

who is only a reporter and who is only a reader.   

 However all journalists agreed that there needs to be a better, more conducive 

system in place to encourage better quality dialogue but the challenge is finding out what 

works best.  For some, joining the conversation in readers’ comments section have been 

proven to elevate the level of discourse.  For example, Rick from the Miami Herald said, 

“We encourage our journalists to participate in the dialogue and we’ve found that by 

doing so, readers’ appreciate our time, appreciate us and the level of conversation, the 

quality increases.”  On the other hand, journalists in other markets have discovered that 

participating in the dialogue with readers have not contributed to increasing the quality of 

the conversation.  Kristina of the Sacramento Bee said, “I’ve tried to participate but it 

didn’t help make the comments better.  I don’t see a value in it, and I feel like it’s a waste 

of my time.”   

 As of now, journalists do not know the best way to encourage better dialogue in 

readers’ comments section even though they are confident readers’ comments’ will 

remain on news websites.  The uncertainty about the impact of readers’ comments in 

journalism is also attributed to factors journalists reported that they have no control over.  

The possible enforcement of new laws regarding publishing readers’ comments, news 

management decisions based on advertisers’ requests and readers’ demands are a few 

examples of factors that journalists do not play a direct role in.   
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 When readers’ comments crept onto journalists’ space without warning, 

journalists either did not know what to expect or did not believe that they needed to be 

expecting anything out of the ordinary.  After all, what kind of an impact could a few 

readers’ comments have on the entire journalism industry? 

 And so with the mindset that readers’ comments were simply going to be a benign 

feature on news websites, management at news organizations failed to conduct prior tests 

to gauge the impact, the content and the consequences of readers’ comments.  Instead the 

feature was treated as an almost superficial tickle section for readers – a place readers 

descended to be entertained.  In return, news websites could generate more page views 

and clicks that will attract greater advertising revenue.  Perhaps it was because news 

managers assumed the readers’ comments section were not going to cause any 

controversies, they did not foresee the need to investigate further before hosting it on the 

news websites. 

 Incidentally readers’ comments section have not had a sedated effect as many 

have previously assumed.  Without any set guidelines or clear purpose for readers’ 

comments, journalists had no firm direction when it came to tackling the issues that arose 

with readers’ comments.  For example, when journalists expressed a sense of 

helplessness when commenters attacked their sources, they did not know what to do or 

who to turn to for advice.  Left on their own with no support from either management or 

other journalists at other news organizations (because they too were inexperienced with 
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the feature), some journalists began to view readers’ comments as almost a nuisance – a 

feature that needed to be controlled.   

 Instead of perceiving readers’ comments as a potential outlet for furthering 

democratic ideals, journalists looked at short-term solutions to prevent hate speech as 

hosts of this space.  Journalists who did not find value in readers’ comments were more 

concerned in creating systems and tools to filter comments.  Journalists who did find 

value in readers comments looked at how the comments could benefit reporters.  Both 

groups of journalists did not consider the readers’ comments as a potential means for a 

revolution instead of just an evolution of journalism.   

 In the chaos of trying to filter vile comments and look for benefits in readers’ 

comments for journalists, journalists neglected to mention one vital point – the public is 

participating.  Whether or not the participants’ contribution is worthy is up for debate but 

the fact that the public is participating should be a significant point in light of today’s 

crisis that news media is quickly losing audiences16.   

 James Carey’s (1987) contended that the public “will begin to awaken when they 

are addressed as conversational partners and are encouraged to join the talk rather than sit 

passively as spectators before a discussion conducted by journalists and experts” (p. 14). 

Carey’s vision for a partnership with journalists and the public to participate in a 

conversation is now viable at least for the digitally connected but journalists are split on 

                                                
16 If newspapers continue to lose circulation at the current rate of 7 percent every six months, there will be 
no more readers left in less than eight years (McChesney, 2010).   
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how to deal with challenges and balancing ideals with unexpected consequences in 

reality.   

 Readers’ participation should not come as a surprise for news organizations.  

Apart from Carey, several pundits have long noted that audiences want to participate.  

Jeff Jarvis, a national leader of online news proclaimed: “Give the people control of 

media, they will use it.  The corollary: Don’t give the people control of media, and you 

will lose.” (2004).  Mark Thompson, director general of the BBC has said that online 

audiences are “The Active Audience” – an audience “who doesn’t want to just sit there 

but to take part, debate, create, communicate, share.” (2006).  The internet has made the 

public “realer, less fictional, more able, less predictable.” (Rosen, 2006).   

 But due to the fact that most journalists were never trained or introduced to 

guidelines prior to the implementation of readers’ comments, journalists were not 

prepared for what came with readers’ comments.  Without a clear focus and explicit 

guidance, journalists reverted to traditional journalism values and reasserted control by 

normalizing alternative media formats (Singer, 2005).  This is not a surprising reaction as 

a consistent thread that runs through many empirical studies demonstrated that journalists 

reassert control when faced with the tension of public’s presence on their traditional turf 

(Domingo et al., 2008; Harrison, 2010; Hermida & Thurman, 2008; O'Sullivan & 

Heinonen, 2008; Paulussen & Ugille, 2008; Robinson, 2010; Singer & Ashman, 2009a; 

Singer, 2010; Thurman, 2008). 

  A majority of journalists’ initial impressions of readers’ comments are already 

tainted.  Journalists most encouraged by readers’ comments are ones who find it a benefit 



 144 

to their reporting but the vision stops there.  It is only now that newsrooms, after a string 

of issues, are trying to figure out what will work best.  For example, the Las Vegas Sun in 

an effort to discourage anonymous comments differentiates “trusted” comments versus 

not trusted comments.  The Huffington Post enacted a badge system to encourage 

commenters to self-police comments.   

 Unfortunately like any new phenomenon, there needs to be an investment of time 

and effort to realize the potential benefits of readers’ comments.  As Robert McChesney 

said in recent talk at The University of Texas, “You can’t do good journalism on the 

cheap.” (2011).  However, already under financial duress, many news organizations are 

not in the condition to delve into investing more resources into a feature that may not 

guarantee a financial payback17.  Readers’ comments could be an opportunity to create 

long term change in journalism, which could result in a more lucrative outlets for news 

organizations (a factor that is of pivotal importance in a market-based media) but not 

without investing resources in understanding and exploring the feature first.  

 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 

                                                
 
 
 
17 In the second quarter of 2009, newspaper revenues decreased 29 percent from 2008 marking the steepest 
quarterly drop since the Great Depression.  This was the 12th consecutive quarterly decline in revenues 
since 2006. See Erik Sass, “AP: Newspapers Cut Young Employees,” MediaDailyNews, September 1, 
2009. www.mediapost.com 
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ANALYSIS OF THE COMMENTS 

Chapter 7: Discourse analysis of readers’ comments  

 

 The analysis now shifts to the content of readers comments derived from five news 

stories containing elements of race and gender.  Each story garnered a heavy number of 

comments.  In a unanimous lockstep, journalists reported that stories containing either 

race and/or gender matters are ones that trigger the most incendiary reactions.  The 

following comments from the next five news stories showcased the typical content 

journalists contend with on a regular basis.  Additionally, this investigation serves as an 

illustration of society’s articulations on race and gender.   

FORT HOOD SHOOTINGS 

  On November 5, 2009, U.S. Army major Nidal Malik Hasan serving as a 

psychiatrist opened fire in Fort Hood, the most populous U.S. military base, killing 13 

people and injuring an additional 30 others.  Hasan is an American-born Muslim of 

Palestinian descent.  His religion and his ethnicity both sparked a firestorm of comments 

in the aftermath of the massacre of U.S. troops. 

 As this story captured the attention of national headlines, the comments from a 

national news website, CNN, and a local news website, statesman.com (The Austin-

American Statesman) were analyzed.  Although Fort Hood is located in the city of 

Killeen, the local paper’s website did not offer a readers comment section on the 
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coverage of the shootings.  Austin, about 78 miles from Killeen, was the next closest city 

that had a news website offering readers’ comments on the shootings.  

A foundational sketch: Findings of the content analysis 

 The content analysis for the Fort Hood shootings provided a foundational sketch of 

the overall comments which included a census of all readers’ comments that appeared in 

stories pertaining to this topic.  The stories that generated from this topic were monitored 

for about six months – from November 5, 2009 (the date of the shooting) to May 31, 

2010.  This topic resulted in nine different stories on CNN’s website and a single story on 

the Austin American-Statesman website with readers’ comments, totaling a number of 

628 comments.  It is important to note that the readers’ comments section were disabled 5 

hours after the story broke on the Austin American Statesman’s website.   

Table 11 
Race Percentage 
Overtly racist 7.3 
Covertly racist 9.4 
Counter racist comment 6.2 
 
Gender Percentage 
Overtly sexist 0.0 
Covertly sexist 0.0 
Counter sexist comment 0.0 
 
Dialogue Percentage 
Participate in dialogue? 79.2 
Attack other commenters? 14.2 
 
Total comments         628 
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 The numbers in table 11 do not sufficiently reflect the intense racism found in the 

discourse analysis.  For a comment to be coded under either racist categories, it had to 

adhere to the definitions set for racism (see appendix G) in expressions of racial bigotry.  

The discourse analysis in the following section unearthed and illuminated the intense 

racism present in the readers’ comments section.  

 Unsurprisingly, sexist comments were absent from the dialogue.  As males are 

members of the hegemonic group in American society, Hasan’s gender was not 

considered a deviation as opposed to his non-white race which was considered deviant. In 

this new public space, commenters participated heavily in a dialogue with each other and 

were mostly civil in the conversation as the numbers in the content analysis reflected a 

low percentage of attacks.  

DELVING PAST THE STATISTICS: ANALYZING THE DISCOURSES 

 To delve deeper past the percentages provided in the content analysis, the following 

discourse analysis considers the comments on a micro level.  In the dialogue, commenters 

deployed five discursive repertories: the foreigner discourse, the enemy-in-charge 

discourse, the white grievance discourse, the isolated incident discourse and the 

sympathetic discourse.  Through these themes, commenters’ expressed the imagined 

(ideal) vision of an American patriot versus an American enemy.  Additionally 

commenters described how whiteness has evolved to become a victim of culturalization.  

And finally, commenters also contributed to repertoires that refute bigoted beliefs present 

in the conversation.   
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Foreigner discourse 

 The dominant theme present in the dialogue centered on the foreigner discourse.  

Hasan, born and raised in the United States and serving in the U.S. Army, was 

constructed not as a citizen but as a foreigner.  According to commenters’, Hasan simply 

did not belong in the United States.  This then raises the question of who is deemed 

worthy to be an American?  If an individual born and raised in the United States and 

serving in the military is insufficient to be classified as an American, what about Hasan 

that is so un-American? 

 The discourse refuting Hasan’s American-ness revolved primarily around two 

traits: his ethnicity and his religion.  Below is a group of commenters on CNN.com 

offering the reason Hasan opened fire in Fort Hood:  

johnjohn1: 
When are the real american’s going stand up & put an end to this, this is what happen’s 
when these raghead’s are allowed into our branche’s of service, I say send all of the lying 
bastard’s packing…  
 
Chikusho: 
Wake up and smell the coffee! The rules have got to be changed.  We cannot keep 
allowing people into the US that do not belong here. A palestinian and a muslim, give me 
a break!! 
 
Sickem8: 
I had a feeling this was coming, and said that it was a terrorist attack just as it was 
reported.  Who is letting these people in Our Military.  I have 15% hearing loss in left ear 
tried to get in military when I was 17 and was turned down, but a terrorist can? I feel bad 
for our true American Military persons, Watch your backs brother and sisters. Do what 
you have to.  Take out those ragheads and satan worshippers.  
 
proamerica2: 
His Muslims beliefs set him off!! Come on, don’t be so naïve!!! 
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 Ignoring the fact that he was born and raised in the United States, commenters 

constructed Hasan as foreign because he is a Muslim and of Palestinian descent.  

Professor Natsu Saito’s research on Muslims and Arabs reveal the common perception 

Americans harbor of Muslims and Arabs – all are perceived as foreign terrorists (2001).  

Although Arabs trace their origins to the Middle East and have a diverse background of 

religions, these distinctions are blurred resulting in Arabs and Muslims grouped as a 

synonymous people (Saito, 2001).  Ibrahim Hooper of the Council on American-Islamic 

Relations surmised: “The common stereotypes are that we’re all Arabs, we’re all violent 

and we’re all conducting a holy war.” (as quoted in Decker, 2001, p. X).   

 Perceptions of Arab-Americans are further demonstrated in comments such as 

this: “What’s it gonna take another 911 for them to look seriously about the rag-heads 

here they are here to destroy us one by one.  Look on every corner in america and their 

buying up the gas stations “wake the uck up !!!!!!” (vmb62, 2009).  

 Hasan’s identity as a practicing Muslim and his Palestinian ethnicity clashed with 

the mainstream white, Christian portrayal of who so many in the comments section deem 

as a ‘real’ American.  The dialogue pleaded for the ‘real’ Americans to end this ‘foreign’ 

invasion as if there exists a division between who is a ‘real’ American and who is a ‘fake’ 

American.  For example, D.W.I.K.A.M., a commenter on CNN.com, wrote: “I said right 

after 9/11: the party is over: kick out all the foreigners, eliminate visa and put up the 

walls.” (2009). 

 In the United States, whites are considered the norm (Omi & Winant, 1994) 

which in turn is defined as whites being the ones who truly belong in the United States.  
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When it comes to discussing who has the right to be a part of the nation’s military, 

naturally only the people who truly belong in the United States should be the ones 

responsible in protecting it.  Unless explicitly specified, the definition of an American is 

often synonymous with being white (Lipsitz, 1998).   

 Americans only publicly claim in desiring to participate in diverse communities, 

however, according to the Pew Research Center for Social and Demographic Trends 

survey, communities in the United States have actually grown more politically and 

economically segregated in the most recent decades (2008).  In the same survey, sixty 

percent of Americans reported that they enjoyed the idea of living in a “politically, 

racially, religiously or economically diverse” community but these pro-diversity attitudes 

far from reflect reality.  Race and ethnicity are the two most pervasive forms of 

residential segregation in the United States. 

 I posit that the results of this survey are further evidence of the effect of political 

correctness and how it has cultivated society to respond with the most publicly 

appropriate answers but it accomplishes nothing in altering the actual mindset of 

Americans.  The discourse in the comments section following the Fort Hood story is yet 

another example of how the actual behaviors and believes of Americans have remained 

relatively unchanged even with society’s outward surge in promoting multiculturalism.  

Although there is much surface value awarded to appreciating and promoting diversity, 

moments that are emotionally charged like the Fort Hood shooting allows for genuine 

reactions to surface.  The number of comments questioning where the ‘real’ Americans 

are and how foreigners need to be expelled are indicative of the actual tolerance for 
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diversity.  Whiteness is the norm for being human according to hegemonic U.S. culture. 

(Frankenberg, 1997b).  George Orwell summed it up best when acknowledging that some 

will simply be “more American than others.” (Bonilla-Silva, 2010, p. 198) 

Enemy-in-charge discourse 

 Apart from being constructed in this new public space as a foreigner, Hasan was 

simultaneously depicted as the foreign enemy who had been erroneously charged with 

securing this nation.  The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001 in the United States 

contributed to the already present Islamophobia in this country.  Evidence of backlash 

violence against Middle Easterners and Muslims – and those simply perceived to be 

Middle Easterners or Muslim – escalated in the United States (Panagopoulous, 2006).  In 

November 2002, Human Rights Watch released a study that noted a 17-fold increase in 

anti-Muslim crimes nationwide during 2001 (Panagopoulous, 2006).  Both the foreigner 

discourse and the enemy-in-charge discourse expose the Islamophobic sentiment among 

Americans.   

 The events that ensued after the 9/11 attacks and the two major military conflicts in 

the Middle East that followed have marred Americans perceptions of the Islamic world.  

A majority of Americans felt that in the year following the attacks thought that the 

Muslim world considered itself at war with the United States (Panagopoulous, 2006).  

The remnants of this misconception are still evident as indicated in the comments 

following this story.  Below is an example of a group of commenters on the Austin 

American-Statesman’s website discussing the absurdity in allowing the ‘enemy’ to be in 

charge: 
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Benny2 wrote: 
Just read one of the terrorists is a recent convert to Islam.  I don’t care if he was an MD 
Major, once he converted to Islam and changes his name, that should have been grounds 
enough for discharge.  How hard can that be?   
 
Guest: 
One shooter’s name is “Malik Nada Hasan”. When are we going to get over this 
ridiculous PC obsession and start profiling the bad guys? 
 
Coloneldawg: 
Islam should not be permitted in the United States Army.  We cannot allow the enemies 
to be in charge of our security.  How stupid is that!! 
 
Sara98T: 
This is what we get for being pc!!!  We’re losing our men and women because of this 
ridiculous tolerance shit! 
 
houseofmays: 
yet another haji shooting.  this is what we get when we put the enemy in control!  our 
men are losing their lives on home turf because the army is too afraid of profiling the 
criminals!!  f*&^king BULLS**T!!! 
 

 Out of all the repertoires present in the dialogue under the Fort Hood coverage, 

commenters were most impassioned under the enemy-in-charge discourse.  Directing 

their anger mostly at authorities, commenters were livid that Hasan, a Muslim, was 

“allowed to serve in the U.S. army”.  Commenters were not necessarily shocked at the 

crime per se but instead articulated the incident as one they had anticipated – it was 

framed as a “ticking time bomb” for permitting a “terrorist” in the armed forces.  The 

commenters lashed out at the army – accusing it of failing to be more vigilant in 

controlling who was allowed to be in charge of this nation’s security.  Below is a segment 

of the conversation that discussed how naturally only a Muslim could have committed 

such an atrocity: 
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Andi58: 
As soon as I heard about this I knew it was a Muslim as no one else would do this.  These 
people are all evil and  have no place in a free democrate society.  They just don’t 
understand our way of life and are really better off just staying where they are. 
(November 5, 2009, 0333). 
 
Patrioctic251: 
It amazes me that everyone is talking like this guy served a hard combat tour….that’s the 
biggest joke ever.  They should concentrate on the real reason which is that he’s Muslim 
and not make believe.   
 
Imminent: 
Couldn’t have said it better myself.  How many more lives must be lost before we send 
all the ragheads back to the desert? 
 
amandarose28: 
No surprise AT ALL.  Muslim faith has violence and killing in their creed.  When 
commanded to kill from the higher-up, they kill-it can be family, friends, anyone – 
religion over-rules all. These animals kill themselves in the act if necessarily.  The sooner 
we realize Islam is disease and expunge them all from the US army, the safer our men 
and women will be.   
 
 The anger under this repertoire was articulated mainly that the U.S. army a ware 

of this situation (Muslims serving in the armed forces) but refused to do anything to 

rectify it (expel Muslims from the armed forces).  The army’s refusal of conducting racial 

profiling was articulated as fear of being accused of racism.  As a result of the cowardly 

act of the U.S. army, commenters insisted that troop members were endangered to 

maintain a politically correct façade – favoring minorities at the expense of whites.  

Furthermore, the shootings were articulated as a crime that could have been prevented but 

because the army allowed the “raghead” to serve, the “enemy infiltrated and we are 

losing AMERICANS at home.”  
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White grievance discourse 

 The third most common repertoire appearing in the readers’ comments is the 

white grievance repertoire.  This theme was only present in CNN.com, but not on the 

Austin American-Statesman’s website.  The difference could be attributed to the fact that 

the Austin American-Statesman, closer to the scene of the incident, had commenters 

focused more on expressing sympathy (as will be discussed in the proceeding section) for 

the victims of the shooting. 

 The comments under this theme expressed that the reason Hasan was extended 

preferential treatment in the army was because he is a minority.  Several commenters 

expressed how had Hasan been white, he would have been subjected to much harsher 

punishments for his previous actions.  Below is a group of commenters discussing how 

different the outcome for Hasan would have been if he were white: 

Gwalter: 
If this man would have been white…, his army career would have been cut short. 
 
Jerm99: 
If he was white and spewing racial slurs he would have been run out of the army. 
 
Blayke: 
Its all this pc crap that is going around.  Protect all the criminal minorities but persecute 
the white man the second someone suspects of something wrong. 
 
Hg130: 
This was Obama’s fault and those damn liberals in office.  Trust me, if Hasan was white, 
he would have been stripped off his army career a long time ago. 
 
 According to Michael Omi (1996), an understanding among whites as the soon-

to-be minority group has caused a collective crisis of white identity in the United States.  

Population projections suggest that by the year 2050, white Americans will be at 53% - 
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the lowest percentage ever in the United States (Hitchcock, 2001).  Others scholars have 

projected whites will become a minority in the United States by 2055 (Feagin, 1999).   

 Omi also argues that after legal segregation was dismantled in the United States, 

there was no clear view of race to replace old perceptions of race (1996).  According to 

the McKinney (2003), the lack of clear replacements for the older perceptions of race left 

a cultural vacuum where neoconservative claims took over.  Younger whites have come 

of age during the time when ‘reverse discrimination’ was at its peak (McKinney, 2003).  

Whites began to perceive themselves as victims of affirmative action policies as 

minorities moved into workplaces formerly dominated by all white males.  This shift 

experienced by whites, especially white men, meant the loss of status, security and the 

proliferation of unfair treatment (McKinney, 2003).   

 This notion of unfair treatment against whites is clearly voiced in the readers 

comments of the Fort Hood shootings as well.  Commenters discuss the disparity of 

treatment extended to whites compared to other minorities. 

hoodsoldier: 
everywhere now being white is seen as a bad thing.  if you are a minority, you can do 
anything, go to college for free, get jobs reserved for you, etc.  what happened to this 
country?? 
 
mkpinkforme: 
You’re out of your mind hoodsoldier.  Whites are still the most powerful racial group in 
the United States.  Take a look around you, who is in charge??  
 
snowcuddler: 
Who is in charge??  A black man is in charge that’s who!!  Minorities get a free pass for 
everything.  Look at the scholarships for colleges, is there a white scholarship??  NO!  
Affirmative action protects the presence of minorities – what about the presence of 
whites??   
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Blood12: 
I have served in the army, and I have seen how minorities are getting pushed ahead 
without having to work real hard.  As for us white folks, we have to bust our butts and 
even then, we don’t see the benefits.  it’s all about coddling the minorities today.   
 

 In Charles Gallagher’s study about whites, he concluded that “whiteness is in the 

midst of a fundamental transformation” (Gallagher, 1997, p. 7).  According to his 

analysis, he discovered that this transformation is driven in part by the perception that 

being white is a social and economic disadvantage.  Gallagher found that young whites 

perceive their whiteness as a liability (Gallagher, 1997).   

 In 1995, Lewis and Jhally found that whites clung to the notion that minorities are 

afforded equal opportunities in the United States.  Because of this belief, several whites 

view race-targeting policies as unnecessary and attribute minorities’ lower status 

attainments to individual characteristics such as lack of effort or intelligence.  Whites do 

not believe that minorities lack of success is due to the structural features in society that 

are biased against minorities (Fraser & Kick, 2000).  Because of several policies in place 

enacted to promote diversity but no formal policy to promote whiteness, for whites being 

white has become a cultural liability (McKinney, 2003).   

Isolated incident discourse 

 The theme that stood apart from the rest of the racist discourses was the isolated 

incident discourse.  In this discourse, commenters claimed that the shooting was an 

isolated incident and the fact that Hasan was of Palestinian descent and a practicing 

Muslim had nothing to do with the shootings.  In the following example, commenters in 
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the segment below discuss the shootings as an isolated incident that stemmed from a 

disturbed individual:  

pagirl123: 
This is a terrible time for all those involved and the American people.  The comments 
about whether the shooters religion plays a part in this are simply arrogant.  This is 
merely the act of one disturbed man and nothing else. 
 
Guest: 
Instead of pointing a finger at someone’s religion or ethnicity, we should be asking what 
set him off?  We all know there are killers from every walks of life.  Blaming his faith 
and his skin color is not wise.  That’s like saying one white murderer represents all white 
people.  It’s stupid. 
 
yibabt: 
Violence breeds violence. 
 
tbrown17: 
Just because the shooter had a muslim/arab type name, let’s not jump to conclusions and 
blame every bad thing that happens on muslims/arabs.  Most of them are very nice and 
only a small minority are head-chopping homicide bombers.  They don’t represent the 
true faith and most of the Arab people.  This is just one deranged individual.   
  
 Under this repertoire, commenters also voiced the fact that not all violence stems 

from Muslims or Middle Easterners.  In an effort to counter the racist repertoires present, 

commenters discussed violence that has been perpetrated by white, Christian individuals 

in this country.    

immigranttoo: 
Let us not forget that it was MR., yes MR. Until he end of his day, MR. McVeigh, 
Timothy McVeigh who started this kind of inhumane aggression towards civilians and 
innocents in this country.  He was a Christian man. 
 
Aldingo: 
Catholics have there share of bloodguilt.  Not only did they support Hitlers efforts, they 
had Catholics from America go over to Europe and kill fellow Catholics from other 
countries.  Don’t blame religion because every religion has blood on their hands.  This is 
the act of one man only. 
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TexasBunch: 
Everyone, let’s not forget the scores of Christian murderers out there, plus the murderers 
of every other religion on earth, plus the atheist killers.  Just because he was Muslim 
doesn’t mean he represented the religion.   
 
 Commenters also provided reasons for Hasan’s actions other than blaming his 

faith and his ethnicity.  Most of the comments providing explanations under this theme 

offered the possibility of mental stress and pressure serving in the army.   

Sara: 
The prolongation of war obviously  has a lot to do with this.  Our soldiers are being put 
under enormous, inhumane stress and trauma.  How are they ever to lead peaceful lives if 
their attempts at normalcy are constantly sabotaged by more deployments?  Maybe the 
shooter just couldn’t take it anymore and he just happens to be Muslim.  If he was 
christian, he would have done the same thing. 
 
 
mdeleagle1: 
I wouldn’t be surprised if the shooter was a under a lot of pressure.  He had enough and 
lost it.  Don’t blame his religion. 
 
deliveryman1: 
this is seriously crazy/now we have military personnel attacking other military personnel/ 
don’t they have enough to worry about with Iraq and Afghanistan, now they have to 
worry being attacked in their home bases/we need to stop the madness.  this is why the 
troops need to come home now/so they can focus on getting better.   
 
scorpy: 
we can all thank mr. bush for this hell of a mess. 
 
Jbbrown: 
Now, if what they are saying that this guy was upset about going overseas I can see 
why..can you imagine being in his position, someone has to sit and hear the horror stories 
of people that went to talk to him about their traumatic events in Iraq…he probably was 
suffering from his own kind of PTSD. 
 
 One of the most striking findings in the isolated incident repertoire is the absence 

of commenters arguing against comments that casted Hasan as a foreigner.  The dialogue 

centered primarily on separating Hasan as an individual, his religion and his race, 
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however, his citizenship, which was attacked by commenters in the more prevalent 

repertoires, was not counter argued in this theme.  Out of all the comments analyzed, only 

two comments recognized Hasan as an American.  The first one was from 

“formetoknow” who wrote, “a disgraced American” and the second was from gamt67 

who said, “…judging him (Hasan) for just that diminishes all the sacrifices other Muslim 

soldiers have made for the service of our country.”  Nonetheless, the conversation overall 

under this repertoire was acute in the efforts to quell the misinformation about Hasan’s 

religion and his race. 

Sympathetic discourse 

 Another dominant discursive repertoire detached from any racist or sexist 

discourse is the sympathetic discourse.  This repertoire does not articulate any topic but 

instead relied on this new public space as an avenue to express sympathy for the victims.  

The sympathetic discourse relied on the readers’ comments section to extend condolences 

and support to the victims and their families.  Interestingly, this repertoire was apparent 

only on the Austin American-Statesman’s website.  The outpouring of support present in 

the statesman.com is not unexpected.  As the statesman.com was much closer to the 

scene of the shootings (78 miles from Fort Hood) as opposed to CNN, a national news 

organization based in Atlanta, Georgia, the higher local attention paid in the comments 

section was not out of the ordinary.  This theme in the sympathetic discourse did not 

specifically counter any racist comments or ideologies but merely aimed to redirect the 

focus of the discussion to the victims and their families.  For example, commenter Jayn 
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appealed: “Pray for our soldiers at Ft. Hood, their families and ALL of our military men 

and women who fight for our freedom.” (2009). 

 In this strand of comments below, the dialogue focused on the victims and their 

families encouraging others to do the same: 

amaadarose: 
Now is the time to rally behind all our soldiers and not cast hate.  Say a prayer for the 
ones going through this ordeal. 
  
USA: 
Come on people, the victims and their loved ones need us now.  Let’s offer help not hate. 
 
julesg: 
Amen USA!  Focus on the victims now, not your own crazy ideas of religion and  what 
not. 
  
 Additionally, commenters under this repertoire also stressed how this incident is 

an inappropriate time to be spreading hate and chastised commenters who were taking 

this opportunity to post rabid comments.  For example, this group of comments appealed 

to others to stop the animosity: 

Celery : 
All of you, please stop.  This is not a time to be speculating about the shooter based on 
his name…We should be thinking about them, their families and their friends.  Save your 
disgusting bigotry for another time.    
 
destefanoke: 
What other time?  People are just angry at the f**king raghead.  Let them speak. 
 
Rbf51: 
Pray for the soldiers and their families…there are always going to be people who use 
such a horrific event to stir up hatred. 
 
thriszz: 
I think its better to have all the facts before jumping to conclusions.  It is better instead to 
pray or keep in your thoughts the families who have lost loved ones.  Don’t make this a 
hate fest.  So many people have been through enough hate today. 
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 Under the sympathetic discourse, readers also relied on this new public space as a 

therapeutic-like outlet to express their feelings and sympathies for the victims and their 

families.   

Amyprn: 
My heart goes out to the victims and their families.  I used to live in Killeen.  It is very 
sad.  My prayers are with them all.   
 
SoyLaBonBon: 
There are families out there who are about to receive some of the hardest news they will 
ever receive.  We should be thinking about them…My heart goes out to the friends, 
families, and loved ones who’ve lost so much today.   
 
snote: 
My brother served in Killeen two years ago.  This is like my family.  I feel so, so sad. 
 
notake: 
I was stationed at Fort Hood for four years.  My heart goes out to the men and women 
there today. 
 
 Under this repertoire, this new public space played an additional role of providing 

a grieving space in addition to a public forum.  Apart from appealing to other 

commenters to stop the vitriol, this space allowed commenters to publicly express their 

condolences and share personal experiences and connections with Fort Hood.  During a 

time such as this where the public may be plagued with a sense of helplessness, this space 

demonstrated that by hosting the public’s sorrow, readers’ comments section was able to 

provide the public a closer connection to the tragedy.   

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 The Fort Hood shootings was a hot button issue for readers and it was clearly 

demonstrated in the readers’ comments section.  CNN dedicated an entire subsection on 
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their website titled “Fort Hood shootings” to track the development of this story.  The 

Austin American-Statesman had to disable the readers’ comments section and remove all 

prior comments in just a few hours after the news story broke due to the inflammatory 

comments coupled with the lack of resources in the newsroom to be able to monitor the 

comments efficiently.  

 In discussing just the shooter, commenters deployed common accounts which 

were organized into two discursive repertoires: foreigner and enemy-in-charge.  These 

two repertoires are closely linked – both propagated the notion that Hasan did not belong 

in the United States, and most certainly not in the U.S. army.  The discussion on the 

reasons Hasan did not belong centered predominantly on his faith as a Muslim and his 

ethnicity.  Both factors casted Hasan as a man who did not fit the public’s image of an 

American, much less an American soldier.  The foreigner and enemy-in-charge 

discourses were deployed also to chastise the mistake the army had made in allowing an 

outsider inside United States’ armed forces.  Commenters frequently vented about the 

army’s “fear” of “insulting minorities” hence allowing non-whites to “get away” with 

many offenses that commenters argue whites would never be able to. 

 The third most common repertoire, the white grievance, follows the first two 

dominant repertoires of this story and also is the most sinister of all.  It carves the 

explanations why efforts to diversify society has had a backlash towards whites and the 

acceptance of subpar standards simply to include minorities.  Commenters argue that the 

reason Hasan was able to be in the army even with all his prior offenses is attributed to 

his non-white status.  Commenters did not posit other possible explanations - focusing 
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solely on the notion that it was because he is a minority, he was awarded preferential 

treatment.  

 The isolated incident discourse is the repertoire that challenges the majority of 

comments blaming Hasan’s ethnicity and faith as reasons for the shootings.  Under this 

discourse, commenters were explicit in explaining that an individual’s religion and race 

must not be factors explaining any crime - especially when comments involve sweeping 

generalizations to everyone belonging to the same faith and race.  This repertoire also 

highlighted the many violent incidents committed by white, supposedly Christian 

perpetrators in an attempt to demonstrate that violence is not segregated only to certain 

populations in society.   

 However, reaffirmation of Hasan’s citizenship as an American and him belonging 

in this country was absent in the isolated incident repertoire that defended his religion and 

his race.  This absence raises questions then of if the commenters who defended against 

generalizing Muslims and Middle Easterners also unconsciously possess the stereotype of 

what the image of a true American is.  It is beyond the scope of this analysis to further 

investigate this aspect of the discourse but noting the absence of repertoires is at times as 

important as documenting the presence of certain ideologies.     

 The readers’ comments section on the Austin American-Statesman’s website  

extended beyond the role of just a public forum and became an additional space for 

commenters to publicly express their concern for victims and condolences for the 

families.  The space provided a therapeutic-like outlet for the public to gather and form a 

closer connection to the tragedy.  This additional role, however, was not present in the 
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readers’ comments section on CNN.  The difference could be attributed to the fact that 

the Austin American-Statesman, being a local news organization, had an audience that 

had closer ties to Fort Hood and the city of Killeen.  The different roles this new public 

space held between a local news organization versus a national news organization brings 

up the question of the multiple functions this new public space could additionally take on 

in different markets.   

 The findings of the dialogue discussed above reinforced the stereotypes of who 

are perceived to be ‘genuine’ Americans and who are considered perpetual outsiders.  

Apart from the racist stereotypes reinforced in the dialogue above, the discourse also 

included the discussion among some commenters’ dissatisfaction of supposed 

preferential treatment extended to minorities in this country, resulting in penalties against 

whites.  Commenters’ dialogue under this story tells of a complex understanding of 

efforts to promote racial tolerance and the sense of being white evolving to become a 

cultural liability.   
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TEXAS RELAY / HIGHLAND MALL 
 
 Every year, the University of Texas hosts the Clyde Littlefield Texas Relay in 

Austin, Texas during the first or second week of April. The Texas Relays are an annual 

track and field competition that has historically attracted a large number of African-

American athletes. The 2009 Texas Relays were held from April 1st through April 4th. 

On April 2nd, 2009, Highland Mall which has been a popular destination for younger 

members of the Texas Relays crowd announced that it will be closing early (2p.m. 

instead of its usual 9 p.m.) on Saturday, April 4th. Highland Mall’s general manager Jeff 

Gionnete cited that there were insufficient security available to oversee such a large 

crowd at Highland Mall. Highland Mall’s decision to close early on Saturday ignited a 

controversy and the management was subsequently accused of racism against African-

Americans. Regardless of whether the decision to close early was racially motivated or 

not, for many Highland Mall’s action harkened back to the days of segregation when 

African-Americans were barred from several public places.  This story caused a 

significant controversy in Austin, Texas but did not garner much national attention. As a 

result, the comments analyzed focused only on the local newspaper’s website, The Austin 

American-Statesman. 

A SURFACE SKETCH: FINDINGS OF THE CONTENT ANALYSIS 

 A content analysis of the readers comments generated from the Texas 

Relay/Highland Mall story leads the overview of the comments.  The content analysis for 

the Texas Relay/Highland Mall story included a census of all readers’ comments that 

appeared in stories pertaining to this topic.  The stories generated from this topic were 
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monitored for about six months – from April 2, 2009 to October 31, 2009.  This topic 

resulted in 13 stories on the Austin-American Statesman website that had readers 

comments.  In total, 876 comments were collected and analyzed. 

Table 12 

Race Percentage 

Overtly racist  9.4 

Covertly racist  24.4 

Countered racist comment 7.0 
 

Gender Percentage 

Overtly sexist 0.1 

Covertly sexist 0.0 

Countered sexist comment 0.0 
 

Dialogue Percentage 

Participate in a dialogue 65.5 

Attack other commenters 5.0 
 
Total comments           876 
 

 The content analysis revealed that race dominated the dialogue following this 

story. (See table 11).  As this news story did not have a specific gender component to it 

(the subjects were a group of co-ed students), gender was not a source of discussion.  

Under the articulation of race, expressions of covert racism surpassed expressions of 

overt racism.  Only a small number, 7 percent, of commenters directly countered the 

racist comments.  The numbers in the content analysis also yielded that commenters were 
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relying on this new public space as a venue for dialogue.  Only 5 percent of participants 

directly attacked another commenter – indicating that participants in this new public 

space was overall  civil to each other when engaging each other in a conversation.   

EXPANDING BEYOND THE STATISTICS: ANALYZING THE DISCOURSES   

 The analysis of the dialogue in the readers’ comments section following this story 

yielded four racially oriented discursive themes: self-inflicted consequences, lack of 

resources, cultural infection and racial.  The three most prevalent themes propagated 

highly racist discourses.  The least dominant theme, the acknowledging racism discourse, 

is the only repertoire present that addresses the racism present in the news story.  

Through these themes, the discourses reveal the process of how racism is articulated 

today through a variety of different terminology as an attempt to deny the blatant bigotry.   

Self-inflicted consequences discourse 

 The self-inflicted consequences repertoire which was the most dominant theme in 

the discourse consists of statements blaming relay athletes’ behavior for resulting in the 

mall’s decision to close.  Commenters overwhelmingly articulated that because the 

athletes had always behaved in a “certain” way, the mall was forced to close to avoid 

“unruly behavior.”  For example, in this string of comments, commenters discuss how the 

mall’s decision to close was a consequence brought solely upon the athletes by the 

athletes: 

 
KingSalami: 
Look people, they didn’t close because they were black.  They closed because they come 
in there like wild animals…BUT if you cant abide by the rules they  have (the laws of 
common sense) they have the right to not let you come back. (KingSalami, 0080).   
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Petpeta: 
Exactly!  Why does everything always have to be about race?? 
 
Robertsofar: 
The loud & obnoxious African American youth of today are the direct result of their 
parents and grandparents.  The overriding black culture is one of separatism, violence, 
anger and insidious hatred of white people.  If they want to develop and foster a culture 
like that sobeit.  But then don’t scream racism when you are treated accordingly. 
 
texmex57: 
I think the black community need to tink and stop blaming Austin…stop playing victim 
or race….its they fault 
 
RawBeanZ: 
..why is it always a racial thing?  Oh Yea, it will ALWAYS be a Racial Thing if it don’t 
go a Certain Way for the Narcissist Association Against Caucasian People…… 
 
KickABuck: 
Act like thugs, be treated like thugs.  No one else’s fault. 
 
dude32: 
Do you research people!  Have any of you actually looked at what happened at Highland 
Mall during past TX relays? Fires, fights, lots of shoplifting.  This is not a race thing, it’s 
a security issue.  The businesses have a right to protect themselves from these hooligans. 
If they behaved better, the mall would not close.   
 
 This blaming of the athletes falls in line with Bonilla-Silva’s argument that 

powerful explanations have been developed to justify contemporary racial inequality 

(2010).  This method shields the hegemonic group from taking responsibility of racist 

actions and places blame onto minority victims.  When racism during the Jim Crow era 

explained blacks’ social standing as a result of their “biological and moral inferiority,” 

color blind racism attributes blacks’ low positions in society to choices they have made 

(Bonilla-Silva, 2010). 
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 Feagin wrote that as early as the seventeenth century, black Americans were seen 

as inferior in civilization and morality to white colonists.  This new idea of racism 

attributes blacks failures compared to whites because of blacks’ weak work ethic and 

immoral family values.  This modern dress of racism ultimately continues to blame the 

victim has been regularly resuscitated among white elites and passed along to ordinary 

Americans as a form of explaining the continuing struggles that black Americans still 

face centuries after slavery had been abolished (Feagin, 2000).   

 In recent years, racist terms have slowly lost its prominence in public settings.  

However, in place of blatantly racist terms, a variety of other terminology used in the 

media and everyday conversations of whites have hidden meanings (Feagin, 2000).  For 

many, terms like thug, gangs, ghetto, slum, the poor, the economically disadvantaged, 

welfare recipients, violent criminals and drug pushers have come to symbolize African 

Americans (Feagin, 2000).  Because these terms are not specific to any one group of 

people, a white person can use these terms to denigrate African-Americans and still 

appear to be factual not prejudiced.  Here are a select group of comments extracted from 

various segments in the dialogue that avoid any explicit racial epithets but employ the 

coded racist terms: 

Cody: 
You’re saying I should lower my standards!  I need to accept that foul mouths, and 
disgusting videos, and vandalism are perfectly acceptable in certain circumstances and 
for certain people.  The idea that all people need to respect property and laws is racist, 
because any time a certain group of people doesn’t want to show responsibility for 
themselves, then it is my job to understand that they don’t have to.”   
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Jon7: 
News Flash…Highland Mall to sponsor THUG-FEST at 2:00 pm today.  please bring 
your low-rider.  Rundberg Lane resident’s get first admission for free, hooker’s included. 
 
Skanoots wrote: 
Hopefully the NAACP will motion to move this gangster event to Houston.   
 
 The comments above included phrases such as “certain group of people,” 

“THUG-FEST,” and “gangster” are all coded language targeted against African-

Americans.  This is just another example of placing the burden on the majority minority 

athletes – claiming that because of their actions that resulted in the mall’s decision to 

close early.   

Lack of resources discourse 

 In the most dominant repertoire above, the commenters articulated that the reason 

the mall decided to close early is a consequence of the athletes’ “unruly behavior.”  In the 

second most dominant repertoire, the lack of resources discourse, the dialogue under this 

theme does not blame the athletes’ actions but still shields the mall from any wrongdoing.  

However, this repertoire is still critical to the individuals who believe that the mall’s 

decision to close is racist.  In the lack of resources discourse, the commenters posit one of 

two reasons: 1) The mall simply did not have the resources to cater to such a large crowd 

or 2) The large crowd would not spend enough money to offset the costs of having 

additional security present. 

 For example, in this segment of the dialogue, commenters discuss the mall’s 

reasons to close because of the lack of security available to control the large crowd: 
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sherman2002: 
It just seems to me that a more appropriate venue needs to be found for this type of 
gathering.  You can’t just descend en mass on a business and take it over to have your 
own private party.  Rent out another venue like the Expo Center that is made for that type 
of gathering.  This isn’t racism, it’s poor planning on the part of the mall. 
 
pop1975: 
I used to go to Highland Mall during relays back in a day..even then it would get out of 
control, as an adult, I don’t blame the mall for closing.  it’s just a crowd issue, not a race 
issue.  get over it people. 
 
canrelate: 
HM already serves a minority population. Why would they close simply because black 
kids are coming?  The reason is because the cannot control the sudden mass crowd.  Stop 
making every issue into a racist issue.   
tates2: 
Highland Mall is a dump already.  The last thing they need is a large crowd getting hurt 
and they sure as hell don’t have the money to hire extra security.  Closing is a good idea.  
They can’t take a lawsuit if someone gets hurt.  It’s not about race. 
 
The second reason commenters offered as to why the mall decided to close is because the 
relay crowd does not spend enough money to offset the costs of having additional 
security present.  In this string of comments, the discussion brings up the financial 
reasons for motivating the mall’s early closing time: 
 
dude32: 
The mall already serves a majority minority population – why should they care if a large 
group of African-Americans show up, unless there was some other reason compelling 
them to close- like not making enough money to offset the costs of operation (not to 
mention make a profit).   
 
mhern24: 
I totally AGREE!!!  THIS IS A MONEY ISSUE NOT A RACE ISSUE!!! 
 
Crips: 
This is an issue of lost income, not race.  I guarantee that if they were making money, 
they would stay open.” 0139. 
 
DEED: 
These are just high school kids coming to the mall with no money to spend.  Why should 
the mall stay open to cater to a bunch of broke high schoolers?  If I had a business there, I 
would sure as hell shut down.  White or black, usually high school kids just don’t have 
the money to spend.  Why make this into a divisive issue about race when it’s really 
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about green (money)? 
 
 In the lack of resources repertoire, commenters were adamant that the mall’s 

action was not racially motivated.  Commenters expressed frustration that the dialogue 

kept reverting to race when the issue is clearly about the lack of resources – lack of 

security resources and the lack of financial incentives to cater to the athletes.  

Commenters felt that by claiming the mall’s early closing is racist was simply an excuse 

to instigate public tension.   

Cultural infection discourse 

 From blaming the actions of the athletes to denying that the mall’s early closing is 

racially motivated, the third most common repertoire, the cultural infection discourse, 

shifts the blame back to the athletes but in a more indirect manner.  Commenters under 

this discourse framed their discrimination not against African Americans as a people, but 

shunning their problematic culture.  Below are an example of a group of comments that 

discuss the “troublesome black culture”: 

Noonehere: 
My big problem is two fold: the black culture itself (gangster, money, crime, guns, cars) 
and the power the NAACP has over people like yourself. 
 
Skns: 
It isn’t the color of the skin…it is the Black American culture that is irritating. 
Throwing in the NAACPY defending the actions of this culture/behavior makes it worse 
and only prolongs the problem you people are trying to overcome.  Try creating an 
organization to squash the American culture of gangsters, encourage black males to be 
good family men, encourage them to get an education, promote the importance of treating 
a woman with respect (children pay very close attention to how his/her father treats 
his/her mother.)  Appears as though a pimped out car is more valuable than a stable home 
in that culture.  The majority of Americans despise what that culture represents yet the 
race card is always played.   
 



 173 

rbf51: 
I am of Irish-German-American descent so I am forming an “IGA” Advancement 
Chapter here in Austin.   
 
About: 
yeah terry – the “black situation in america” you’re talking about is crated and pushed by 
folks like you.  let’s see…who kills more blacks than blacks?  who glamorizes gangs and 
pimps?  who calls blacks “sell outs” when they conduct themselves like educated people?  
who uses the “n” word the most?  who celebrates the death of law enforcement officers 
and mocks them as they laid dying in the streets (I guess you  have not heard the news), 
who beats up a trucker with a brick to the side of the head and dances?  who’s calling for 
the extermination of Jews in America?  who lied about a poor girl getting raped in N.Y. 
and organized anti-racist protest, later to find out it was all a set up? (al sharpton), then 
becomes a hero?  …you people need to wake up and stop feeling sorry for yourselves and 
clean up your troublesome black culture. 
 
 In modern day racism, minorities are no longer targeted explicitly simply for 

being minorities, instead racism now focuses on the ways minorities violate traditional 

values of the mainstream (Liu and Mills, 2006).  By articulating discrimination as the 

consequence of an action, discrimination is justified as the minority has done something 

to warrant the prejudice. 

 Pierre-Andre Taguieff argued that modern day European racism does not rely on 

an “essentialist interpretation of minorities’ endowments.”  Instead it targets presumed 

cultural practices and uses that as the rationale for continuing and justifying racial 

inequality.  No longer relying on biology as the standard to cast hate, minorities are now 

assailed for their lack of hygiene, family disorganization, lack of morality and other 

cultural behaviors (Bonilla-Silva, 2010).  This frame basically blames the victim and 

argues that minorities’ standing is their own doing because of their loose morals and lack 

of efforts (Bonilla-Silva, 2010).   

 Statements such as these: “Again perception is everything (e.g., Black American 
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culture)…not RACE but culture (cash money, cars, women, guns, fake diamond earrings, 

thug life),” “It’s all about pimped cars, money, women, guns, gangs, etc. Step up and 

push the NAACP aside and address the real problem which is the cultural perception…” 

and this “…there is a problem in the black culture.  Yes slavery was wrong.  Yes to make 

people ride in the rear of the bus or drink out of a different water fountain or enter the 

back of a building is wrong.  These issues have been corrected.  Some in the black 

community need to get over it and quit using the past as an excuse for current day 

behavior.” further demonstrates the long line of research that finds modern racism 

channeled through different rhetoric.   

 Under the cultural infection discourse, commenters are able to avoid labeling 

themselves as racists because racism has been understood as hatred of another race – a 

biological determinant.  By claiming that it is the culture that is the target of criticism, 

commenters can easily claim that culture is a choice, biology is not, hence African 

Americans by choice, are problematic.   

Acknowledging racism discourse 

 In the fourth most common repertoire in this dialogue, commenters disagreed with 

the more prevalent discourses above that denied the early closing of Highland Mall was 

racially motivated.  Commenters under this discourse articulated that the decision to deny 

the Texas Relay athletes was obviously insulting and degrading to the minorities.  Here is 

an example of a segment in the conversation that recognized the racist act of Highland 

Mall: 
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nlrogers: 
not only were the actions of Highland Mall xenophobic and racist so were the actions of 
the Austin police dept…Countless weekend throughout the year bring thousands of 
young white people to Austin, often they are far more disruptive than any Texas Relay 
weekend has ever been.  I have never heard of the police going out of their way to harass 
them. 
 
bohemian_sam:  
Spin this however you want, this is racism.   
 
Hmmm: 
you hit the nail on the head…well said sir! 
 
patoBambino: 
Austin only pretends to be culturally diverse.  It’s only slightly better than most other 
small towns in Texas.  NAACP is right to make complaints and calls for boycotts, and the 
town’s public reactions/behaviors over this issue WERE shameful.  
 
 Other commenters also argued that if the city of Austin is able to manage large 

crowds for other events, there should be no excuse in being able to manage the Texas 

Relay athletes.  For example: 

micmac99: 
Bottom line: if Austin can successfully manage SXSW, if they can manage Longhorn 
football, they can manage the Texas Relays.  No excuse. 
 
Tankboy: 
Absolutely!  With all the festivals this city has got going on all year long, crowd control 
is not foreign in Austin.  Highland Mall is a disgrace for being bigots. 
 
tsktsk: 
Crowd control??  What a joke.  Why is there never an issue when it’s ACL but an issue 
when it’s the relays?  Even the blind know this is racist.  Give me a break HM, what year 
are we in?? 
 
 Unlike other repertoires above, this repertoire did not provide reasons as to why 

Highland Mall should not have acted in a racist manner.  It also did not counter the 

accusations from earlier repertoires present in the themes of cultural infection and self-
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inflicted consequences.  Instead this repertoire centered simply on acknowledging the 

actions of the mall as racist.   

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 The readers’ comments under this news story demonstrated strong expressions of 

modern racism in this new public space.  Instead of inundating the comments section 

with racial epithets of African-Americans, comments mainly consisted of coded language 

that avoided blatant racism.  McConahay coined the term modern racism to describe a 

new, different form of racism.  McConahay explained that modern racists believe that 1) 

discrimination is history because blacks have the freedom to participate as they wish in 

the market place, 2) blacks are demanding to enter institutions where they are 

unwelcome, 3) these demands for entry are unfair and 3) blacks are gaining undeserved 

entry into prestigious institutions (McConahay, 1986, p. 92-93).   

 A growing literature has been discussing the pervasiveness of contemporary racist 

terms.  Researchers have discovered that racist discourse in the forms of traditional 

prejudiced talk are no longer the norm but instead racism is articulated through problems 

(usually self-created) that are associated with minorities. 

 The blaming of minorities for the results of modern racism is evident in this news 

story.  The early closing of Highland Mall was blamed on the relay athletes because they 

behaved in a certain way.  Commenters wrote that because the athletes acted the way they 

did, they should naturally expect to be treated in such an unfriendly manner.  Other 

commenters were adamant that this is not about race but about the shunning of a culture.  

 Culture has replaced the word race in modern racism.  Because race has been 
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biologically determined but culture is a choice, racist attacks on minorities are now 

couched as condemning culture not race.  Modern racists who target minorities’ choice of 

being are able to deny they are racist and channel their bigotry through more politically 

correct language. 
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SHENANDOAH MURDER TRIAL 
 
 On July 12, 2008, Luis Ramirez, a 25-year-old Hispanic man, was severely beaten 

when a group of all-white boys attacked him in the street on their way home. They kicked 

and hit him while other members of the group watched and yelled racial slurs.  Ramirez 

subsequently died on July 14, 2008 from his injuries after initially falling into a coma. 

The accused, all members of the town’s high school football team, left Ramirez 

unconscious in a residential street as he foamed at the mouth. Brandon Piekarsky, 17, 

Derrick Donchak, 19, Colin Walsh, 17 and two other juveniles were charged with several 

offences in connection to Ramirez’s attack.   

 Shenandoah, where the attack took place, is a blue collar community of 5,600 

residents and has in the recent years lured Hispanic residents by its cheap housing and 

jobs in several nearby factories and farms. Ramirez moved to the U.S. about seven years 

ago from Mexico and was working in a factory picking strawberries and cherries. The 

case went to trial, exposed ethnic tensions and bitterly divided the town of Shenandoah, 

Pennsylvania. The community was torn on who to blame for the altercation – some 

believed the teens should be punished for beating a man to death, others were convinced 

that Ramirez was the aggressor and deserved his ultimate fate.  Although this story did 

attract a limited amount of national attention, it mainly remained a hot button issue in the 

town of Shenandoah. This project will analyze the readers’ comments from the local 

newspaper’s website, the Republican Herald, associated with this news story. 
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A GENERAL OVERVIEW: FINDINGS OF THE CONTENT ANALYSIS 

 In keeping with the pattern of providing a surface sketch of the overall comments, 

a content analysis of the readers’ comments on the Shenandoah murder trial news 

coverage was conducted.  The content analysis for the Shenandoah murder trial news 

stories included a census of all readers’ comments that appeared in stories pertaining to 

this news story.  The stories that generated from this topic was monitored for about six 

months – from July 12, 2008 to January 31, 2009.  This topic resulted in 143 stories on 

the Republican Herald’s website with a total of 6,780 comments. 

Table 13 

Race Percentage 

Overtly racist 1.9 

Covertly racist 15 

Counter racist comment 10.4 
 

Gender Percentage 

Overtly sexist 0.1 

Covertly sexist 0.6 

Counter sexist comment 1 
 
 

Dialogue Percentage 

Participate in a dialogue? 79.2 

Attack other commenters? 29 
 
Total comments     6,780 
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 The majority of the comments in the Shenadoah murder trail coverage centered 

primarily on the articulations of race as Ramirez was Hispanic, but articulations of gender 

were almost absent.  The few number of comments that contained discussions of gender 

pertained to Ramirez’s fiancee, Crystal Dillman.   

 The numbers in the content analysis demonstrated in table 13 do not offer an 

accurate portrayal of the intense racism perpetrated in the dialogue accompanying this 

news story.  As Ramirez was Hispanic, discussions naturally steered towards 

conversations on immigration.  Immigration has been an extremely hot button issue in the 

United States and Hispanics make up one third of all immigrants entering the United 

States. (Chomsky, 2007).  The results of the content analysis demonstrated that the 

commenters were heavily engaged in a dialogue with each other.  Commenters also 

largely refrained from attacking each other in the comments section – indicating that the 

space was relied on more for conversations rather than an outlet to attack others. 

UNCOVERING THE MESSAGES IN THE COMMENTS: ANALYSING THE DISCOURSES 

 In analyzing the dialogue that emerged from the comments on the Republican 

Herald’s website, commenters deployed four discursive themes in the dialogue when 

discussing Ramirez: criminal, assimilation, white grievance and WWJD (What would 

Jesus do). 

The three most dominant repertoires in this dialogue, criminal, assimilation and white 

grievance propagated intense racism.  The fourth repertoire labeled the what would Jesus 

(WWJD) do theme is the only repertoire that did not contain racism.  Through these 

themes, one is able to discern commenters understanding or perhaps more accurately, 
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misunderstandings of immigrants’ lives, the immigration process in the United States and 

commenters’ perceptions of whiteness as a growing liability today.   

The Criminal Discourse 

 The most prevalant repertoire constantly reiterated in the dialogue is how Ramirez 

was the original criminal as he was the one who first broke the law by entering the United 

States illegally.  According to the dialogue, as Ramirez was the one who initiated 

lawlessness, commenters articulated that he is the one responsible for the fate he faced in 

Shenandoah.  Commenters argued that had Ramirez not initated the original crime of 

illegal entry, he would not have been beaten to death.  In this string of comments, 

commenters discuss how Ramirez “should have known better” and had he stayed “where 

he belonged,” he would not have met his untimely death: 

 
Horst Wessel:  
If this illegal had stayed at home and not entered our country…he would still be alive 
today.   
 
Suejue: 
I completely agree.  Criminals should brace themselves for whatever come their way 
when they jump the fences illegally.   
 
Justthefacts: 
 If Luis had stayed in his native country, where he legally belonged, he would not be dead 
right now.   
 
PatrickL: 
The real criminal here is the illegal.  He broke the law and he paid for it.  He should have 
known better and stayed where he belonged.  He would still be alive today.  Don’t blame 
those boys.   
 
Joejoe: 
HE’S A CRIMINAL!!  HE BROKE THE LAW FIRST!!!!  HE DESERVED TO DIE!!!! 
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Marie: 
If this illegal immagrant (sp) would’ve stayed in his own country, none of this would’ve 
happened.   
 
 Commenters discussed Ramirez’s fatal beating as a direct punishment for being 

an undocumented worker instead of a separate act of violence.  Immigrants today have 

become an easy scapegoat for many social ills (Chomsky, xi, 2007).  From being blamed 

of draining governmental resources to the ones who commit the most crimes, immigrants 

are often the first group of people to be targeted.  Commenters were mainly 

unsympathetic to Ramirez’s death, focusing solely on the issue of his legal status in the 

United States to justify his demise.   

 In another subtheme prevalent under the criminal discourse, Ramirez was 

commonly constructed as sub-human.  Ramirez’s sub-human construction was used to 

justify that the perpetrators (white American teenage boys) had not committed any crime.  

The intense anger in the dialogue was directed at Ramirez’s death as it could now have a 

potentially negative impact on the lives of the three white perpetrators.  For example, this 

group of commenters questioned why Ramirez’s death mattered as he was just an “illegal 

immigrant” compared to the perpetrators who were rightful residents: 

Mar: 
He was an ILLEGAL immigrant.  Who cares?   
 
Elizabeth: 
I would like to say that those involved in the murder should NOT be convicted of murder 
because he was illegal.    
 
Palain: 
Amen!  Free the boys, ship the illegal back!! 
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Alicia: 
Hmm, Luis did not exist in our country, therefore…these boys killed NO ONE? 
 
Valleyboy: 
 let the boys go free of all charges, besides he was just a mexican.   
 
Ill-Phil: 
Set the children free…they defended themselves against an aggressive adult an illegal 
possibly a terrorist.   
 
My Gosh: 
Best of luck to you boys. Derrick, Colin, Brandon you have A LOT of people pulling for 
you all.   
 
 In the last subtheme under the criminal discourse is one that constructed Ramirez 

as a thief.  A popular myth rests on the misconception that undocumented immigrants are 

draining this country’s resources especially by taking advantage of welfare benefits and 

stealing jobs from American citizens.  The string of comments below demonstrates the 

popular belief common in the conversation that undocumented workers are draining the 

resources of the United States: 

Illusion: 
Less than 2% of illegal aliens are picking our crops, but 29% are on welfare (4089). 
 
Pajoe: 
They come to our country, steal our jobs by working for dirt cheap, live in a house where 
20 of them share a room and then have their babies so their women can go on welfare!!! 
 
Americanman: 
I lost my job because a wetback would do it for less than half.   
 
unbelievable: 
lets focus back to the illegal immigrants and the money they are stealing from us 
americans.  so a few boys beat one up, who cares, theres a million of them running 
around still.  they rape our women and steal our jobs.  too bad those boys got to only one. 
better luck next time. 
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tax payer: 
send them all back to where they came from, either in a bag or a bus.   
 
sarge: 
so we are going to waste more tax payers money to take this case to trial???  the illegal 
STOLE from us, his trashy girlfriend is on WELFARE!!  how much more are they going 
to take from us??? 
 
 According to Steven Camarota who wrote an article on illegal immigration and 

the federal budget, the majority of immigrants who mostly are of prime working age do 

not qualify for many public services (2004).  These immigrants tend to contribute more to 

the public sector compared to what they actually use.  The only kind of public service 

that immigrant households use at much higher rates than citizens is food assistance 

programs such as food stamps, WIC, and free or reduced-cost school lunches (Camarota, 

2004).  However, it is children of these immigrants, ones who are American citizens, that 

benefit from this program.  Many commenters mistakenly believe that immigrants are 

eligible for public services and believe that their tax dollars are going to support 

undocumented immigrants.  Commenter Bubba exemplified this popular believe in this 

comment: “Since I am a WHITE MALE, it is my duty to work as much as possible to 

support our Latino Population…” (2009).   

 Bubba’s comment echoed a prevalent theme in contemporary discourse about 

economic disadvantages for white people.  While it is true that white workers compared 

to white elites are less economically stable today, white workers are deceived into 

believing that their source of economic downward spiral is due to the people of color in 

the workplace rather than the actions of white elites eliminating jobs for everyone 

(McKinney, 2003).   
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Assimilation discourse 
 
 The conversation about Ramirez inevitably includes discussing the immigrants in 

the United States.  The readers’ comments section becomes a place where commenters 

express their dissatisfaction with the current immigrant population focusing solely on 

Hispanic immigrants.  The incident that sparked the assimilation discourse stemmed from 

the protestors who arrived in Shenandoah seeking justice for Ramirez’s death.  The 

Mexican American Legal Defense and Educational Fund (MALDEF) organized a rally 

and a few protestors held up signs in Spanish during the protest march.  This sparked an 

intense discussion on another popular misconception about immigrants refusing to 

assimilate in the readers’ comments section of this news story.    

 One of the ways immigrants are supposedly resisting assimilation is the belief that 

they are refusing to learn English.  This sentiment was reflected numerous times in the 

dialogue.  Here is an example of a group of commenters insisting that immigrants learn to 

speak English to prove that they do want to stay in the United States: 

IrishAmerican: 
Please learn to speak English is (sp) if you want to stay!!!!  My ancestor did and you all 
should too!!!!   
 
Daisy: 
Please, you are in the United States of America where our primary is ENGLISH!!!! 
PLEASE SPEAK IT!!!! 
 
PA PROUD : 
GO BACK TO YOUR OWN COUNTRY! IF YOU DO NOT LIKE THE WAY WE 
RUN THINGS HERE! …. ENGLISH IS WHAT IS SPOKEN HERE.”  
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Outside looking in: 
What I don’t understand is why YOU PEOPLE WANT TO STAY HERE but don’t want 
to LEARN THE LANGUAGE!!!  If you want to live here, speak English!! 
 
Americanalltheway: 
It’s not that they don’t want to learn the language, is because they want to work, make the 
money and leave.  They don’t really want to be a part of this country.  They just want to 
steal from us and leave. 
 
Suezann: 
I agree with Americanalltheway.  If they really wanted to stay, they would speak our 
language. 
 
 According to Calvin Veltman (1990), the language patterns of today’s immigrants 

mirror those of earlier generations.  The older immigrants struggle to learn the new 

language and find it unnecessary to become fluent in it while the younger generation 

realizes that English is key to success and quickly adopts the new language (Veltman, 

1990).  After the second generation, the immigrants’ mother tongue is usually lost 

(Vetlman, 1990, p. 113).  Spanish-speaking immigrants are learning English at a pace 

that is similar to the earlier generations of European immigrants but the difference is that 

Spanish-speaking immigrants are retaining their native language at a higher rate as 

opposed to previous European immigrants (Perea, 1998).    

 Another myth perpetrated regarding immigrants’ choice to assimilate was the ease 

in obtaining citizenship or legal residence. For example, this group of commenters argue 

that if immigrants “really” wanted to stay in the United States, they should “do it the 

correct and legal way”: 

inagreement  
If they REALLY wanted to be here, they would go through the proper channels…and get 
their citizenship!!!!    
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Greg: 
I have served my country in the military and believe that anyone that wants to be in this 
country should have the opportunity to come.  But they must do it the correct and legal 
way.  
 
TakeforGranted: 
 Americans should take care of their own before we bow down to people when they enter 
OUR country illegally to “make a better life for themselves.”  If that’s truly what they 
want, why don’t they enter the country by following proper channels – rather than 
underground tunnels and jumping fences. 
 
VOP Cowards: 
Then they would have to pay taxes.  Jumping fences, no taxes.   
 
Welcome to Mexidoah: 
This country was built by immigrants – LEGAL immigrants.   
  
 Chomsky (2007) argues that this sentiment regarding the ease of being able to 

choose whether or not to be a legal resident reveals how U.S. history has taught that this 

country is made up of “white, voluntary immigrants.” (p. 53).  The current immigration 

laws in the United States privileges family members already residing in the United States.  

For other immigrants such as ones from the Third World (people of color), there is 

literally no way to gain access into this country (Chomsky, 2007).  And so, the current 

law discriminates a large population, mainly people of color, in entering the United 

States.   

The white grievance discourse 
 
 Again in this news story, the white grievance discourse is evident in this dialogue.  

Similar to the news story on the Fort Hood shootings, commenters here discuss the 

priorities palced on minorities and as a result of favoring minorties, white people are 
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neglected.  For example, this string of comments demonstrate the frustration at 

minorities’ and the alleged preferential treatment they receive at the expense of whites: 

Paul: 
THESE ILLEGAL aliens have more rights than the American citizens.   
 
Disgusted: 
A member of my family was also attacked by a Mexican and nothing was done…No 
justice for citizens, only illegal Latinos. 
 
anonymous: 
better get used to being shafted.  Once the election is over and we have a “brother” as 
pres god help us white folk.  We will be overrun b the minorities looking for the free 
rides in life that they are taught from infancy.  I have some “nonwhiteds” in my block and 
have already heard them rejoing over the prospects of getting more welfare then they do 
now nad free rent etc. once as they put it “Obama da man” gets into the brothers crib.  
Are we rready for shootings as a national pastime? or greens for our national food? god 
help us all….”  
 
How about it: 
Supporting the innocent kids who were attacked by a violent illegal alien is hardly racist.  
Is everything racist if we support the whites instead of the hispanics?  Do we always have 
to support the mexicans? 
 
Michelle: 
STAND TALL COLIN…consequences are to come for some of your actions, but I vote 
for a self defense verdict.   
 
SkyPilot: 
I can hear the Latinos firing up their low riders right now for another protest in Spanish.  
I’d love to jioin them but unfortunately I HAVE TO WORK FOR A LIVING BECAUSE 
I AM WHITE to pay the taxes so the police can arrest them for dealing their drugs!! 
 
  According to Carol Swain, law professor at Vanderbilt University, ordinary white 

Americans are increasingly frustrated by several unresolved public policy issues in 

ethnicity and race.  Many white Americans perceive the government as geared toward 

advancing the rights of racial and political minorities than those of the mass white people 

(p. 5).  Swain also found that ordinary white Americans are making a case for increased 
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white solidarity and white consciousness by employing the same brand of identity politics 

that minorities have used in the past to further their own group interest and group 

identities. (p. 5).  In the comments section, there is a demand for these kinds of white 

consciousness and white solidarity that Swain had discovered to be on the rise.  

 For example, commenter Joe wrote, “I would like to see the same type of concern 

next time a latino murders a white person.”  Another commenter, auntsue, wrote: 

 I was wondering if there was any plans to have vigils and rallies in susquehanna 
 county for the poor woman beaten to death by an illegal immigrant.  I feel all 
 those protestors should show up and protest this ILLEGAL immigrant beating an 
 innocent hard working white woman to death.  oh never mind, an illegal 
 immigrant killing a white woman is not newsworthy. 
 

What Would Jesus Do (WWJD) discourse 

 In this repertoire, the commenters distanced the crime from the controversies 

about immigration that had been entangled in the discourse.  This dialogue weighed only 

on the murder committed by a group of teenage boys against a single man.  In this 

repertoire, commenters often chided commeters for attacking Ramirez, the victim, and 

critized against protecting the perpetrators.  Against the backdrop of a Christian faith, the 

commenters under this repertoire based their arguments on what would Jesus do in the 

same situation.  The comenters insisted that killing a man, no matter who the man was, is 

a sin.  In this segment of the dialogue, the conversation centers on focusing the Christian 

faith to condemn the crime: 

Karen: 
It doesn’t matter if Ramirez was here illegally.  He was a human being and yes, he was 
one of God’s children.  You all need to go to church and get your hate taken away. 
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Bob: 
God wouldn’t have wanted Ramirez to jump borders.  LOL 
 
Shenandoah resident: 
Yes Karen, you are right.  You all need to stop with this racism.  Ramirez was a 
HUMAN.  A man died.  It’s not simple battary, it’s murder.  Thou shall not kill, ever 
heard of that?  What would Jesus do??? 
 
just me: 
Illegal or not illegal, why does that matter when a man was beaten to death by these 
murderers.  Heard of a bible?  You people need to READ IT!! 
 
yepperz 
I don’t agree on antyhing those boys did to that man – illegal or not it shouldn’t have 
happened!  Do you think Jesus would have cared if someone was illegal or not???  NO!! 
 

 Commenters appealed to others to consider the religious teachings of the 

Christian faith to support their stance that committing murder is a sin regardless of if the 

man is an “illegal alien” or not.  However, it did not argue against any of the 

misconceptions perpetrated about immigrants’ draining this country’s resources or 

making up this nation’s heavy percentage of criminals.       

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 The discourses in the dialogue following the Shenandoah murder trial surfaced 

against a backdrop of a nation volatile about immigration.  Currently, there are roughly 

12 million undocumented immigrants in the United States (Skelton, 2009).  This number 

concerns many residing in the United States who feel that this country is being invaded 

by waves of immigrants (Skelton, 2009).  Throughout the history of the United States, 

immigrants have always stirred concerns among residents (Simon & Alexander, 1993).  

Immigrants destroying the “American way of life” have remained constant fear with 
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nativists despite centuries of evolving demographics (Higham, 2007, p. 4).  However, 

although there were numerous governmental restrictions enforced on other immigrants 

(Lee, 2006), the Latino immigrant population was mostly ignored simply because it 

provided a sizeable and affordable work force (Massey, Durand & Malone, 2002).   

 But just because the government mostly turned a blind eye to the influx of 

undocumented Latino workers in the United States did not mean that they were readily 

accepted by the general population.  As demonstrated with the dialogue that accompanied 

the Shenandoah murder trial coverage, there are several misconceptions that are heavily 

perpetuated about Latino immigrants in the United States.  In the discourses laced with 

racism, Ramirez was discussed in two prominent ways: He was never perceived as truly 

human and being Latino, he inevitably represented the roughly 12 million undocumented 

immigrants in the United States.  Ramirez’s legal status sanctioned commenters 

justification of his sub-humanness.  Because he did not possess a legal presence in the 

United States, his life was not perceived as one that was worthwhile.   

 Ramirez’s ethnicity also became the subject of immigration debate in the 

conversation.  This case opened up a heated discussion based on the misconceptions of 

immigration in this country today. The conversation never focused on the American 

companies that hired Ramirez for his cheap labor instead it blamed Ramirez alone for 

entering this country.  No matter the direction of the conversation, the blame never rested 

on Americans.  The American boys who murdered this man was heralded as defending 

themselves.  The American companies who hired Ramirez were never accused of hiring 

undocumented workers.   
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 The white grievance discourse evident under this news story discussed how 

“absurd” it was that white, American boys have to suffer because of the “illegal alien.”  

In the midst of all the volatile opinions about immigration and how immigrants are 

draining this country’s resources, the intense anger was articulated as the unjust treatment 

white people received at the expense of minorities in this country. 

 The WWJD discourse condemned the crime based on morals alone.  Although the 

repertoire did not refute any claims made about the immigrants in the racist repertoires 

presented, it did articulate that this is a crime because a man was murdered.  The key 

difference between this repertoire and the ones that were racists was the way Ramirez 

was discussed.  In the WWJD repertoire, Ramirez was perceived as a man – a human life 

instead of an “illegal alien” whose existence did not matter. This public space illustrated 

many of the discourses present in Americans’ discussion about immigration and race.   
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 JIHAD JANE 
 

 On March 10, 2010, Colleen LaRose a 46 year-old woman was indicted for 

conspiracy to provide materials to support terrorists and kill a person in a foreign country.  

LaRose, a Caucasian woman from Pennsylvania was allegedly aiding terror groups in 

attempts to carry out attacks in Europe and Asia.  According to the U.S. Department of 

Justice, LaRose called herself “Jihad Jane” and recruited women who had the ability to 

travel in Europe to “wage violent jihad.”  LaRose had allegedly written in an email 

message that it would be “an honor and great pleasure to die or kill for” Islamic holy war.  

A Muslim and a woman, LaRose’s religion and gender ignited a slew of comments 

attacking both.  This news story did not have strong local ties and garnered only attention 

on national news organizations hence readers comments from CNN will be analyzed. 

A PRELIMINARY PORTRAYAL: FINDINGS OF THE CONTENT ANALYSIS 

 To offer an introduction of the overall comments before the more in-depth 

discourse analysis, a content analysis for this story was conducted on the census of all 

readers’ comments pertaining to this topic on CNN.  The stories that generated from this 

topic was monitored for about six months – from March 10, 2010 to September 30, 2010.  

The topic resulted in five different stories on CNN’s website with readers’ comments 

section with a total of 2,154 comments. 
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Table 14 

Gender Percentage 

Overtly sexist 1.5 

Covertly sexist 5.3 

Counter sexist comment 0.1 
 

Race Percentage 

Overtly racist 4.2 

Covertly racist 10 

Counter racist comment 6.4 
 

Dialogue Percentage 

Participate in a dialogue 64.4 

Attack other commenters 12.5 
 
Total comments  2,154 
 
 
 The content analysis of the Jihad Jane news story contained both elements of 

gender and race although issues of gender clearly dominated the discourse as will be 

further discussed in the discourse analysis.  A majority of the comments amongst readers 

were in the form of a dialogue with each other.  Less than half of comments on this new 

public space were ones that did not participate in the ongoing conversation.  Only a 

minority of the comments directly attacked other commenters – indicating that 

commenters were generally civil in conversing with others in the comments section.  

 Due to the fact that LaRose is Muslim, her religion became a source in discussing 
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Arabs even though LaRose is Caucasian.  LaRose was no longer perceived as a 

“genuine” white woman after she converted to Islam.  There is widespread perception in 

the United States that Arabs and Muslims are identical (Akram & Johnson, 2002).  

Perpetrators of hate crime often fail to differentiate people across religion or ethic origins 

– lumping everyone from Pakistanis, Indians, Iranians as a whole (Akram & Johnson, 

2002).  Journalist Jina Moore has blamed the blurring of a Muslim and an Arab on the 

media’s “monolithic portrayal of Muslims and Arabs.” (Moore, 2010).  In recognition of 

this blurring between race and religion, both the content analysis and the discourse 

analysis will treat the articulation of the religion in the comments as a racial term unless 

the comment explicitly differentiated between both.   

DISCOURSE ANALYSIS 

 The discourse analysis of readers comments from CNN’s website distinguished 

four kinds of discourses that emerged in the dialogue: the psycho discourse, the traitor 

discourse, the looks discourse and the isolated incident discourse.  Both the psycho 

discourse and the look discourse perpetrated sexist themes.  The traitor discourse fell 

under the racist theme.  The isolated incident discourse was the solitary theme that did 

not perpetuate either sexist or racist themes.  Through the close analysis of readers’ 

comments on LaRose and her crime, this public space demonstrates how women are 

perceived through discussions of their mental health, and judged by their physical 

appearances.  The conversation also included discussion that relied on racial 

characteristics to deem who is a ‘real’ American.   
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Psycho discourse 
 
 The repertoire that most dominated the discourse on the story of Jihad Jane is the 

psycho discourse.  Commenters overwhelming claimed that because LaRose is a “full-

fledged psycho,” it explained her intentions to execute her proposed crime.   

 Labeling women as psychotic traces its roots back to the early 19th century.  Back 

then women were often falsely diagnosed of suffering from psychosis to be able to be 

forced into an asylum.  Women were often put away as a method to repress their actions 

or punishment for those who committed acts deemed inappropriate such as purchasing 

furniture without the consent of their husbands (Chesler, 2005).  However the most 

common reason women were committed to insane asylums was so their husbands were 

then free to marry another woman (Chesler, 2005). The psycho repertoire was deployed 

in describing LaRose and below is a segment of the dialogue that demonstrates this: 

Damn Yank: 
she’s about as psychotic as jihad joseph stack.  she should fry. 
 
StychoKiller: 
No, she needs a time out in a Rubber Room – a very long time out! 
 
LifeByBOb: 
She is a sick, psycho woman open to Satanism. 
 
Guest: 
Wackity wackity wack wack!! jihad jane is a psycho wack!! 
 
VP2010: 
I don’t understand why women are always the ones doing these kinds of crap.  Are 
women really all that psycho like people say?? 
 



 197 

 The rhetorical question brought up by the last commenter above suggests that the 

modern discourse may still be prevalent in categorizing women as psychos.  According to 

Jane Ussher (1992), a professor who has conducted extensive research on female 

psychology stated, “Misogynistic discourse deems women as psychotic” (p. 20).  The 

asylum was patriarchy’s way to punish difficult women (Porter, 1987, p. 163), control 

rebellious women and maintain the hegemonic order (Ussher, 1992) but today the 

discourse in casting women as psychotic is still rooted in misogyny.   

 Jan Burns, a psychology professor, has stated that violence committed by a man 

and violence committed by a woman is treated differently.  “If one is female and commits 

an offense, one is much more likely to be seen as having a psychiatric problem than if 

one is male.” (Burns, 1991, p. 16).  As Ussher succinctly said, “If a woman commits a 

crime, she is mad.  A man is bad” (p. 171). 

 To categorize one as psychotic implies an absence of rationale, and posits that 

women who do commit crimes do so because they lack control of their senses (Ussher, 

1992).  Ussher (1992) wonders then if this attribution in lack of control is because 

criminality, violence or aggression is against the conceptualization of what is femininity 

and so the woman must be psychotic to be bad?  The perception pathologizes rather than 

criminalizes (Ussher, 1992).   

Traitor discourse 

 In the most dominant repertoire above, the majority of the comments focused on  

an explanation why LaRose committed the crime – providing the reason because she was 

a “psycho”.  The second most common repertoire found in the traitor discourse is one 
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that accuses LaRose of an additional crime – betrayal.  In this repertoire, LaRose was 

discussed as someone who had betrayed her country and her white race.  For example, 

this series of comments below highlights the accusations of betrayal aimed at LaRose 

focusing on her identity as a practicing Muslim: 

vmitchell49: 
She should have been tried for treason and thrown out of the US the minute she 
converted.  Islam – since its inception: forced conversions, rape, invasions, taxes on non-
Muslims, Arab salve trade, Muslim-Christian, Muslim-Jewish, Muslim-Hindu and 
Muslim-Buddhist problems.  Shia-Sunni hatred and killings, no democracy, no free press, 
no secular education, no science and technology, no rights for women or 
minorities…Islam is a ‘religion of peace,’ etc – no other religion is at war with all others, 
celebrating death, causing problems in every continent…” 
 
Haze2010: 
She is a traitor to her country and to her white people.   
 
Croll51552: 
What was Benedict Arnold convicted of?? 
 
Guest: 
See what that cult does even to white blonde American women. 
 
Pdub: 
How can an American, a white American!!! do this??  Islam is the religion of the 
enemy!!  Effing TRAITOR!!!!   
 
Guest: 
Christian extremists often become ministers, or pastors.  They may become missionaries, 
and go to foreign lands to convert people to their particular beliefs.  Jewish extremists 
will eat no pork, cook their dairy and meats in different pots, and maintain a strict kosher 
kitchen, in addition to going to synagogue often.  Neither Christian no Jewish extremists 
cause harm, and neither do Buddhists, Taoist.  Then we have the Muslims.  Extreme 
Muslims kill, maim and destroy.  Extreme Muslims commit wholesale atrocities such as 
building bombs to trap the unwary.  Extreme Muslims believe that by killing a non-
Muslim, they will achieve instant paradise and 32 virgins.  She should be hung for giving 
up the Christian way.   
 
 
 



 199 

Flavor: 
An american woman living in the U.S. and converted to Muslim to be with these 
primitive and barbarian ethnicities??  she betrayed this country and the people of this fine 
land.  off with her head! 
 

 Soon after 9/11, Muslims became outsiders in this country (Ewing, Belong and 

Belong, 2008).  The discourse discussed how LaRose betrayed not only the U.S. by 

practicing the “religion of the enemy” but also betrayed white people.  A long line of 

research has indicated the perception of a genuine American is white and Christian.  

White culture constitutes the general cultural mainstream, causing non-White culture to 

be seen as deviant. (Seidman, 2004).   

 Anyone that is a deviation from whiteness or Christianity is not perceived to be a 

“true American.” The long and deep legacy of Christian ideas and values have been 

produced and perpetrated within dominant western Christianity over centuries (Kivel, 

n.d.). This legacy continues to shape our language, culture, beliefs, and values (Kivel, 

n.d.) – including our beliefs of who is truly American. 

 LaRose was the very symbol of a true American – she is white and originated 

from a Christian upbringing.  As a result, her conversion to Islam in the conversation 

present in readers’ comments symbolized the ultimate betrayal.  There is a disconnect in 

the discourse of being Muslim, American and white.  In how LaRose was discussed, 

there is no synonymy of being Muslim, American and white.  It was either being a 

Muslim or white and American.  As LaRose had embraced Muslim, she was now no 

longer American and no longer viewed as truly white and hence she had become a traitor. 
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 Another subtheme that emerged under the traitor discourse were suggestions to 

expose LaRose to the “true Muslim way of life” in the Middle East as a tactic to have her 

revert back to her white, Christian ways.    

Pdub40: 
She should be exported to the Middle East to see how women really live there and she 
will quickly turn back into a white American woman. 
 
Kubla: 
I hear you!!  Let the traitor go to haji land and experience how they treat their women as 
slaves there.  She’ll be embracing Christ again for sure! 
 
Ygbfsm: 
Good idea. We should have all the white wannabe islam people all go to the middle east 
and expose them to the witchcraft religion in all its glory.  
 
Candide08: 
Jihad Jane does not know how good she has it in the U.S.  Throw her to the sandmen and 
she will run home a christian lady again!!  or maybe they will stone her before she can 
get back!!!  she will deserve it the f!@#king traitor!!!!! 
 
 In addition to discussions that suggest she be sent away to the Middle East to 

witness first hand how Muslims lived, the discussion also hinted at commenters’ disbelief 

of LaRose’s choice.  Commenters expressed their shock and incredulity that a white, 

Christian woman would readily convert to Islam.  Commenters reasoned that it must be 

because LaRose is psycho (as discussed in the dominant repertoire above) and thus is 

unaware of how truly “barbaric” Islam is.  The commenters suggest shock therapy – a 

visit to the “real Muslim countries” to scare her into returning to the right (white and 

Christian) way of life. 

Below is a string of comments that demonstrates commenters disbelief: 

 
 



 201 

star1876: 
There must be a deeper reason she converted to Muslim.  There is no way a sane white 
American woman would want to be Muslim.  Maybe they are right, maybe she really is 
psycho.  What other reason could there be.  Send her to the desert and scare her into 
reality would be a way to fix this. 
 
scorpion23: 
Nailed it! 
 
Janedavie: 
I agree with you star1876.  Why would a white woman want to be muslim?  it doesn’t 
make sense.  take her to the Arabs and she’ll come to her senses.  No need for counseling 
or therapy. 
 
ask023: 
It makes sense if you’re psycho and that is what she is.  Islam is a religion for psychos, 
can’t you tell from the suicide bombings! 
 
And another group of comments that demonstrates the same disbelief: 
 
ludy: 
Wake up America!we have terrorist at home!  if you spot your neighbors turning to islam, 
call the authorities and haul them off to the looney bin.  No right white person would do 
this. 
 
ybtone: 
Haul her to the desert.  She’ll come back right and white again. 
 
MarylandMJ: 
All I can think of is that she is psychotic.  There is no other reason to explain wanting to 
be Muslim when she wasn’t forced and living in the U.S. 
 
 Under the traitor discourse, commenters expressed intense anger at LaRose’s 

“betrayal” of her country and her race.  Being a white woman, it was unfathomable to 

several commenters why she would willingly convert to Islam.  Commenters concluded 

that it must be because of her unbalanced state of mind.  In this public dialogue, LaRose’s 

religion became more than just a personal belief but a symbol of treason against the 

United States and betrayal against the (white) people.   
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Looks discourse 

 In the third most prevalent repertoire categorized under the looks discourse, 

LaRose’s appearance became the subject of scrutiny in the dialogue among commenters.  

Even though this news story had absolutely nothing to do with appearances, because 

LaRose is a woman, the conversation steered towards her looks as past analysis have 

demonstrated that women have long been judged by their physical appearances.  And so 

in this analysis of LaRose, a woman, her physical attributes became the subject of 

scrutiny.   

 The most dominant repertoire in the comments of this story and also one that is 

sexist, the psycho discourse, was at least related to details of the story.  Commenters were 

attempting to offer an explanation why LaRose committed the crime.  In the second 

repertoire, the traitor discourse, was also related to the story.  Commenters were 

expressing their anger and accusing LaRose of an additional crime - betrayal.  However 

in this repertoire, the looks discourse, this theme had nothing to do with the story but yet 

critiquing LaRose’s looks still found away into the conversation.  Below is a string of 

comments that delved into LaRose’s appearance: 

swt4cm: 
This chick was effen ugly lol 
 

 DRConcordNC: 
With a face like that I would definitely suggest a burka 
 
Elementx: 
She looks like a drag queen 
 
Skittco: 
She looks like Chicken Lady, from Kids in the hall. 
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Jonsunpull 
DAMN!!!! you’re right…smokes!!!! 
 
Censoring: 
She IS  a terrorist.  She’s terrorizing me with her ugly shit face 
 

 In addition to the overarching theme of critiquing LaRose’s appearance, a 

subtheme emerged in the dialogue as well.  Under the subtheme, LaRose’s appearance 

was used as a further justification to punish her.  Commenters discussed as if her 

“unattractiveness” provided an additional reason to prosecute her for her crimes.  

Although LaRose’s appearance had no affiliation with the crime she committed, 

commenters used her physical attributes to warrant further attacks on her.  For example, 

this group of commenters discussed LaRose’s “ugliness” as a reason for punishment: 

Mansj: 
whats more frightening is how she looks!  she should get the death penalty because her 
looks can kill! 

 
Guest: 
What I’d like to know is this…if she was such a devote Muslim, how come she didn’t put 
on a niqab or burqua or something to spare us all the sight of her profound homeliness?  
Her failure to do that and her terrorist act are enough to send her to the electric chair! 
 
OriginalMFer: 
all this and on top of it such an ugly hag. no need for a trial.  hang her NOW. 
 
Jim2010: 
what she did is enough to send her away for a long time for treason but with that butt 
ugly face I say just hang her to die. 
 
abbadoon: 
I have seen some real ugly creatures but this- this thing is undoubtedly the ugliest.  more 
reason for her to fry. 
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7layer dip: 
Ugh. Fell out of the ugly tree and hit every branch on the way down?  just let her rot in 
the middle of some desert. 

 
 In the dialogue, LaRose was further criminalized because she was considered 

unattractive.  The conversation discussed her physical appearance as a factor that added 

to her crimes. Where does the constant perpetration of placing so much importance on 

how a woman looks originates?  For one, the media.  Susan Douglas argues that the 

current popularity genre of reality television has actually made the reduction of women to 

their faces, physique, clothes and specific body parts actually worse today compared to  

in the 1950s.  “Shows like The Swan, The Bachelor, America’s Next Top Model, The 

Millionaire Matchmaker and Are you Hot? reinforce the message that men do things 

while women simply appear” (Douglas, 2010).   

 The cultural norms for what is deemed as an attractive man are more flexible and 

relaxed.  There many different types of men with different physical attributes depicted in 

the media that women view as attractive (Humpreys & Paxton, 2004).  Women on the 

other hand must fit a category that is narrow to be deemed physically attractive such as 

young, tall, thin (Hargreaves & Tiggemann, 2004).   

 Because women are consistently reduced to being judged physically, instances 

such as this news story that had nothing to do with her looks still resulted in the discourse 

resting heavily on her physical attractiveness or lack thereof.   

Isolated incident discourse 
 
 The fourth repertoire appearing in the discourse was segregated from the three 

more dominant sexist and racist themes that appeared in the comments section.  In this 
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repertoire, comments argued that this incident was merely one that is an isolated case and 

LaRose’s religion should not be blamed.  It is important to note that in this repertoire, 

comments argued against blaming LaRose’s religion and the generalizations made of 

other Muslims but did not argue against comments about her and the sweeping 

generalizations of other women as psychos.   

 For example, here is a string of comments that illustrates commenters arguments 

again basing LaRose’s religion as the reason for her actions: 

Guest wrote: 
Religions are not the problem.  Ignorate, immoral people are the problem. 
 
Mpinto: 
Your an idiot.  it is the religion because she is islam. 
 
ask023: 
Shame on the people who are criticizing the entire Muslim population for the unruly acts 
of extremists. 
 
Guest: 
It is not the religion, it is the people. 
 
Kaliha83: 
Don’t condem other religions because they are not your own.  She is a violent, hateful 
individual, and her illness would manifest itself no matter what religion she corrupted. 
 
Dgr4: 
Violent, hateful people corrupt the teachings of whatever religion they belong to in order 
to justify their personal beliefs and actions.  You can not condemn their religion or any 
other religion wholesale because of them.  To do so is bigotry, plain and simple.  I find 
bigots every bit as dangerous and horrible as religious fanatics.  They are two sides of the 
same coin.   

 
 In this repertoire, tolerance is encouraged and commenters argue for others to 

recognize that LaRose acted as an individual and is not representative of other Muslims – 

similar to the repertoire found in the analysis of the Fort Hood shootings story.  The 
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longing to separate the religion and the acts of people are often implicit in statements 

critical of conjoining the two: “Islam has nothing to do with this.  That’s like saying 

Christianity has to do with bombing abortion clinics.  It’s not the problem of the religion 

itself, but the people who take it the wrong way.” (Mrideough, 2010).  Other accounts 

stressed the violence perpetrated by Christians as well in an effort to highlight that 

violence occurs in every religion.   

 The isolated incident repertoire is a potentially progressive repertoire focusing on 

tolerance, acceptance and recognition that religion and the people who act in its name 

must be considered as two separate entities.  However it is still important to note that this 

repertoire only countered attacks on LaRose’s religion but not on issues that centered 

around her gender - her supposed ‘psychosis’ or her appearance. 

 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 The analysis of discursive repertories in the readers’ comments section 

accompanying the coverage of LaRose’s news story provides important insights into the 

public discussions regarding the articulation of gender and the construction of who is 

deemed a genuine American.  At the same time, it illustrates a dialogue within this public 

space, where people responded and interacted with each other. 

 In the discussion of LaRose, commenters articulated common accounts organized 

into four discursive repertories – the psycho discourse, the traitor discourse, the looks 

discourse and the isolated incident discourse.  The sexist repertoires included the psycho 

discourse and the looks discourse, and the racist repertoire included the traitor discourse.  
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The least prevalent repertoire is the isolated incident discourse that is segregated from 

any sexist or racist themes. 

 In the psycho discourse, LaRose was cast as the psychotic woman who like so 

many other women suffers from an unpredictable state of mind.  The psycho discourse as 

discussed above is rooted in historically oppressive actions against women.  Today the 

psycho discourse has demonstrated that although women are no longer carelessly 

banished to asylums for weak or non-existent reasons, the language of terming a woman 

a psycho still lingers.  The looks discourse scrutinizing LaRose’s appearance was not a 

surprising theme to discover.  Women for so long have been judged by how they look 

that any discussion on women seems to inevitably involves a discussion on how they 

look.    

 However the most interesting finding in the readers’ comments is the anger 

expressed in the traitor repertoire.  Commenters wrote in disbelief and shock that a white 

woman could convert to Islam and “betray the U.S. and her people”.  The discussion 

included many statements that questioned the reason a white, American woman would 

“succumb to the evils of Islam.”  The anger in this repertoire was not directed at 

LaRose’s crime but at LaRose herself.  Commenters were horrified that “even a white 

American woman” could “help those f*&^%king terrorists!!”   

 The stereotypical image of a Muslim in the United States is a dark-complexioned 

rogue with unruly beards or moustaches (Deep, 1995).  When stereotypical images 

persist, the misconceptions about the stereotype grow which according to Walter 

Lippman induces the “pictures on our head.”  Lippman stated, “The subtlest and most 
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pervasive of all influences are those which create and maintain the repertory of 

stereotypes. We are told about the world before we see it. We imagine most things before 

we experience them. And those perceptions . . . govern deeply the process of 

perceptions.” (1922, p. 55).   

 The least prevalent repertoire in the readers’ comments was the isolated incident 

discourse where commenters argued against blaming LaRose’s religion as the basis for 

her violence and for all other violence.  Commenters in this theme stressed that Islam is a 

peaceful faith with a fanatic few like so many other religions.  There was a concerted 

effort to extract religion from LaRose’s crime, arguing that her religion is not to blame 

and the only guilty party is LaRose.   

 However there were no efforts in the isolated incident discourse to reject the 

discussion mocking LaRose’s appearance or even casting her as a psycho.  In subsequent 

stories, the discourse analysis will reveal a pattern in this new public space’s dialogue – 

countering racism will be far more explicit and common as opposed to countering sexism 

which do not garner as much opposition.   
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BETTY BRODERICK PAROLE 

 
 Betty Broderick armed with a .38-caliber pistol, walked into her ex-husband’s 

bedroom on November 5, 1989 and fired five shots that killed both her ex-husband and 

his new wife, Linda Kolkena Broderick.  After 16 year of marriage, Daniel Broderick had 

left Betty for his much younger legal assistant.  Broderick’s murder case went to trial 

where it was revealed that she and Daniel went through a bitter divorce.  The court 

awarded Daniel Broderick custody of their four children and married Linda Kolkena in 

April 1989.  In 2010, after serving 21 years in prison, Betty requested parole.  Her case 

for parole garnered both national and local attention.  Online readers’ comments from 

CNN and the local paper, the San Diego Union Tribune, were analyzed for a deeper 

understanding of how sexism emerges and is constructed in this new public space.   

CONTENT ANALYSIS  

 To provide an overview of the general sense of the comments, a content analysis 

was first conducted.  News stories generated from this topic was monitored for about six 

months – from January 21, 2010 to June 30, 2010.  Two different stories on the San 

Diego Union Tribune’s website and one story on CNN’s website included readers’ 

comments sections totaling 1,855 comments for this topic.   

 The majority of the comments in the Betty Broderick parole story predominantly 

centered around the articulation of gender but not race.  Not surprising as Betty is white, 

she belonged to the hegemonic racial group in the United States and was not considered 

an outsider in terms of race.  Whiteness is seen as the “norm,” and only races outside of 
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whiteness belong to the “racial other(s)” (Zajicek, 2002).  Her gender – female – however 

is considered to be an “other.”   

Table 15 
Gender Percentage 
Overtly sexist 3.5 
Covertly sexist 8.5 
Counter sexist comment 0.9 
 
Race Percentage 
Overtly racist 0.1 
Covertly racist 0.05 
Counter racist comment 0.1 
 
Dialogue Percentage 
Participate in a dialogue 64.5 
Attack other commenters 9.8 
 
Total comments    1,855 
 
 
 The numbers in the content analysis as demonstrated in table 14 provide a good 

surface sketch of the comments but it is an insufficient portrayal of the severe sexism 

perpetrated in the comments.  To be coded as a sexist comment, a comment had to 

explicitly hurt, belittle, insult, control and/or embarrass a particular gender.  (See 

appendix G for code book description.)  It is important to note that the racist comments 

found in this story was always in tandem with a sexist comment.  For example:  

“Something about white people that makes them crazy, especially white women are the 

most psychotic kind of women.”   

 From the numbers, the content analysis demonstrated that readers were heavily 

engaged in a dialogue with each other and did not merely rely on the comments section as 



 211 

a personal amplifier.  The number of attacks on other commenters were also very low – 

an encouraging statistic indicating that readers are not engaging in a large number of 

attacks on this new public space.  The following discourse analysis offers a deeper look at 

this conversation. 

DISCOURSE ANALYSIS 

 In analyzing the dialogue that emerged from the comments on CNN’s website and 

San Diego Union Tribune’s website, commenters deployed three discursive themes when 

discussing Betty: the psycho discourse, the ugly discourse and the inciter discourse.  Both 

the psycho and ugly discourses propagated sexist themes.  The inciter discourse, separate 

from the sexist themes although not necessarily anti-sexist, was an explanation from 

some commenters in the dialogue as to why Betty committed the crime without using her 

gender as an excuse or reason to explain the crime.  Through these themes, one can 

discern the intricate web of connections in this new public space in how sexism is 

manifested through the articulation of a woman’s natural mental condition and physical 

appearance.   

The psycho discourse 
 
 The dominant discursive construction painted Betty Broderick as the psychotic 

woman – the same construction as the case of Jihad Jane.  In this story, the construction 

is visible in a variety of statements such as “she’s a borderline” (SoRealSD, 2010), “one 

twisted woman” (indalay, 2010) and “Betty Broderick = classic whackjob” (Grashnak, 

2010).  On the surface, it may seem like an innocuous term – “psycho” could simply be 

describing a criminal as mentally unstable in an attempt to explain the crime.  However, 
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categorizing a woman as a psycho has deep sexist roots that traces much farther back into 

history.   

 For centuries, women have always been deemed as “troubled” or “disturbed” by 

family members and mental health professionals (Chesler, 2005).  Diagnosing women as 

psychotic was one of the earliest forms of oppression on women (Bayes & Howell, 

1981).  Often, married women who were diagnosed as “insane” were committed to 

asylums – freeing their husbands from the constraints of the present marriage (Chesler, 

2005).  Women who did not conform to traditional female roles such as abiding by her 

husband’s demands or who made decisions without consulting either her father or her 

husband were quickly deemed as mentally unfit and often banished to the asylum (Gove, 

1972).  It was as if the only reason a woman rebelled against a man was if she had lost 

her mind.    

 Because the standards of mental health adheres to a masculine form, women, 

more so than men, by definition are viewed as psychiatrically impaired (Busfield, 1996).  

It is not surprising that many studies over the years have reported findings on greater 

female cases of “neurosis” or “psychosis” when compared to male – regardless of 

nationality, marital status, age, race or social class (Crowley Jack, 1991; Nazroo, 

Edwards, and Brown 1998; Walters, Avotri and Charles 2003). 

 Whether or not Betty was mentally stable is not the question here.  The focus of 

the news story never centered on Betty’s mental health.  Instead of discussing Betty in a 

multitude of other ways such as a cold-blooded killer or even simply a cruel, evil woman, 

commenters heavily focused on Betty as the psycho who snapped. In this new public 
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space, readers’ discussion of Betty’s mental health expanded to became representative of 

all other women’s mental health, demonstrating the sexist belief still that all women are 

psychotic.  Below is a string of comments from the readers’ comments section on 

CNN.com that exemplifies many other commenters who cast psychosis as a general, 

natural defect in women overall: 

Guest:  
I know right.  Women are crazy.  Honey, your old and worn out.  I’m moving on.  take 
some scrapes from my plate and get on with your life.  You don’t have to get a gun and 
kill me and my new trophy wife.  Give me a break you psycho nutjob. 
 
Guest:  
Amen brother.  When are women going to learn?  When the looks go and the weight gets 
put on there is really no reason to stick with ‘em.  You got these crazy women who can’t 
handle that and go postal. 
 
Guest:  
Did you all see the Lifetime move?  This woman was psycho.  Like so many other 
women.  LOL. 
 
Guest:  
Dan wasn’t as smart even with his fancy law degree.  He should have knew that women 
are all whacked jobs.  All women are psycho nuts!!!!! 
 
 Even when select commenters have countered the sexist belief perpetrated in the 

comments section arguing that not all women are psychotic, the sexist commenters 

always seem to inundate the few commenters who countered the bias.  Below is an 

example of two commenters who countered the sexist discourse and the many others who 

argued in return: 

Guest: 
Stop calling all women psycho.  This is the action of ONE woman.  And how do you 
even know that Betty was a psycho?  Do you have a medical degree?? 
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Guest : 
You must be a woman.  Betty obviously wasn’t doing her job in the kitchen or the 
bedroom to cause her husband to stray.  I feel sorry for all you nutjob woman out there 
who think Betty is anything but a psycho. 
 
Guest: 
I agree that you must be a woman.  Who needs a medical degree to know women are 
crazy??? 
 
Guest: 
The next thing we’ll be reading about you in the news someday.  Your husband probably 
cheated on you because you’re a NUT CASE too like betty. 
 
Guest: 
Betty needed help.  Many women are cheated on everyday, not every woman turns 
psycho and kill.  In fact very few do. 
 
Guest: 
Not sure.  Every woman will turn psycho one day.  That is just what happens to women.   
 
Guest: 
Just like a woman to side with Betty.  Proves that women are nuts.  They side with each 
other. 
 
Guest: 
No need for a medical degree to know that women are f$#ked up in the head. 
 
 The psycho repertoire as evidenced by the discourse in the comments section 

following Betty’s stories demonstrates that the long ago practice of categorizing women 

as mentally unstable is still very much a part of the public discourse today.  Even when 

there were comments that countered the sexism, the conversation was very quickly routed 

back to the sexist path.   

 The female “career” as a psychiatric patient in the U.S. follows a certain pattern 

as a function of age, marital status, social class, race and attractiveness.  In terms of age, 

twenty to thirty-four are women’s “prettiest” and childbearing years (Martin, 1987).  
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Even if they are “unhappy” or functioning at low levels, their child-rearing 

responsibilities and/or sexually youthful appearance keep them outside patriarchal 

institutions such as private psychotherapy (Martin, 1987).  The largest number of women 

in both general and private hospitals (institutions where women have predominated as 

psychiatric patients) were between the ages of thirty-five and forty four (Martin, 1987).  

According to this trajectory, Betty had then passed her most attractive years when this 

story broke and also when the crime was committed.  Betty was 42 years old when she 

murdered her ex-husband and his new wife and 63 years old when the press covered her 

parole request.  In American society obsessed with youth especially in women, a woman 

is further devalued as she ages (Canata, 2001).  This is further evidenced in the discourse 

found in the second most dominant repertoire in the readers’ comments.   

The ugly discourse 

 Another dominant discursive repertoire in the readers’ comments dialogue is the 

ugly discourse – on that focuses on looks and that is all too common for women.  This 

repertoire places the blame on Betty for aging and especially for gaining weight.  Even 

though the news coverage had nothing to do with appearances, the dialogue steered 

towards discussing and critiquing Betty’s looks.  The dialogue only focused on Betty’s 

appearances – there were no mention of Dan’s physique reinforcing the stereotype that 

women are often judged by their looks unlike men.  For example, in this string of 

comments from the San Diego Union Tribune’s website, the conversation included a 

discussion of how Betty should be blamed for “letting herself go”: 
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obecean: 
Ouch!! Looks like she hasn’t slept since she since 1989, or before even! 
 
we_love_our_potholes: 
She looks like scrotum now.  letting herself go was her own stupid fault. 
 
curlyhoward: 
maybe if she did not let her fat ass grow to the size of texas dan would have stuck around 
longer. 
 
mrsbunny: 
agree!!! this woman looked like death warmed over in 1991!! wonder what she looks like 
now? no question why dan screwed around behind her back. she let herself go huge and 
so off he went into linda’s slim arms. 
 
LookUp: 
when will women understand that when the looks go and the weight gets put on there is 
really no reason to stick with em. 
 
Gust: 
After Betty got old and fat he cheated on her for 4 years and then dumped her fat butt and 
took her kids.  Betty should have expected it when she let herself go.  
 
 In this account, the focus of Betty’s loss of looks was centered on her weight gain.  

Today, to be beautiful is to weigh next to nothing.  James Scully, one of fashion 

industry’s most prevalent casting directors calls emaciated models “Anne Frank18 girls.” 

(Berg, 2010).  And he does not mean it in a derogatory manner.  Indeed “Anne Frank 

girls” are highly sought after to inundate billboards, bus stops, advertisements, the 

Internet and fashion magazines (Berg, 2010).  These women reinforce unrealistic, 

unattainable, unhealthy beauty ideals.   

 This constant perpetuation of what is beautiful has set the beauty standards.  

Women are now “disappearing” – a term borrowed by Susan Douglas to discuss how 

                                                
18 Anne Frank was a Jewish victim of the Holocaust.   
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women are unhealthily thin now –or if their presence is amplified, women are reduced to 

sexual parts – the buttocks and breasts (2010).   

 Anorexic-looking women inundate the most popular fashion magazines and 

runway.  ‘Girls today, even very young ones, are being bombarded with the message that 

they need to be super skinny to be sexy,” said author Sharon Lamb (2006).  “The 

promotion of the thin, sexy ideal in our culture has created a situation where the majority 

of girls and women don’t like their bodies,” said body image researcher Sarah Murnen, a 

professor of psychology at Kenyon College (Berg, 2010).  The ubiquitous images of 

waif-like women and the emphasis on youthfulness have conditioned both men and 

women to conclude that a woman who is not rail thin and young is no longer worthy.   

 Not only does this repertoire blame Betty for being a “washed up old hag,” it also 

shields Dan from being responsible for his infidelity.  Betty’s “old fat ass” was a 

justification for Dan’s unfaithfulness.  Below are a number of comments that best 

exemplify Dan’s “right” to leave Betty:  

Guest:  
Mr. Broderick married Betty because she was blond and beautiful not a rocket scientist.  
When she was no longer, he left.  I don’t blame him. 
 
ralincv: 
Dan wanted a newer model.  A thinner better looking one.  Betty became too big and old 
so off with the old and in with the new.  No man in their right mind blames Dan.  Betty 
should have stayed at the gym longer. 
 
ibinsanediego: 
Amen, I hear you! 
 
Koala_bid: 
Who would want to be with this old fat ass when Dan could be with Linda’s sweet ass.  I 
would have done exactly what Dan did, too bad he didn’t get to enjoy it for long. 
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whistling: 
Dan just did what every man would have done. 
 
 This ugly repertoire placed the onus on Betty for “not taking better care of 

herself” and allowing herself to become an “ugly Betty.”  Thus, in this public space that 

examined in extreme detail Betty’s attractiveness or lack thereof, several commenters 

deployed statements highlighting the “consequences” Betty should have expected, the 

“right” Dan had to seek out someone younger and more attractive and that it was only 

“natural” for a man to want an attractive partner.  This repertoire shifted Dan away from 

any wrong he was responsible for in cheating on Betty by discussing Dan’s infidelity as 

his “right” and articulating Dan leaving Betty for Linda as a “natural” occurrence.  Dan’s 

infidelity was perceived in the dialogue as a biological occurrence hence Dan could not 

be blamed.  Betty, on the other hand, who indeed went through a natural, biological 

process of aging was not offered the same defense in the discourse but instead was 

burdened with the responsibility for somehow not being able to halt the natural, aging 

process.  The discussion of Dan’s actions and the lack of criticisms for his infidelity was 

articulated almost as a boys will be boys excuse. 

The inciter discourse 
  
 The inciter, a discursive repertoire emphasized Dan as the one responsible for 

driving Betty to kill him and his wife.  It additionally focuses on reasons besides gender 

in discussing the crimes Betty committed.  Instead of relying on gender to explain why 

she murdered (because she was “psycho like all women are”) or why she deserved to be 

cheated on (because she was no longer “young and attractive”), the inciter discourse 



 219 

focused on Dan as the one to blame as he was the one who first committed adultery that 

resulted in Betty’s actions.   

 An interesting aspect of this repertoire is in the dialogue is the commenters 

discussed as if they understood on a personal level what Betty went through.  For 

example, commenters on CNN.com discussed how though they do not condone Betty’s 

action, they are sympathetic to her situation: 

Imjustnoisey: 
I understand what she must have been feeling at the time…He treated her like shit, she 
couldn’t get proper legal help during the divorce proceeding due to him calling in favors 
from other attorneys.   
 
peaches: 
I’m with you.  My husband left me for a younger bimbo.  I didn’t kill him although at the 
time I definitely wanted to.  I understand where Betty is coming from. 
 
Slavicdiva: 
I’m not condoning what Betty did, but I do understand it having been through similar 
times. 
 
Guest: 
If I am not mistaken Mr. Broderick was having an affair with this former airline flight 
attendant/legal secretary (who apparently could not type a word when  hired, but damn 
she looked great in a skirt) for many years before he finally left Betty.  Killing is never 
justified but if anything, Mr. Broderick drove Betty to do it.   
 
Guest: 
I really think that him getting full custody was what put her over the edge.  Losing a 
cheating husband is one thing but losing all four of your kids is unfathomable for most 
mothers.  He wielded his power to screw her over and so she decided to put him six feet 
under.  If anything, he pushed her buttons and she had enough.  I know how she felt.  I’ve 
been cheated on before and the pain is indescribable.  Thankfully I had my family 
supporting me.  Who knows what I would have done otherwise. 
 
jmeva88: 
Dan Broderick was a real creep.  He stripped Betty of her dignity and everything that 
mattered to her.  Killing is never justified but I can definitely understand her angst at the 
time. 
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Guest: 
Having lost my marriage to my husbands affair I can sympathize with the hurt and 
heartbreak Betty felt.  NO spouse should be expected to be anything BUT bitter over an 
affair. 
 
 Perhaps the reason that there was significant understanding in the public forum 

for Betty Broderick’s action is due to the fact that infidelity is a common occurrence in 

marriages.  Estimates from national surveys indicate that between 20 percent to 25 

percent of all Americans will have sex with someone other than their spouse while they 

are married – and these numbers lean on the more conservative side (Greeley, 1994; 

Laumann, Gagnon, Michael, & Michaels, 1994; Wiederman, 1997).  

 Atkins, Baucom, and Jacobson (2001) report that “infidelity is a common 

phenomenon in marriages” (p. 735).  Therapists treating couples report that clients often 

suffer tremendous pain and heartache regardless of if they are the “perpetrator” or the 

“victim.”  Infidelity is often devastating to individuals and relationships and its 

repercussions of psychological torment is significant (Whisman, Dixon & Johnson, 

1997).  Psychological consequences of adultery include outrage, betrayal, resentment, 

embarrassment, anger, grief, shame, guilt, fear and anxiety (Vaughan 1986; Weiss 1975).   

 While it is impossible to determine if the commenters were actual victims of 

infidelity, the number of commenters expressing empathy for Betty, including some who 

disclosed about personal experiences, seem to stem from similar experiences.  Statements 

containing phrases such as “I understand”, “I can imagine” and “I know how she felt” are 

common examples in the dialogue under the inciter discourse.     
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 The examination of discursive repertoires that emerged in the readers’ comments 

section following the coverage of Betty Broderick’s news story provides important 

insights into how the public discourse in this space articulated the constructions of both 

women and men.  At the same time, the themes that eemrged were common ways in 

which women, particularly women over 35 years old, are talked about in the public 

discourse.   

 In discussing the story about Betty Broderick, commenters deployed common 

accounts organized into three discursive repertories – the psycho discourse, the ugly 

discourse and the inciter discourse.  Of these repertories, the psycho repertoire was the 

most prevalent one.  Of both sexist repertories, psycho and ugly, the ugly repertoire was 

of lesser prevalence but the more ominous one.   

 In the ugly repertoire, commenters discussed women as tradable objects instead of 

human beings.  Women were articulated as objects that can be discarded once their 

“worth” diminished.  Women’s worth were measured by their youth and their 

attractiveness.  In addition to judging women through superficial measures, women were 

also burdened with the responsibility of ensuring that they did not succumb to the effects 

of time and age on their bodies.  If women, like Betty who “let herself go,” they were 

then responsible for the consequences that resulted in that.   

 In addition to blaming women for not adhering to stereotypical standards of 

beauty, the ugly repertoire protected and defended men who sought out “more attractive” 

women even when it meant being involved with infidelity.  In the case of Betty 
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Broderick, the discourse articulated Dan’s infidelity as her fault because it was only 

natural that he leave to be with someone younger and more attractive.  Men were 

articulated as natural beings who possessed an innate (unstoppable) attraction for young 

and attractive women and so it was only logical that men surrender to their biological 

condition.   

 In the psycho repertoire, the public forum discussed Betty as someone who was 

unpredictable like so many other women.  Instead of discussing Betty as an individual 

who perhaps became psychotic due to her unfortunate circumstances, she was articulated, 

like so many women, as naturally psychotic and her circumstances simply allowed her 

psychosis to erupt uncontrollably.  Statements in the psycho repertoire that discussed 

Betty as a psycho were often in tandem with statements that made sweeping conclusions 

about women everywhere as overall “psychos.”   

 Women have long been considered overly emotional which implies a loss of 

control (Pantti & Zoonen, 2006).  Men on the other hand are associated with reason.  

Because men are unemotional, they are perceived as logical, objective and stable.  

Women because they are emotional are unpredictable therefore prone to illogicality.  

Women are deemed as dangerous then because there is no warning before a woman 

erupts.   

 In this study, the most interesting finding was the underlying similarity between 

the psycho discourse and the ugly discourse.  Both repertoires relies on the supposed 

“natural” state of a man and a woman.  A woman is naturally psychotic simply because 

she is a woman.  As a result, interactions with women must be conducted with caution 
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because one never can tell when a woman will “snap.”  A man is prone to infidelity 

because he naturally seeks out younger, more attractive woman.  Biology is used as a 

weapon against Betty but as a shield for Dan.   

 The least prevalent repertoire in the readers’ comments was the inciter discourse.  

Although the inciter discourse was the only repertoire that did not use gender as an 

excuse, it cannot be categorized as a repertoire that counters sexism in this dialogue 

because it did not explicitly challenge sexist repertories present.  On the other hand, the 

inciter discourse did discuss Betty and Dan as two individuals and avoided making 

sweeping statements about gender regarding this case.  The inciter discourse proposed a 

more complex reason for Betty’s reasons to kill – suggesting that it was Dan and his 

transgressions that incited Betty’s actions.  Although the inciter discourse did not support 

Betty’s actions, the discussion was cautionary in having Betty shoulder the entire blame 

alone or rely on sexist explanations to defend or accuse individuals involved in this 

crime.   

 The findings of this dialogue discussed above reinforces the prevalence of old 

sexist tropes that still continue on today.  Betty Broderick’s case is an appropriate story to 

evaluate readers’ comments on articulations of gender simply because the story is not 

about gender.  The discussions surfaced about gender occurred when commenters freely 

used descriptives and reasons to explain why Betty killed and Dan strayed which yielded 

a systematic pattern of sexism. 
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IN CLOSING 

Chapter 8: The big picture 

 

 On January 7, 2007 in Knoxville, Tennessee, Channon Christian, 21 and 

Christopher Newsom, 23, were carjacked and kidnapped.  The couple were raped, 

tortured and murdered by three men and a woman.  Before Christopher Newsom was 

dragged out to the railroad tracks to die, he was brutally tortured, repeatedly sodomized, 

shot and set on fire.  His girlfriend, Channon Christian had been repeatedly raped and 

suffered gruesome injuries to her vagina, anus and mouth.  She was battered, tied and her 

body stashed inside five trash bags before she was dumped in a large trash can and left to 

slowly suffocate to death.  Christian and Newsom were both white.  All perpetrators were 

black. 

 Following the coverage of this news story on the Knoxville News Sentinel’s 

website, the readers’ comments section attracted a staggering number of comments.  The 

dialogue quickly spiraled into a barrage of bigotry and animosity – attacking everyone 

from the black perpetrators to the white victims.  In light of this shocking crime which 

resulted in an astronomical number of racially charged comments, the editors at the 

Knoxville News Sentinel held a roundtable that included relatives of the victims, minority 

leaders in the community and news managers to discuss how to host a better public space 

for the public. 

 The Knoxville News Sentinel’s community roundtable was a reaction to the 

Christian-Newsom murders.  However, the murders that initiated the community dialogue 
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were not the first incident to have attracted racist comments on the news website.  The 

racially charged dialogue offered a look into what was going on in the minds and 

conversations of the community.  Newsroom staff, stumped on how to control the 

toxicity expressed in the murders, finally spurred the news organization into hosting a 

roundtable in an effort to gather perspectives on how best to handle this space.  

 This incident demonstrated the typical process of how several news organizations 

have handled readers’ comments – adopting a largely reactionary position.  Though few 

other news organizations have held such progressive efforts to reach out to their 

community, the key pattern of resisting until an incident spurs change remains.  With this 

method, news organizations are reacting to each negative incident on a case by case basis 

instead of perceiving this new public space in a more holistic manner.  This project’s 

surveys and the interviews revealed that there were no initial investment of time and 

effort dedicated to understanding how this new public space could and should work.  

Instead this piece-by-piece method of “solutions” has shortchanged the many possibilities 

of the new public space as will be discussed further.   

 For example in April 2010 when editors at the Sun Chronicle were infuriated with 

the inappropriate comments, they temporarily disabled the entire comments section.  The 

comments section was restored in July after a decision was made that all commenters will 

be required to register their name, address, phone number and a legitimate credit card 

number.  In another example, The Star Tribune in Minneapolis does not allow comments 

on stories involving Muslims because according to Terry Sauer, the assistant managing 
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editor, past incidents have revealed that it is “impossible to have a civil discourse” on the 

topic (2009).   

 The most current “solution” according to the majority of journalists is to disable 

anonymity in order to promote civil discourse.  Journalists believe that identity will solve 

hostility. However, according to Jeff Jarvis (2010), requiring commenters to reveal 

themselves will not solve anything.  As Jarvis suggested: 

 We have to move past them to true collaboration, which is more respectful and 
 productive. There is no easy solution for civility, not identity or rating systems. 
 When we look at the internet as a medium, we expect it to look like media: 
 packaged and clean. But when we realize that the internet is a place, like New 
 York, then it’s less shocking to hear some bozo on a corner muttering “shit.”    
 
 Unfortunately journalists are not perceiving readers’ comments section as a 

complex site.  Instead journalists are migrating their expectations of a traditional 

journalism space onto readers’ comments section.  Readers’ comments were a surprise 

addition onto journalists’ turf with hardly any preliminary efforts invested to 

understanding the potential impact and consequences of hosting this new public space.  

Without an understanding of how the new public space should and could function, most 

journalists did not, and still do not have a definite goal for readers’ comments and 

undoubtedly unable to share Jarvis’s suggestion in collaborating with readers.   

 According to the survey, journalists reported that the most beneficial aspect of 

readers’ comments was the ability to engage readers and encourage their participation.  

But what about the public’s participation is worth encouraging?  Is it the discourse 

readers are contributing to the new public space?  Or is it instead more of a gauge for 

reporters to determine the kinds of stories that resonate with readers?  The more in-depth 
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interviews revealed that journalists’ notion of engaging the public is positive simply 

because it is construed to benefit reporters in their stories and nothing further.   

 Failing to perceive readers’ comments on a more holistic level, journalists 

continue to look through a very narrow lens on readers’ comments section.  Outside of 

strategizing how to best “control” the space, journalists are not having other 

conversations discussing the possible potential of readers’ comments. 

 In order to extend journalists view beyond the narrow scope of merely coming up 

with the best way to control the space needs a significant investment of resources to 

understanding this new space.  There is an opportunity to genuinely engage citizens in 

journalism and public conversation but journalists have yet to seize the potential as they 

are entangled with the short-term vision of how to supervise readers’ comments instead 

of the long-term vision of the potential it could offer.   

 News organizations have long struggled with the vexing questions about how 

inclusive they want their news spaces online (e.g., see O’Sullivan & Heinonen, 2008; 

Singer, 2003).  After all, according to a newspaper editor, “Someone has gotta be in 

control here” (Robinson, 2007, p. 311).  This tug of war between news organizations and 

the public centers on news organizations wanting to retain professional autonomy and the 

public’s increasing demand to be included in the news spaces  (Williams et al., 2010).   

 One of the most consistent reasons or perhaps a consistent excuse among 

journalists for the need to “control” this new public space is the belief centering on the 

notion that commenters are not representative of journalists’ regular readers.  Although 

journalists do not possess sufficient information to determine if the commenters are in 
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deed their readers or not their readers, they adamantly deny that commenters are who 

journalists write for on a regular basis.  Journalists have built a perception of who their 

audience is and online readers’ comments have unveiled a public journalists are 

uncomfortable with.   

 Rusty Coats, former vice president of content and marketing for E.W. Scripps, 

disagreed that commenters and regular readers are exclusive segments of their public.  He 

believed that comments are indeed reflective of a community.  In the roundtable for the 

Knoxville News Sentinel, he wondered with all the attention dedicated to filtering 

comments to control readers’ comments, was this action really conducted in the best 

interest for a democratic press:    

 Do we try to massage comments to the point that it does not reflect our  
 community at all, it only reflects the best of us, and there’s an argument for that.  
 Do we not have any kind of dialogue knowing that there are very, very rabid 
 belief systems out there in complete opposition with what we think, or is our goal 
 to be reflective of society and spawn a dialogue or only allow comments that 
 agree with us?  What we don’t want do is to get tagged again as media always 
 does as elitist, self-serving, or having a political bent by allowing comments that 
 agree with us.   
 
 This new public space has ushered in an era of participatory culture in conflict 

with journalists desire to retain control over the public discussion.  The public’s presence 

on journalists’ traditional turf has prompted many journalists to adopt a defensive stance.  

Part of this defensiveness is demonstrated in journalists believe that it is unnecessary to 

include voices, especially vile voices that they do not believe is a part of their audience.  

Journalists consistently raised the struggle in dealing with inflammatory comments 

especially ones that attack a specific race or gender group.  The discourse analysis of the 
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five news stories conducted in this project illuminate typical racist and sexist content 

journalists encounter on a regular basis.  The analysis of the discourse in the readers’ 

comments section demonstrated two key points: 

1) More mainstream than assumed 

 The bigoted viewpoints perpetrated in the readers’ comments section may not be 

as insignificant or marginalized as assumed by journalists.  Journalists have claimed that 

the racist and/or sexist rants of commenters are merely the opinions of a select few and 

do not represent the majority of their readers.  While journalists have no way of actually 

gauging if most of their readers are bigots, they simply assume that their readers’ must 

share a more similar belief system with them than these supposed outliers (commenters).  

However in the discourse analysis of the comments, the kinds of bigoted language 

perpetuated are not just incoherent, chaotic viewpoints.  Instead they conform to a pattern 

of racist and sexist beliefs that a string of scholars have found to be consistent in the 

larger society.   

2) Opportunities to inform the misinformed 

 The discourse analysis of the readers’ comments yielded that the patterns of racist 

and sexist beliefs often stem from misconceptions about certain issues.  For example, the 

racist rhetoric on Latinos in the Shenandoah murder trial stems in part from the 

presumption that immigrants deplete this country’s resources.  As journalism’s first 

obligation is the truth, journalists can use the opportunity to debunk the many myths 

circulating in the new public space.  
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 One of the key points in the analysis of the comments is the degree of 

participation among readers.  The results demonstrated that readers were overwhelmingly 

participating in a dialogue with each other.  The quality of dialogue may not necessarily 

reflect the most thoughtful exchanges but as David Craig, professor at the University of 

Oklahoma has found through research that conversations online, such as readers’ 

comments, do not need to foster an intellectual dimension but more importantly a civic 

dimension (Craig, 2010, p. 121). 

 In 1994, Rob Anderson, Robert Dardenne and George Killenberg argued that 

journalism’s greatest service and success comes with conversation.  “By marking and 

legitimizing the conversational commons, journalism contributes to communication links 

among people, groups and places that were previously disconnected.” (as quoted in 

Craig, 2010, p. 10-11).  By conversing online, news organizations could help people 

come together in a world “fragmented across cultural and geographical lines.” (Craig, 

2010, p. 117). 

 Other than the civic duty of journalism, conversations are what people have 

grown to expect online.  Craig surmised it best when he wrote that conversations “do(es) 

not happen along neatly laid-out boundaries between who is and who is not a journalist.”  

Craig also argued that conversations in journalism rests more with the goal or telos of 

journalism to be able to foster community with citizens.  Fostering knowledge though 

important is not needed as an end to every online conversation.    

 In the analysis of the comments, the articulations of race and gender included 

racist and sexist beliefs consistent with a long line of scholarship (see for example 
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Bonilla-Silva, 2010; Feagin, 2000, Omi & Winant, 1994; Wise, 2010; Rothenberg, 2008) 

that have located the same kinds of beliefs prevalent in today’s society.  These 

commenters who contribute to the bigotry are not merely concocting far-fetched ideas as 

many journalists have claimed, but instead repeating ideologies that are grounded in 

misinformation.   

Racial articulations in the discourse 

 In the three news stories that provided the content for the discourse analysis on 

race, findings indicated that the repertoires reflected in the comments section echoed the 

many perceptions that researchers have found society holds about minorities in general. 

 For instance in the case of the Fort Hood shooting, the shooter Nidal Malik 

Hasan, an Arab-American was discussed as an outsider – a foreign enemy.  Even though 

he was born and raised in the United States and was then serving in the U.S. army, he 

was not recognized as an American in the comments’ section.  Arab-Americans have 

long been treated as outsiders in the U.S.  Numerous studies have found that Arabs and 

Muslims in the United States have never been perceived as truly belonging (Schafer & 

Shaw, 2009).  However in the case of Jihad Jane, Colleen LaRose, a white American who 

converted to Islam, the themes reflected in the discourse discussed LaRose as a traitor to 

her own country – not a foreign enemy.  Because LaRose is white, she was perceived as 

“belonging” as opposed to Hasan who, like LaRose is an American, was not discussed in 

the comments as being a traitor but rather a foreign threat.  

 In the Shenandoah murder trial story, the dominant themes reflected in the 

comments’ section mirrored the current myths circulating about Hispanics and 
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immigration in the United States.  In the discourse analysis of the comments, Hispanics 

were perceived to be largely responsible for crimes, draining the resources of this country 

and refusing to assimilate by not learning English.  Aviva Chomsky, a professor who has 

studied immigrants’ rights issues for over two decades, listed the top twenty myths about 

immigration in her book, “They take our jobs! and 20 other myths about immigration.”   

 Myth 5 according to Chomsky states that “Immigrants are a drain on the 

economy.”  This perception was reflected in the readers’ comments as Hispanics were 

discussed as criminals who steal from the United States.  Commenters wrongly presume 

that a majority of immigrants who work in the United States fail to pay taxes but yet rely 

heavily on public assistance such as welfare programs.  Myth 13 according to Chomsky 

is the believe that immigrants are refusing to learn English and declining to assimilate 

(2007).  The discourse analysis of the readers comments for the Shenandoah murder trial 

story reflected this misconception - unaware that immigrants today are learning English 

at the same rate as previous immigrants.  The difference is that immigrants today are able 

to maintain their fluency in Spanish too.  And finally myth 19 is the believe that the 

United States’ borders need to be protected to prevent criminals from entering the 

country.  The sentiment that immigrants are responsible for a host of crimes in the United 

States was echoed in the readers’ comments as well.   

  In the Texas Relay/Highland Mall story, the practice of modern racism was 

evident in the discourse analysis.  The most prevalent one was that the African-American 

majority athletes were the ones responsible for the mall’s early closing.  According to 

Bonilla-Silva, one of the traits of modern racism places the burden on minorities as the 
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ones responsible for the racist actions of others.  “Most whites insist that minorities 

(especially blacks) are the ones responsible for whatever “race problem” we have in this 

country.” (Bonilla-Silva, 2010, p. 1).   

 Another theme that dominated the discourse in this news story is the cultural 

infection discourse.  Under this theme, commenters blamed African-American’s culture 

for their downfall, not race.  During the era of Jim Crow, a central rationale for 

segregation was presumably because blacks were biologically inferior (Bonilla-Silva, 

2010).  But today, modern racism has transferred blame from biology to culture.  Culture 

is changeable thus the blame becomes justified because blacks have the option to exercise 

a better culture but they refuse to do so.   

Gender articulations in the discourse 

 Both news stories on the Betty Broderick parole and Jihad Jane generated heavy 

content for the discourse analysis on gender.  Findings indicated that the way gender was 

discussed mirrored what has stereotypically been long perceived about women. 

 In both news stories, the dominant discourse that emerged was the psychotic 

discourse.  Both women, Broderick and LaRose were categorized as psychotic women 

even though the two stories did not focus on the mental health of either women.  

Compared to the analysis of comments of other male criminals in this project, no males 

were described as psycho.  For example, Hasan, the shooter responsible for the killings at 

Fort Hood should have had his mental state of mind questioned.  Hasan, an army  
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psychiatrist, who demonstrated no previous signs of trouble, opened fire in a room full of 

his colleagues.  Though Hasan was assigned many epithets, he was never deemed a 

psycho. 

 According to the World Health Organization (WHO), gender is “a critical 

determinant of mental health and mental illness.” (2011) The WHO reports that there is 

an overrepresentation of women who are currently diagnosed with mental health issues 

(2011).  Even when men and women both score similarly on standardized measures of 

mental health tests, doctors are likelier to diagnose women as suffering from mental 

health issues (WHO, 2011).   

 Apart from Broderick and LaRose’s mental state of mind, both women’s 

appearances emerged as a dominant theme in the readers’ comments as well.  Women are 

judged on their appearances far more often compared to men.  Standards of female 

beauty are also much higher and far more confined to certain categories compared to 

men.  The ideal female image is constantly on display throughout the media – defining 

what is beautiful and what is not for the female body.  “It has been estimated that young 

women now see more images of outstandingly beautiful women in one day than our 

mothers saw throughout their entire adolescence.” (Fox, 1997).  Even when the news 

stories did not pertain to either woman’s looks, their gender determined the resulting 

theme.   

 The themes reflected in the discourse analysis of readers’ comments reflected 

certain assumptions of race and gender.  These assumptions mirror the findings of a 

string of research supporting that the same believes still prevalent in society today.  
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Though a firm correlation between the contents of readers’ comments and society’s pulse 

is beyond the scope of this dissertation, the comments are not as bogus as many have 

assumed them to be.   

 This new public space has clearly indicated that people are gathering to 

participate in a conversation.  The age of the public sphere where face-to-face talk was 

the only way dialogue took place is clearly in the past.  Even though places that used to 

serve as organizing centers for discussion such as churches, taverns, union halls and even 

street corners still exsist, they no longer function as centers for discussion and action 

(Poster, 1995).   

 Crticis of the original Habermas public sphere theory such as Nancy Fraser, Oskar 

Negt and Alexander Kluge’s argued for decentralized and multiplied spaces in the public 

sphere to include new paths of critiques and new politics (Negt & Kluge, 1993).  The key 

importance in these counter theorists argument for multiple public spaces is they shifted 

the terrain of the notion fo the public sphere from an idealization of the Enlightenment to 

a plural concept of discourses (Hansen, 1994).  Unexpectedly to many, online readers’ 

comments on news websites have emerged as one of the new public spaces.   

 Journalists have transferred the same expectations for traditional journalism space 

onto the new public space of readers’ comments which includes the expectation to be 

politically correct.  Political correctness as discussed in chapter three originated on 

American university campuses in the late eighties.  The paradox of political correctness is 

that it flourished in the United States – the only country in the world where freedom of 

speech is protected in its constitution.  “Much play was accordingly made about the rights 
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enshrined in the First Amendment, their “wondership” and their proper application.” 

(Hughes, 2010, p. 7).   

 Because journalists are producers of public content, I argue that they have 

followed the tenets of political correctness to produce news that contains fair language 

for everyone – at least in theory.  Political correctness is based on the idealism of how 

society should run and how its citizens should treat each other (Hughes, 21).  However, 

sanitizing language does nothing to actually modify the deeper rooted believes.  The 

change is merely cosmetic.  As mentioned in chapter 4, Ehrenreich argued that “there is a 

tendency to confuse verbal purification with real social change.” (Dunant, 1994, p. 23-4).   

 The readers’ comments coupled with a string of research regarding current 

perceptions of race and gender indicate that political correctness has only successfully 

stifled public declarations of bigotry and done very little to actually improve attitudes.  

Political correctness has successfully taught people what is publically inappropriate to 

express but it has failed to educate them on the complex reasons of why it is wrong to 

maintain prejudices.  Political correctness has become so dogmatic in its endeavors that 

the public has been cultivated to use sanitized language but are hesitant to openly discuss 

sensitive topics such as race and gender.  Misconceptions are bound to arise without 

honest dialogue and readers’ comments section on news websites are a testament to the 

failure of political correctness.  Readers’ comments sections have evolved into a space 

where the public can participate freely without fear of retribution and the freedom to 

comment anonymously has revealed the need for honest discourse.   
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Conclusion: Change must begin with journalists 

 

 When this dissertation was first conceptualized, one of the focuses centered on the 

concern with online news readers’ comments as a public host for hate speech.  However 

the evolution of this research demonstrated that the concern should not lie with the 

presence of hate speech – in fact the new public space should host hate because it is an 

accurate reflection of at least one segment of the public.  As one journalist said in the 

survey, “Hate speech exists.”  But the key point is that hate is not the only facet present in 

the public, and hate is not the only kind of speech this new public space hosts.  It is, 

however, the kind of speech that has caused the most concern and controversies among 

journalists.  Bigoted language on journalists’ news websites have divided them on how to 

navigate through this uncharted territory. 

 However the potential of this barely explored area remains largely untapped.  

Journalists need to take charge and to uncover the potential this space could bring for 

journalism and civic participation alike.  But this is a much easier suggestion and a much 

more difficult feat to tackle.  With news organizations experiencing spiraling losses in 

readership, revenue and market control resulting in mass layoffs and diminished output, 

journalists who are fortunate enough to still be employed find themselves stretched thin 

(e.g., see Anderson, 2009; Compton & Benedetti, 2010; Franklin, 2008; Meyer, 2009; 

Singer, 2008a; Thurman & Myllylahti, 2009). Fewer resources result in poorer quality 

across all facets in the newsroom (Jones, 2009; Meyer, 2009) which for the purposes of 
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this research, results in journalists unable to dedicate the resources needed to fully 

comprehend and benefit from this new public space.   

 Nevertheless, even though journalists may not currently be equipped with the 

resources dedicated to understanding and cultivating this new public space into an avenue 

where the full potential of its benefits can be realized, journalist can begin to reconstitute 

their perceptions of who readers’ are and reorient their responsibilities as journalists 

today.  Not the most eager to relinquish their traditional roles, journalists have been 

relatively reluctant to change fundamental elements in their culture and have held on to 

ideologies that remain “operationally closed” (Deuze, 2008, p. 20-21).  As debates 

circulate the profession on sourcing new avenues for audiences, adapting to a new 

electronic landscape and so forth, journalists remain comfortable residing in traditional 

ideological values that “ can be deployed to sustain operational closure, keeping outside 

forces at bay” (Deuze, 2005, p. 447). 

  Because there was no genuine adoption of change coupled with the constant cling 

to traditional ideologies, technological evolutions in the newsroom and audiences have 

“normalized” (Singer, 2005) to conform again to traditional rituals and routines of 

journalism - reinforcing the same professional sense of importance (William, Wardle & 

Wahl-Jorgensen, 2010).  This sense of importance have spurred most journalists to equate 

online commenters as empty vessels – loud with no substance.  Although the research has 

shown that anonymity has indeed allowed some in the public to be more audacious 

online, the overall content found in the comments section are not just “haphazard rants of 

lunatics” as many journalists assume.  There is no denying that some commenters relish 
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in instigating shock but a closer investigation of the comments indicated that though the 

conversations may not contain the most sophisticated discourses, there exist reflections of 

society’s pulse.   

 If commenters were only concerned with ranting online for the mere sake of 

public notoriety, comment sections on every news story would be inundated with 

comments, but in fact it is the contrary.  Only certain stories garner a number of 

comments, and only a select few that share threads of similar elements evoke intense 

reactions.   

 We live in a society today that has long suppressed politically insensitive 

expressions.  The suppression has been very successful in curbing outward expressions 

but it is much more difficult, if not impossible, to accurately measure the success in 

altering personal beliefs meant to result with the implementation of political correctness.  

Publically banning certain words, rejecting various ideas and suppressing select 

discourses have only shifted bigoted ideologies into the private sphere. Now within the 

safety of anonymity in the public, readers’ comments have allowed the public to be more 

flagrant in expressing a slew of politically incorrect expressions.     

 Readers’ comments have unveiled a segment of the public and the revelation is 

not an appealing one.  Are journalists going to take the lead and attempt to make a 

difference, or are they going to force comments on an out-of-sight-out-of-mind path? 

Future directions for research 

 As this dissertation only begins in uncovering the contours of this new electronic 

environment, this project has laid the foundation for a promising program for future 
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research.  Journalism is decoupling from its traditional turf, and there is a need to explore 

how journalists renegotiate their new ecology.  Future research should expand this 

investigation of online news readers’ comments by including 1) news managers’ 

perspectives on online readers comments and  2) examining the impact of online readers’ 

comments.  This dissertation focused on surveying and interviewing journalists who were 

working for news organizations that had a news website.  To further explore this topic, I 

would now like to include perspectives of news managers who decided why this space 

was included or excluded.  This analysis would continue to shed light on the reasons for 

implementation, the goals intended for this space and the challenges faced from different 

voices.   

 Secondly, to further investigate online news readers comments, I would like to 

examine the potential impact online readers’ comments have on readers and on 

commenters.  Though readers and commenters do not necessarily belong exclusively to 

either group, it would be interesting to investigate how online readers comments have an 

impact outside of the newsroom.  With these additional perspectives, I believe that this 

would begin an interesting strand of investigation of analyzing online news readers 

comments– gauging both the impact and processes behind the scenes (in the newsroom) 

and the impact in the frontlines.   
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Initial Email Invitation for Survey Participation 
 
  
Dear fellow journalist, 
 
I am asking for your help in assisting me with my project in exploring the advantages and 
disadvantages of online readers' comments on news organizations' websites. 
 
Because of your expertise, I am kindly asking you to take a brief survey (not more than 
15 minutes) to better gauge where you as a professional stand on this issue of inviting 
online readers' to comment on news stories.  If you choose to participate, your identity 
and responses will be kept confidential.   
 
Thank you so much for your feedback, and at the end of the survey, you'll have a chance 
to win a $100 Visa gift card! 
 
 
With much gratitude, 
Jaime Loke 
Doctoral candidate 
University of Texas 
 
  
Follow this link to the Survey:  
{SURVEY LINK} 
  
Or copy and paste the URL below into your internet browser: 
{SURVEY URL} 
 
Follow the link to opt out of future emails:  
{OPT OUT LINK} 
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Appendix B: Reminder Email to Participate in Survey 
 
 
Dear fellow journalist, 
 
Recently I sent you a request to participate in an important survey of online readers 
comments on news websites that accompany news stories.  Your response is vital to the 
success of this project and if you so choose to participate in the drawing, you will be 
eligible to win a $100 VISA gift card.  
 
Your participation in this research is strictly voluntary. Furthermore, your responses will 
be kept strictly confidential. Please do not hesitate to contact me for further information. 
 
THANK YOU very much to those who have already taken this survey.  Your 
participation is very much appreciated. 
 
Sincerely, 
Jaime Loke 
Doctoral candidate 
University of Texas 
 
 
Follow this link to the Survey:  
{SURVEY LINK} 
  
Or copy and paste the URL below into your internet browser: 
{SURVEY URL} 
 
Follow the link to opt out of future emails:  
{OPT OUT LINK} 
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Appendix C: Introduction Page on Survey 
 
You have been selected to participate in a survey examining journalists' perceptions of 
online news readers' comments! 
 
The study is being conducted by Jaime Loke, doctoral candidate in the School of 
Journalism at the University of Texas at Austin, 1 University Station, A1000, University 
of Texas at Austin, Austin, TX 78712, (512) 775-1464. 
  
Your participation in the survey will contribute to a better understanding of how online 
readers' comments are affecting newsrooms and journalists.  We estimate that it will take 
about 10 minutes of your time to complete the questionnaire.  You are free to contact the 
investigator at the above address and phone number to discuss the survey. 
  
There are no risks to participants at all. Your answers will be kept CONFIDENTIAL.  
Your participation in this survey is voluntary. You have the right to withdraw from 
participation at any time. 
  
If you have any questions or would like us to further inform you about the results of this 
research, do not hesitate to contact Jaime Loke at jaimeloke@mail.utexas.edu.  
  
This study has been reviewed and approved by The University of Texas at Austin 
Institutional Review Board. If you have questions about your rights as a study participant, 
or are dissatisfied at any time with any aspect of this study, you may contact — 
anonymously, if you wish — the Institutional Review Board by phone at (512) 471-8871 
or email at orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu. 
   
IRB Approval Number:  2010030004 
 If you have read the information above and agree to participate, please click on the “>>” 
option below. By clicking on the link, you will have given your consent to participate.  
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Appendix D: Survey for journalists 
 

 
Q1. Does the news organization that you currently work for have an online news site? 

1. Yes 
2. No [End survey] 

 
Q2. Does your news organization online news site feature a section that currently allows 
readers to post comments following stories? 

1. Yes [If yes, skip to Q7] 
2. No 

 
Q3. If no to Q2, did it previously contain a section that allowed readers’ to post 
comments? 

1. Yes  
2. No [Skip to Q5] 

 
Q4. If yes to Q3, why is it no longer a feature? [open ended] 
Please share why here. 
 
Q5. If no to Q3, what is the main reason your news organization currently does not have 
a readers’ commentary section? [Select all that apply.] 

1. Currently in the process of implementing one 
2. Negative feedback from other news organizations 
3. Too expensive/troublesome to moderate 
4. Do not think it is necessary to have one/Don’t see the benefits in having one 
5. Worried about the libelous/slanderous content 
6. Want to avoid negative/hurtful comments from readers 
7. Other:____________________ 

 
Q6. Does your news organization plan on implementing a readers’ commentary section in 
the next 12 months? 

1. Yes [Go to Q7] 
2. No [Go to Q8] 

 
 
Q7. What is your news organization’s primary motivation for implementing readers’ 
comments section? {Select all that apply} [Proceed to Q9] 

1. Keep up with the trend of other news organizations 
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2. Encourage audience interaction 
3. Will benefit news organization in terms of audience feedback 
4. Readers’ demand 
5. Journalists’ / Staff at news organization demand 
6. Other: __________ 

 
 
Q8. What is the primary motivation for NOT implementing readers’ commentary 
section? [Go to Q19] {Select all that apply.} 

1. Negative feedback from other news organizations 
2. Too expensive/troublesome to moderate 
3. Worried about negative/hurtful comments 
4. Do not think it is necessary to have one/Don’t see the benefits in having one 
5. Journalists/Staff at the news organization’s refusal 
6. Readers’ do not want online commentary section 
7. Other:____________________ 

 
 
Q9. In some news organizations, online news readers’ comments’ sections have divided 
journalists and other members of the news organization on whether to implement it or not 
implement it online.  Has it been a source of debate on whether or not to implement 
online news readers comments at your news organization?   
 

1. Yes  
      2.   No  
 
 
Q10. How long has your news organization featured readers’ comments’ section? If 
unsure, give an approximate value. 
 

1. More than 5 years 
2. 3 years-5 years 
3. Less than 3 years  

 
 
Q11. Does your news organization currently moderate / filter the readers’ comments? 

1. Yes  
2. No [Skip to Q14] 

 
 
Q12. How does your news organization currently moderate / filter readers’ comments? 

1. Comment system and moderation tool (like Disqus, Pluck, etc.) 
2. Specific person(s) assigned/hired to moderate comments 
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3. A combination of comment system and moderation tool AND specific person(s) 
assigned to moderate 

4. Reporters moderate their own stories. 
5. Other: ___________ 

 
 
Q13. Currently who gets the FINAL SAY in which comments are included and which 
comments are excluded in the readers’ comments section? 

1. Reporter who wrote the story 
2. Any reporters in the news organization 
3. Editor 
4. Other: _______________ 

 
 
Q14. Since readers’ comments were first featured on your news organization’s website, 
how has the moderating process evolved? 

1. No change [skip to Q18] 
2. Never moderated 
3. Did not use to be moderated but is now moderated 
4. Always moderated but now it has become more stringent 
5. Always moderated but now it has become less stringent 

 
 
Q15. What triggered the change in the moderating process? [open ended] 
 
 
 
Q16. Does your news organization have a guideline as to what comments are acceptable? 

1. Yes [Go to Q16] 
2. No [Skip to Q17] 

 
 
Q17 If yes, could you share what the guidelines are? [You may copy and paste the 
guidelines here if you so wish to.] 
 
 
Q18. In some news organizations, only certain stories have accompanying comments 
sections for readers to post comments.  What determines if a story includes a readers’ 
comments section at your news organization? 

1. All stories have commentary sections 
2. Depends on if the reporter wants to include it. 
3. Depends on if the editor wants to include it. 
4. Depends on the nature of the story. [Please elaborate.] 
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5. Other factors [Please elaborate.]:___________ 
 
 
Q19. In your personal pinion, do you think readers’ comments are an important aspect in 
fostering dialogue with your audience? 

1. Yes 
2. No 

 
 
Q20. Why do you think so? [open-ended] 
 
 
 
Q21. In your personal opinion, do you think news organizations overall should continue 
featuring readers’ comments? 

1. Keep 
2. Discard  

 
 
Q22. Who do you think should decide which comments are included or excluded in the 
readers’ comments section? 

1. Nobody – every comment should be included. 
2. Journalists / Staff at news organization. 
3. Leave it up to the software moderation tool. 
4. A combination of software moderation tool and journalists/staff. 
5. Readers’ should monitor each others’ comments. 
6. Other: _______________ 

 
 
Why do you think so? [open ended] 
 
 
 
Q23. In your personal opinion, the readers’ comments reflect an accurate portrayal of a 
news organization’s audience? 

1. Yes 
2. No 

 
Q24. Why do you believe so? [open ended] 
 
 
Q25. In your opinion, do you think comments that are offensive towards certain races, 
ethnicities and gender should remain public?    
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1. Definitely yes [Why? Open ended option] 
2. Definitely not [Why? Open ended option] 
3. Depends on the severity of the racist comment. [Please elaborate.] 

 
 
Q26. In your personal opinion, what is the most advantageous aspect readers’ comments 
possess? [Please select one.] 

1. None 
2. Allows journalists to interact with their audience. 
3. Allow journalists to gain insight into their audience’s perspectives. 
4. Engage readers and encourage their participation. 
5. Provide a space for dialogue, debate and exchange of ideas. 
6. Other:______________ 

 
Q27. In your personal opinion, what is the most disadvantageous aspect do you believe 
readers comments possess? [Please select one.] 

1. None  
2. More work for news organizations in having to mediate comments 
3. Content distort journalists’ reports with inaccurate information.  
4. Content often inflammatory and hateful. 
5. Only a space for readers to publicize comment without engaging in dialogue. 
6. Other:___________________ 

 
Q28. In your personal opinion, do you think that readers’ comments should be moderated 
and/or filtered?  

1. Yes 
2. No 

 
Q29. Why or why not? [open ended] 
 
 
Q30. Have you ever personally mediated/filtered comments on any story before? 

1. Yes  
2. No 
3. Other 

 
Q31. What kinds of stories in your opinion, based on personal experience or through 
knowledge of your newsroom, have evoked the most inflammatory comments? [open 
ended] 
 
 
Finally, I just have a few more general questions about you and your background. 
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Q32. Which position below best describes your current job? 
1. Reporter 
2. Columnist 
3. Copy editor 
4. Designer 
5. Copy editor and designer 
6. Photographer 
7. Online/multimedia content producer 
8. Copy Chief 
9. Head designer 
10. Photo editor 
11. City/metropolitan editor 
12. Section editor 
13. Managing editor 
14. Editor in chief 
15. Publisher 
16. Other [please state]: ___________ 

 
 
Q33. In which gender group would you place yourself? 

1. Female 
2. Male 

 
 
Q34. In which of the following racial groups would you identify yourself with? 

1. Asian-American/Pacific Islander 
2. Black/African-American 
3. Hispanic/Latino 
4. Native American 
5. White/Caucasian 
6. Other 

 
Q35. What was your age on your last birthday? [open ended] 
  
 
Thank you for your participation! 
 
If you would like to register for a drawing to win a $50 VISA gift card, please enter your 
email address and telephone number below and you will be contacted only if you win. 
When you are done entering that information, or if you don’t wish to register, please click 
on the ">>" button to end the survey. 
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Thanks again for completing the survey. 
  
To yield much richer data for this project, I am looking to conduct in-depth interviews 
with journalists and gather their opinions on online readers’ comments.  Your 
identification will be kept confidential and will only be revealed if you so choose to 
release the info. 
  
It would be a tremendous help to me if you would volunteer for the opportunity to discuss 
in further detail about the subjects covered in this project.  If you are willing, I will 
contact you to conduct a phone interview. 
  
Email option here 
 
 
Phone number option here 
 
 
“>>” Button here to end survey 
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Appendix E: Response rate calculation based on Standards set by The American 
Association for Public Opinion Research (AAPOR) 

 
 
 
RR =  Response rate 
I =  Complete interview  
P =  Partial interview  
R =  Refusal and break-off  
NC =  Non-contact  
O =  Other  
UH =  Unknown if household/occupied HU  
UO =  Unknown, other  
 
 
 
        I 
RR1 =   –––––––––––––––––––––––––––––– 
  (I + P) + (R + NC + O) + (UH + UO) 
 
Per the AAPOR: 
Response Rate 1 (RR1), or the minimum response rate, is the number of complete 
interviews divided by the number of interviews (complete plus partial) plus the number 
of non-interviews (refusal and break-off plus non-contacts plus others) plus all cases of 
unknown eligibility (unknown if housing unit, plus unknown, other). 
 
 
 
 
 
RR1 =                  4326            4326 
           ––––––––––––––––––––––––––        =     ––––––––    =     .557  =   55.7% 
 
            (4326+0) + (3375+63+0) + (0+0)           7764 
 
 
 
Response rate for surveys: 55.7% 
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Appendix F: Journalist Interview Guide for In-depth Interviews 
 

 
Major goals of the interview: 
• How journalists articulate the sharing of this new space with their audience 
• How they describe their new roles and responsibilities as hosts of this new  
 space while maintaining their traditional roles as democratic agents  
•  If they believe readers comments are an important aspect of audience 

 dialogue in a contemporary electronic environment 
 
 
1. SHARING OF A NEW SPACE: 
How would you describe your experience has been in sharing a space that has 
traditionally been exclusively journalists’ with your audience? How were readers’ 
comments introduced to you?  Was there a process where you were part of a decision 
making process that decided if readers comments should be implemented on  the 
website/accompany your stories?  What is the primary reason readers’ comments were 
implemented on your news website?   
 
2. DESCRIBING ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES 
You mentioned in the survey that readers’ comments has been a cause of debate at your 
news organization.  Can you share with me what the debates have included?   
 
What do you believe the main purpose of readers’ comments should be? 
 
What do you perceive your main responsibility as a journalist in this new space?  How do 
you go about in ensuring that this space is one that meets your expectations? 
 
You mentioned in your survey that you believe comments must be filtered.  Some have 
argued that by filtering comments you may be censoring your readers’ opinions.  What 
would you say to that?   
 
You mentioned in your survey that comments that are offensive to particular race or 
gender should not be allowed/should be allowed to be publicized.  Can you explain why 
you believe it is necessary to silence/amplify these comments?  What responsibility, if 
any, do you think a journalist has when coming across offensive comments?  
 
How do you differentiate what is censorship and what is “protecting” your readers from 
particularly offensive comments?  Or is there a difference?   
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3. CHALLENGES AND REWARDS 
What has been the most challenging aspect of having readers’ comments on your 
stories/website?  The most rewarding? 
 
You mentioned that you have personally mediated/filtered readers comments before.  Can 
you share an example when comments were particularly disturbing?  Can you share an 
example when comments were particularly fruitful to the discussion/story?  What kinds 
of stories usually garner the most comments?  What kinds of stories garner the most 
inflammatory comments? 
 
4. AUDIENCE DIALOGUE 
Do you believe that readers’ comments is the new public forum?  Can you elaborate more 
on why you believe so? 
 
Has readers comments changed your relationship with your audience? If so, how has it 
changed?  If not, why do you think it has not changed? 
 
Have you ever participated in the dialogue with your audience in the comments section?  
Why/ why not?  What have you found to be the most challenging/most rewarding when 
participating in the dialogue with your audience? (If they have participated).  Would you 
encourage/discourage other journalists to do so?   
 
5. FUTURE OF READERS’ COMMENTS 
Where do you see the direction of readers’ comments headed?  Do you think it is a 
passing phase or it is something that will be around for a long time?  Do you think 
readers’ comments should be kept on news websites? 
 
What would you change about readers’ comments currently in an effort to make it better 
for both journalists and readers?   What would be your ideal vision of readers comments? 
 
6. IN CLOSING 
Thank them for their time. 
If I have any further questions, would it be ok if I followed up with email or call you for 
clarification? 
Would you like a copy of the findings when it is ready? 
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Appendix G: Code Book for Content Analysis 
 
 
 

1. Which story? (Circle one) 
 

a. Highland Mall/ Texas Relay Incident 
b. Fort Hood shootings 
c. Shenandoah murder trial 
d. Broderick parole request 
e. Jihad Jane 

 
2. News website that the story appeared in: (Circle one) 
 

a. CNN [www.cnn.com] 
 

b. Austin American Statesman [www.statesman.com] 
 

c. Republican Herald [www.republicanherald.com] 
 

d. San Diego Union Tribune [www.signonsandiego.com] 
 
3. Calculate total comments for story allowed to remain on the website: ______ 
Some stories had deleted comments.  For this part, record only the comments that were 
allowed to remain on the site. 
 
4. If known, how many total comments were deleted? _________ 
 
5.  Date of news story: 
     MM/DD/YYYY 
 
6. A few of the comments section were ultimately shut down by the news organization 
due to content that were deemed too inflammatory for the website.  Please state how (or 
if ) readers’ comments’ concluded: 
 

a. Forced closed by news websites and all comments were subsequently deleted.  
If so, state reason (if given) by news organization as to why the commentary 
section was shut down: _________________________________________ 
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b. Closed by the news website (no longer accepting new comments but previous 
comments were NOT deleted). 

 
c. Comments section were NOT closed. Date analysis ended: MM/DD/YYYY 

 
7. Calculate how many OVERTLY RACIST only comments: ______ 
Only comments that blatantly contain racial prejudice and /or discrimination by racial 
slurs, providing explanation of negative trait/traits because of race, generalizing that 
everyone belonging to a particular race act a particular way, explicating that one race is 
best or better compared to any other race.  For example in discussing the Fort Hood 
shooter, Hasan: “Take out those ragheads and satan worshippers.” 
 
8. Calculate how many COVERTLY RACIST only comments: _______ 
Only comments that contain subtle racial prejudice and/or discrimination.  Unlike overt 
racism where the expressions of racial prejudice and discrimination are obvious, covert 
racism often is indirect, insulting without singling out specifics or has a simplistic and 
sweeping explanation of the actions or situations of certain racial groups.  Covert racism 
is often masked behind politeness but it is not necessary factor needed to be coded as 
covertly racist.  An example of a covert racist comment: “Adios Amigo.”   
 
9. Calculate how many OVERTLY SEXIST only comments: 
Only comments that blatantly contain gender prejudice and/or discrimination by sexist 
slurs, providing explanation of negative trait/traits because of gender, generalizing that a 
certain gender always acts a particular way, explicating that one gender is better than the 
other.  For example: “Every woman will turn psycho one day.” 
 
10. Calculate how many COVERTLY SEXIST only comments: 
Only comments that contain subtle gender prejudice and/or discrimination.  Using the 
description of covert racism as a foundation, covert sexism is subtle gender prejudice 
and/or discrimination.  Covert sexism is masked in simplistic and sweeping explanations 
of a particular gender group.  For example, “Women should stay home and tend to the 
children because they are naturally better nurturers than men.” 
 
11. Calculate how many OVERTLY RACIST and OVERTLY SEXIST only comments:  
 
12. Calculate how many COVERTLY RACIST AND COVERTLY SEXIST only 
comments: 
 
13.Calculate how many COVERTLY RACIST and OVERTLY SEXIST only comments: 
 
14: Calculate how many OVERTLY RACIST AND COVERTLY SEXIST only 
comments: 
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15. Calculate how many comments COUNTER the overt and covert RACIST comments: 
Comments that argue AGAINST racist comments by explicitly refuting, criticizing 
and/or providing information/opinion that counters the racist remark.   
 
16. Calculate how many comments COUNTER the overt and covert SEXIST comments: 
Comments that argue AGAINST sexist comments by explicitly refuting, criticizing 
and/or providing information/opinion that counters the sexist remark.   
 
 
17. Calculate how many comments COUNTER racist AND sexist comments. 
Comments that argue AGAINST racist and sexist comments by explicitly refuting, 
criticizing and/or providing information/opinion that counters the racist AND sexist 
remark.   
 
18. In comments that contain both racist and sexist comments, how many counter only 
the: 
a. Racism: ______ 
b. Sexism: ______ 
 
19. Calculate how many comments overall stand alone or are in response to another 
commenter.   
Comments that are in response to another commenter such as comments that address 
another commenter by their log-in name, respond to another comment by stating as such, 
or is explicitly displayed on the website as responding to another comment.  Comments 
that stand alone are comments void of any said aspects of the comments in response to 
others.    
 
In response:___________ 
Stand alone:___________ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 257 

References 

 
Abraham, N. (1994).  Anti-Arab Racism and Violence in the United States.  In E. 
 McCarus (Ed.) The Development of Arab-American Identity, 155-180. 
 
Akram, S. M. & Johnson, K. R. (2002). Race, Civil Rights, and Immigration Law after 
 September 11, 2001: The Targeting of Arabs and Muslims.  NYU Annual Survey 
 of American Law, 58, 295-356.  
 
Anderson, C. W. (2009). Breaking journalism down: Work, authority, and networking 
 local news, 1997-2009. Dissertation, New York: Columbia University. 
 
Arendt, H. (1958). The human condition. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
 
Ashley, L. & Olson, B. (1998).  Constructing Reality: Print Media’s Framing of the 
 Women’s Movement, 1966-1986. Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly 
 75, 263-277.   
 
Atkins, D., Baucom, D. & Jacobson, N. (2001).  Understanding Infidelity: Correlates in a 
 National Random Sample.  Journal of Family Psychology, 15(4), 735-749. 
 
Bell, A. (1999).  Styling the Other to Define the Self: A Study in New Zealand Identity 
 Making.  Journal of Sociolinguistics 3(4), 523–41. 
 
Bell, D. (1981).  The Social Framework of the Information Society. In T. Forester (Ed.), 
 The Microelectronics Revolution (500–549). Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 
 
Benkler, Y. (2006). The wealth of networks: How social production transforms markets 
 and freedom. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press. 
 
Benhabib, S. (1992). Models of Public Space: Hannah Arendt, the Liberal Tradition, and 
 Jurgen Habermas. In C. Calhoun (ed.) Habermas and the Public Sphere, (73-99). 
 Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 
 
Berdal, S. R. B. (2004). Public deliberation on the Web: A Habermasian inquiry into 
 online discourse. Hovedfag Thesis.  Unpublished manuscript. 
 
Berg, B. J. (2009). Sexism in America: alive, well and ruining our future.  Chicago, IL: 
 Lawrence Hill Books. 
 
Best, S. & Krueger, B. (2002). New Approaches to assessing Opinions: The Prospects for 
 electronic mail surveys.  International Journal of Public Opinion Research, 14, 



 258 

 (1), 74-92.   
 
 
Billing, M. (1996). Arguing and thinking: A rhetorical approach to social psychology. 
 New York: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Bonilla-Silva, E. (2010). Racism Without Racists: Color-Blind Racism & Racial 
 Inequality in Contemporary America.  Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield 
 Publishers, Inc. 
 
Bradley, P. (2003).  Mass Media and the Shaping of American Feminism, 1963-1975.  
 Jackson, MS: University Press of Mississippi.  
 
Burns, J. (1992).  Mad or just plain bad: Gender and the work of forensic clinical 
 psychologists.  In J. M. Ussher and P. Nicolson (Eds.), Gender issues in clinical 
 psychology.  Routledge, London.   
 
Busfield, Joan. 1996. Men, women, and madness: Understanding gender and 
 mental disorder. New York: New York University. 
 
Camarota, S. (2004).  The High Cost of Cheap Labor: Illegal Immigration and the 
 Federal Budget. Center for Immigration Studies.  Retrieved from: 
 www.cis.org/articles/2004/fiscal.pdf 
 
Canetto, S. (2004).  Older Adult Women: Issues, Resources, and Challenges.  In R. K. 
 Unger, (Ed.), Handbook of the psychology of women and gender (183-200).  
 Toronto, Canada: John Wiley and sons. 
 
Capella, J.N., & K.H. Jamieson. (1996).  News Frames, Political Cynicism, and Media 
 Cynicism. Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science,  546, 
 71-85. 
 
Carey, J. (1995).  The Press, Public Opinion, and Public Discourse. In T. Glasser and C. 
 Salmon (eds) Public Opinion and the Communication of Consent, pp. 373–402. 
 New York: Guilford. 
 
Carlson, F. N. (2009, November 4) Online Comments: Civic Engagement At Its Best – 
 Or Worst?  Metro Pulse.  Retrieved from: 
 http://www.metropulse.com/news/2009/nov/04/online-comments-civic-
 engagement-its-bestor-worst/?printer=1/ 
 



 259 

Cawthorne, A. (2008).  The Straight Facts on Women in Poverty.   Center for American 
Progress.  Retrieved from: 
http://www.americanprogress.org/issues/2008/10/women_poverty.html 
 
CBS News. (November 4, 2008). Campaign 08.  Washington, DC: CBS News.  
 
Chaffee, S.H. & F.S. Kanihan. (1997). Learning about Politics from the Mass Media. 
 Political Communication, 14, 421-30. 
 
Charity, A.  (1995).  Doing Public Journalism.  New York, NY: Guilford. 
 
Chesler, P. (2005). Women and Madness.  New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan. 
 
Chomsky, A. (2007).  “They Take Our Jobs!” and 20 other myths about immigration.  
 Boston, MA: Beacon Press. 
 
CNN. Voter alert. (November 4, 2008). Wolf Blitzer. Chicago, IL: CNN. 
 
Compton, J. R. & Benedetti, P. (2010). Labour, new media and the institutional 
 restructuring of journalism. Journalism Studies, 11(4), 487-499. 
 
Craig, D. A. (2011). Excellence in Online Journalism. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage 
 Publications. 
 
Crews, C.W. (2007). Cybersecurity and authentication: The marketplace role in 
 rethinking anonymity – before regulators intervene. Knowledge Technology 
 Policy, 20, 97-105. 
 
Crosbie, V. (2006, January 26). Time to get tough: Managing anonymous comments. 
 Online Journalism Review.  Retrieved from: 
 http://www.ojr.org/ojr/stories/060126crosbie/ 
 
Crowley Jack, Dana. 1991. Silencing the self:Women and depression. Cambridge, 
 MA: Harvard. 
 
Cyberspace. Fordham Intellectual Property, Media and Entertainment Law Journal, 7, 
 231, 243–44 . 
 
Decker, T. (1999, October 17). Muslims Fight Unfairness, the American Way. St. 
 Petersburg Times, pp. F1. 
 
Deep, S. (1995). Rush to Judgement.  The Quill. July/August.  pp. 19-23 
 



 260 

Deuze, M. (2008). The professional identity of journalists in the context of convergence 
 culture. Observatorio (OBS*), 2(4), 103-117. 
 
Deuze, M. (2005). What is journalism? Professional identity and ideology of journalists 
 reconsidered. Journalism, 6(4), 442-464. 
 
Diaz-Bone, R., Buhrmann, A.D., Rodriguez, E.G., Schneider, W., Kendall, G., & Tirado, 
 F. (2007). The field of Foucaultian Discourse Analysis: Structures, Developments 
 and Perspectives. Forum: Qualitative Social Research, (8)2, Art. 30. 
 
Domingo, D., Quandt, T., Heinonen, A., Paulussen, S., Singer, J. B., & Vujnovic, M. 
 (2008). Participatory journalism practices in the media and beyond: An 
 international comparative study of initiatives in online newspapers. Journalism 
 Practice, 2(3), 326-342. 
 
Douglas, S. (2010).  Enlightened Sexism. New York, NY: Times Books.   
 
Downing, J. (1999). Hate Speech and First Amendment Absolutism: Discourses in the 
 US.  Discourse & Society 10(1), 175–89. 
 
Dunant, S. (Ed.) (1994). The Political Correctness Debate.  Virago: London. 
 
Edelstein, J. I. (1996). Anonymity and International Law Enforcement in 
 Chambers, S. (1996). Reasonable democracy: Jurgen Habermas and the politics 
 of discourse.  Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press. 
 
Ekstrand, V. S. (2003).  Unmasking Jane and John Doe: Online Anonymity and The First 
 Amendment. Communication Law and Policy, 8, 405-427. 
 
Entman, R. (1990). Modern Racism and the Images of Blacks in Local Television News. 
 Critical Studies in Mass Communication, (7), 332-345. 
 
Entman, R. & Rojecki, A. (2000). The Black Image in the White Mind: Media and Race 
 in America. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
 
Eveland,W.P. & D. Scheufele. (2000). Connecting News Media Use with Gaps in 
 Knowledge and Participation. Political Communication, 17, 215-37. 
 
Ewing, K. (2008).  Being and Belonging: Muslims in the United States Since 9/11.  New 
 York: Russell Sage Foundation. 
 
Fallows, J. (1996). Why Americans Hate the Media.  The Atlantic Monthly (February) 
 277 (2), 45–64. 



 261 

 
Feagin, J. R. (2000). Racist America.  New York, NY: Routledge. 
 
Flick, U. (2002). An introduction to qualitative research. (2nd ed.) London: Sage. 
 
Fox, K. (1997).  Mirror, miror: A summary of research findings on body image.  Social 
 Issues Research Center.  Retrieved from: http://www.sirc.org/publik/mirror.html 
 
Fortner, R. S., & Christians, C. G. (2003). Separating wheat from chaff in qualitative 
 studies. In G. H. Stempel III, D. H. Weaver, & G. C. Wilhoit (Eds.), Mass 
 communication research and theory (pp. 267-298). Boston: Allyn & Bacon. 
 
Frankenberg, R. (1993).  White Women, Race Matters.  Minneapolis: University of 
 Minnesota Press. 
 
Franklin, B. (2008). The future of newspapers. Journalism Studies, 9(5), 630-641. 
 
Fraser, N. (1992). Rethinking the Public Sphere: A Contribution to the Critique of 
 Actually Existing Democracy.  In C. Calhoun (ed.) Habermas and the Public 
 Sphere (109–42). Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 
 
Fraser, J. & Kick, E.  (2000). Interpretive Repertoires of Whites on Race-Targeted 
 Policies:  The Use of Time in Constructing Policy Attitudes. Sociological 
 Perspectives, 43(1), 13-28. 
 
Forsythe, S. A. (1950). An exploratory study of letters to the editor and their contributors. 
 Public Opinion Quarterly, 14, 143-144. 
 
Foster, H. S. & Friedrich, C. J. (1937). Letters to the editor as a means of measuring the 
 effectiveness of propaganda.  American Political Science Review, 31, 71-79. 
 
Gallagher, C. (1997). White racial formation: Into the twenty-first century. In R. Delgado 
 & J. Stefancic (Eds.), Critical white studies: Looking behind the mirror (pp. 6–
 11). Philadelphia: Temple University Press. 
 
Garnham, N. (1992).  The Media and the Public Sphere.  In C. Calhoun (ed.), Habermas 
 and the Public Sphere, (359–76). Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 
 
Gillmor, D. (2004). We the media: Grassroots journalism by the people, for the people. 
 Sebastopol, CA: O'Reilly Media. 
 
Glasser, Theodore L. (1999). The Idea of Public Journalism.  In T.L. Glasser 
 (Ed.) The Idea of Public Journalism, (3–20). New York: Guilford Press 



 262 

 
Glendon, M. A. (1991). Rights Talk: The Impoverishment of Public Discourse.  New 
 York: The Free Press. 
 
Goldberg, D. T. (2009) Multiculturalism: A critical reader. Malden, MA: Blackwell 
 Publishers. 
 
Goldberg, S. (2010, July 19). News sites reining in nasty user comments.  CNN.  
 Retrieved from: http://articles.CNN.com/2010-07-
 19/tech/commenting.on.news.sites_1_comments-news-sites-credit-
 card?_s=PM:TECH 
 
Goldthorpe, J.H. (2009). Analysing Social Inequality: A Critique of Two Recent 
 Contributions from Economics and Epidemiology.  European Sociological 
 Review, 1-14 
 
Graham, L. J. (2005). Discourse analysis and the critical use of Foucault.  Paper p
 resented at Australian Association for Research in Education 2005 Annual 
 Conference, Sydney 27th November – 1st December. 
 
Greeley, A. (1994). Marital infidelity. Society, 57(4), 9-13. 
 
Gresson, A. (1982) The Dialectics of Betrayal: Sacrifice, Violation and the Oppressed. 
 Norwood, NJ: Ablex Publishers. 
 
Gresson, A. (1995) The Recovery of Race in America. Minneapolis, MN: University of 
 Minnesota Press. 
 
Grey, D. L. & Brown, T. (1970).  Letters to the Editor: Hazy Reflections of 
 Public Opinion. Journalism Quarterly, 47, 450–6. 
 
Grossman, L.K. (1995). The Electronic Republic: Reshaping Democracy in the 
 Information Age.  New York, NY: Penguin Group. 
 
Guretvitch, M. & Blumler, J. (1990).  Political Communication Systems and Democratic 
 Values. In J. Lichtenberg (Ed.), Democracy and the Mass Media: a Collection of 
 Essays, ed. Judith Lichtenberg. (269-289).  Cambridge, New York, etc.: 
 Cambridge University Press. 
 
Gutmann, A., & Thompson, D. (1996). Democracy and disagreement. Cambridge, MA: 
 Belknap Press of Harvard University Press. 
 
Habermas, J. (1996). Between facts and norms: Contributions to a discourse theory of 



 263 

 law and democracy (W. Rehg, Trans.). Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 
 
Habermas, J. (1991). The structural transformation of the public sphere: An inquiry into 
 a category of bourgeois society. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 
 
Hall, S. (1975). Introduction. In S. Smith (Ed.), Paper voices: The popular press and 
 social change, 1935–1985 (11–24). London: Chatto & Windus. 
 
Hampton, L. A. (2010). Covert Racism and the Formation of Social Captial among a 
 Volunteer Youth Crops.  Critical Sociology, 36, 285-305. 
 
Haney-Lopez, I. (2006).  White by law: The legal construction of race. New York: New 
 York University Press.   
 
Hargreaves, D. & Tiggemann, M. (2002). The effect of television commercials on 
 mood and body dissatisfaction: The role of appearance–schema activation. 
 Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology, 21, 287–308. 
 
Harper, D. J. (2006). Discourse Analysis.  In M. Slade & S. Priebe (Eds.) Choosing 
 Methods in Mental Health Research (47-68). London: Routledge. 
 
Hartigan, J. (2010).  Race in the 21st century. New York, NY: Oxford University Press. 
 
Harrison, J. (2010). User-generated content and gatekeeping at the BBC hub. Journalism 
 Studies, 11(2), 243-256. 
 
Harvey, M. (1992). Politically Correct is Politcally Suspect.  In P. Aufderheide (Ed.) 
 Beyond P.C.: Towards a politics of understanding.  Saint Paul, MN: Graywolf 
 Press.  
 
Hell-no dept. (2010, July 31).  Are anonymous comments evil? Tech Dirt.  Retrieved 
 from: www.techdirt.com/articles/2010322/0236228653 
 
Hepburn, A. (1997).  Teachers and secondary school bullying: a postmodern discourse 
 analysis.  Discourse and Society, 8, 27-48. 
 
Hermida, A. & Thurman, N. (2008). A clash of cultures: The integration of usergenerated 
 content within professional journalistic frameworks at British 
 newspaper websites. Journalism Practice, 2(3), 343-356. 
 
Heussner, K. M. (2008, October 14).  Who’s keeping you in line online? ABC News. 
 Retrieved from: http://abcnews.go.com/Technology/story?id=6020149 
 



 264 

Hewitt, H. (2005).  Blog: Understanding the Information Reformation that’s changing 
 your world.  Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, Inc.  
 
Higham, J. (2007). Strangers in the land: Patterns of American nativism, 1860-1925. 
 New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press. 
 
Hill, J.H. (1998). Language, Race, and White Public Space.  American Anthropologist 
 100(3), 680–9. 
 
Hindman, M. (2008).  The Myth of Digital Democracy.  Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
 University Press.  
 
Hitchcock, J. (2001). Unraveling the white cocoon. Dubuque, IA: Kendall Hunt 
 Publishing. 
 
Hughes, G. (2010).  Political Correctness.  A history of semantics and culture.  UK: 
 Wiley Blackwell. 
 
Hughes, R.  (1993).  Culture of complaint: The fraying of America.  New York, NY: 
 Oxford University press. 
 
Humphreys, P. & Paxton, S. J. (2004). Impact of exposure to idealized male images 
 on adolescent boys’ body image. Body Image, 1, 253–266. 
 
Hynds, E. C. (1994).  Editors at Most U.S. Dailies See Vital Roles for Editorial Page. 
 Journalism Quarterly, 71(3), 573–82. 
 
Lippman, W. (1922). Public Opinion.  New York: Macmillan.   
 
Jarvis, J. (2006, July 5). Networked journalism. Buzzmachine [Web page]. Retrieved May 
 14, 2010, from www.buzzmachine.com/2006/07/05/networked-journalism. 
 
Jensen, R. (2010). Whiteness.  In S. Caliendo & C. D. McIlwain (Eds.), The Routledge 
 Companion to Race and Ethnicity, 21-29. 
 
Jones, S.G. (1997). The Internet and its Social Landscape.  In S.G. Jones (ed.) Virtual 
 Culture: Identity and Communication in Cybersociety (7–35). Thousand Oaks, 
 CA:Sage.  
 
Jones, A. S. (2009). Losing the news: The future of the news that feeds democracy. New 
 York: Oxford University Press. 
 



 265 

Josey, C.S. (2010). Hate speech and identity: An analysis of neo racism and the indexing 
 of identity.  Discourse Society, 21(27). 
 
Kadi, J. (Ed.) (1994). Food for Our Grandmothers: Writings by Arab-American 
 Arab-Canadian Feminists. Boston: South End Press. 
 
Kapoor, S. (1995). Most Papers receive more letters. The Masthead, 47(2), 5-9. 
 
Kapoor, S. & Botan, C. (1992). Studies Compare How Editors Use Letters. The 
  Masthead, 44(1), 5. 
 
Kellner, D. (n.d.).  Habermas, the Public Sphere, and Democracy: A Critical 
 Intervention.  Retrieved from: 
 http://gseis.ucla.edu/faculty/kellner/papers/habermas.htm 
 
Kiesling, S.F. (2001a). Now I Gotta Watch What I Say: Shifting Constructions of 

 Masculinity in Discourse.  Journal of Linguistic Anthropology, 11(2), 250–73. 
 
Kiesling, S.F. (2001b).  Stances of Whiteness and Hegemony in Fraternity Men’s 
 Discourse.  Journal of Linguistic Anthropology, 11(1), 101–15. 
 
 
Kim, J., Wyatt, R. & Katz, E. (1999).  News, Talk, Opinion, Participation: The Part 
 Played by Conversation in Deliberative Democracy. Political Communication, 16, 
 361-385. 
 
Kim, R. (2009, May 4). Comments on news stories a double-edged sword.   The San 
 Francisco Chronicle.  Retrieved from: www.sfgate.com/cgi-bin/article.cgi?file-
 /c/a/2009/05/04 
 
Kling, R. (1996).  Hopes and Horrors: Technological Utopianism and Anti-Utopianism 
 in Narratives of Computerization.  In R. Kling (ed.) Computerization and 
 Controversy, (40–58). Boston, MA: Academic Press. 
 
Kivel, P. (n.d.).  Challenging Christian Hegemony.  Retrieved from:  
 http://www.christianhegemony.org/about-christian-hegemony 
 
Kovach, B. & Rosentiel, T. (2001). The Elements of Journalism.  New York, NY: 
 ThreeRivers Press. 
 
Krippendorf, K. (1980). Content Analysis: An Introduction to its methodology.  Beverly 
 Hills, CA: Sage Publications. 
 



 266 

Kuhn, D. (1991). The skills of argument. New York: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Lamb, S. & Brown, L. M. (2006).  Packaging Girlhood: Rescuing Our Daughters from 
 Marketers’ Schemes.  New York: St. Martin’s. 
 
Lasker, B. (1949). Democracy through discussion. New York: H. W. Wilson. 
 
Laumann, E. O., Gagnon, J. H., Michael, R. T., & Michaels, S. (1994). The social 
 organization of sexuality: Sexual practices in the United States. Chicago: 
 University of Chicago Press. 
 
Leonard, T. (1995).  News for All.  New York: Oxford University Press. 
 
Lewis, J. & Jhally, S. (1995). Affirming Inaction: Television and the New Politics of 
 Race. In . Callari, S. Cullenberg, and C. Biewener (Eds.), Marxism in the 
 Postmodern Age: Confronting the New World Order. (133-141 ).  New York: 
 Guilford Press.  
 
Lind, R.A. & Salo, C. (2002). The Framing of Feminists and Feminism in News 
 and Public Affairs Programs in U.S. Electronic Media. Journal of 
 Communication, 211-28. 
 
 
Lindlof, T. R. & Taylor, B. C. (2002). Qualitative communication research methods. 
 Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
 
Lipsitz, G. (1998).  The Possessive Investment in Whiteness: How White People Profit 
 from Identity Politics.  Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press. 
 
Liu, J.H. and Mills, D. (2006).  Modern Racism and Neo-liberal Globalization: The 
 Discourses of Plausible Deniability and Their Multiple Functions.  Journal of 
 Community and Applied Social Psychology 16, 83–99. 
 
Luke, A. (1999). Critical Discourse Analysis. In J. P. Keeves & G. Lakomski (Eds.), 
 Issues in Educational Research. Oxford: Pergamon Press. 
 
Lynch, K. (2008, November 15). The first black president: No more excuses. Nubian 
 message: the African-American voice of North Carolina State University since 
 1992. Retrieved from: http://www.ncsu.edu/nubian/?story=287.  
 
Martin, Emily. 1987. The woman in the body. Boston: Beacon. 
 
Massey, D. S., Durnad, J., & Malone, N. J. (2003). Beyond smoke and mirrors: Mexican 



 267 

 immigration in an era of economic integration. New York: Russell Sage 
 Foundation. 
 
Matthews, J. (2005). Visual Culture and Critical Pedagogy in 
 “Terrorist Times.” Discourse: studies in the cultural politics of education, (26)2, 
 203-224. 
 
McConahay, J.B. (1986).  Modern Racism, Ambivalence, and the Modern Racism Scale. 
 In J.F. Dovidio and S.L. Gaertner (Eds.) Prejudice, Discrimination, and Racism, 
 pp. 91–125. Orlando, FL: Academic Press. 
 
McKinney, K.D. (2003). I Feel ‘Whiteness’ When I Hear People Blaming Whites: 
 Whiteness as cultural victimization.  Race and Society, 6, 39-55. 
 
Meiklejohn, A. (1960). Political Freedom: The constitutional powers of the people.  New 
 York, NY: Harper. 
 
Meyer, P. (2009). The vanishing newspaper: Saving journalism in the information age 
 (2nd ed.). Columbia, MO: University of Missouri Press. 
 
Moore, J. (2010, October 1). Wait a Minute…Not all Arabs are Muslims? And Other 
 Myths of the Media. Retrieved from http://news.change.org/stories/wait-a-minute-
 not-all-arabs-are-muslims-and-other-myths-of-media 
 
Moore, K. (2008). In contempt. Webcomics Nation. Retrieved from: 
 http://www.webcomicsnation.com/kevinmoore/incontempt/series.php? 
 
Moscovici, S. (1985). The age of the crowd: A historical treatise on mass psychology (J. 
 C. Whitehouse, Trans.). New York: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Munson, S. E. & Warren, C. A. (Eds.) (1997). James Carey: A crticical reader. 
 Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press.  
 
Muthukumaraswamy, K. (2010). When the media meet crowds of wisdom: How 
 journalists are tapping into audience expertise and manpower for the processes of 
 newsgathering. Journalism Practice, 4(1), 48-65. 
 
Naples, N. & Sachs, C. (2000). Standpoint Epistemology and the Uses of Self-Reflection 
 in Feminist Ethnography: Lessons for Rural Sociology. Rural Sociology 65(2), 
 194-214. 
 
Nazroo, James, Angela Edwards, and George Brown. 1998. Gender differences in 
 the prevalence of depression: Artifact, alternative disorders, biology or roles? 



 268 

 Sociology of Health and Illness 20:312-30. 
 
NBC News (November 4, 2008). Decision 2008. Brian Williams.  New York, NY: NBC 
 News. 
 
Negroponte, N. (1998).  Beyond Digital. Wired 6(12), 288. 
 
Neiwert, D. (2008, December 17). Bill Bennett: Obama’s win means ‘You don’t take 
 excuses anymore’ from minorities. Crooks and Liars. Retrieved from: 
 http://crooksandliars.com/david-neiwert/billbennett- 
 obama-wins-means-no-mor.  
 
Neuendorf, K. A. (2002).  The content analysis guidebook. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
 
Norris, P. (2001). A Digital Divide: Civic Engagement,Information Poverty, and the 
 Internet in Democratic Societies. New York: Cambridge University Press. 
 
O’Keefe, G.J., & Sulanowski, B.K. (1995). More Than Just Talk: Uses, Gratifications, 
 and the Telephone. Journalism and Mass Communications Quarterly, 72, 922-33. 
 
O'Sullivan, J. & Heinonen, A. (2008). Old values, new media: Journalism role 
 perceptions in a changing world. Journalism Practice, 2(3), 357-371. 
 
Oakeshott, M. (1991). Rationalism in politics and other essays. Indianapolis, IN: Liberty 
 Fund. 
 
Omi, M. & Winant, H. (1989). Racial Formation in the United States: From the 1960s to 
 the 1980s.  New York, NY: Routledge. 
 
Panagopoulous, C. (2006).  Arab and Muslim Americans and Islam in the Aftermath of 
 9/11. Public Opinion Quarterly, 70, (4), 608–624. 
 
Pantti, M. & L. van Zoonen. (2006). Do Crying Citizens Make Good Citizens? Social 
 Semiotics, 16(2), 205-224. 
 
Papacharissi, Z. (2002). The virtual sphere: the internet as a public sphere.  4 (1), 9-27. 
 
Park, R.E., Mitchell, B.M. Mitchell, Wetzel, & Allenman, J.H. (1983). Charging for 
 Local Telephone Calls: How Household Characteristics Affect the Distribution of 
 Calls in the GTE Illinois Experiement.  Journal of Economics, 22, 339-364.    
 
Paulussen, S. & Ugille, P. (2008). User generated content in the newsroom: Professional 
 and organisational constraints on participatory journalism. Westminster Papers in 



 269 

 Communication and Culture, 5(2), 24-41. 
 
Pavlik, J.V. (1994). Citizen Access, Involvement, and Freedom of Expression in an 
 Electronic Environment.  In F. Williams and J.V. Pavlik (Eds.), The People’s 
 Right to Know: Media, Democracy, and the Information Highway. (p. 139–62). 
 Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum. 
 
Perea, J. F. (1998). The black/white binary paradigm of race. In R. Delgado & J. 
 Stefancic (Eds.), The Latino/a condition: A critical reader (p. 359-368). New 
 York: New York University Press. 
 
Pew Research Center. (2008).  Americans Say They Like Diverse Communities; 
 Election, Census Trends Suggest Otherwise.  Retrieved from: 
 http://pewsocialtrends.org/2008/12/02/americans-say-they-like-diverse-
 communities-election-census-trends-suggest-otherwise/ 
 
Perez-Pena, R. (2010, April 11). News sites rethink anonymous online comments.  The 
 New York Times.  Retrieved from: 
 www.nytimes.com/2010/04/12/technology/12comments.html 
 
Pitts Jr., L. (2010, March 31).  The anonymous back-stabbing of Internet message boards.   
 The Seattle Times.  Retreived from: 
 http://seattletimes.nwsource.com/html/editorialsopinion/2011488655_pitts01.html 
 
Porter, R. (1987). Mind-forg’d manacles.  Athlone, London. 
 
Poster, M. (1995).  CyberDemocracy: Internet and the Public Sphere.  Retrieved from: 
 http://www.humanities.uci.edu/mposter/writings/democ.html 
 
Putnam, R.D. (2000). Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community. 
 New York, NY: Simon and Schuster. 
 
Rheingold, H. (1993). The Virtual Community. Cambridge, MA: Addison-Wesley. 
 
Rhode, D. L. Media Images/Feminist Issues.  In M.A. Fineman & M.T. McCluskey 
 (Eds.), Feminism, Media and the Law.  New York, NY: Oxford University Press. 
 
Robinson, S. (2007). "Someone's gotta be in control here": The institutionalization of 
 online news and the creation of a shared journalistic authority. Journalism 
 Practice, 1(3), 305-321. 
 
Robinson, S. (2010). Traditionalists vs. Convergers: Textual privilege, boundary work, 
 and the journalist-audience relationship in the commenting policies of online 



 270 

 news sites. Convergence, 16(1), 125-143. 
 
Rose, N. (1990). Psychology as a 'social' science. In I. Parker & J. Shotter (eds), 
 Deconstructing Social Psychology. London: Routledge. 
 
Rosen, J. & Merritt Jr., D.  (1994). Public Journalism: Theory and Practice. Dayton, 
 Ohio: Kettering Foundation. 
 
Rosenau, J. N. (1974). Citizenship Between Elections.  New York, NY: Free Press. 
 
Ryan, M. (1992).  Gender and Public Access: Women's Politics in Nineteenth Century 
 America.  In C. Calhoun (ed.), Habermas and the Public Sphere, (259-288). 
 Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 
 
Saito, N. T. (2001).  Symbolism Under Siege: Japanese American Redress and 
 the “Racing” of Arab Americans as “Terrorists.  Asian Law Journal, 8(1), 11-26. 
 
Samhan, H. H. (1999). Not quite white: Racial classification and the Arab-American 
 experience.  In M.W. Suleiman (Ed.), Arabs in America: Building a New Future, 
 209-226.  Philadelphia: Temple University Press. 
 
Schafer, C. E. & Shaw, G. M. (2009).  Trends – Tolerance in the United States.  Public 
 Opinion Quarterly, 73(2), 404-431. 
 
Schudson, M. (1997). Why Conversation is Not the Soul of Democracy. Critical Studies 
 in Mass Communication 14(4), 1–13. 
 
Schultz, C. (2010, March 28).  Web site posters’ anonymity an invitation to mischeif.  
 Cleveland Plain Dealer.  Retrieved from: 
 http://www.cleveland.com/schultz/index.ssf/2010/03/web_site_posters_anonymit
 y_an.html 
 
Seidman, S. (2004). Contested Knowledge: Social Theory Today.  Malden, MA: 
 Blackwell Publishing. 
 
Seidman, S. (2004). Critical Race Theory. In Contested Knowledge: Social Theory Today 
 (pp. 231–243). Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing. 
 
Sklar, H. (2010). Imagine a country – 2009.  In P.S. Rothenberg (Ed.) Race, class and 
 gender in the United States, Eight Edition, (pp. 215-227).  New York, NY: Worth 
 Publishers.   
 
Sigelman, L. & Walkosz, B.J. (1992). Letters to the Editor as a Public Opinion 



 271 

 Thermometer: The Martin Luther King Holiday Vote in Arizona. Social Science 
 Quarterly, 7, 938–46. 
 
Simon, R. J., & Alexander, S. H. (1993). The ambivalent welcome: Print media, public 
 opinion, and immigration. Westport, CT: Praeger. 
 
Singer, J. B. (2003). Who are these guys?: The online challenge to the notion of 
 journalistic professionalism. Journalism, 4(2), 139-163. 
 
Singer, J. B. (2008). Five Ws and an H: Digital challenges in newspaper newsrooms and 
 boardrooms. International Journal on Media Management, 10(3), 122-129. 
 
Singer, J. B. (2005). The political j-blogger: 'Normalizing' a new media form to fit old 
 norms and practices. Journalism, 6(2), 173-198. 
 
Singer, J. B. (2010). Quality control: Perceived effects of user-generated content on 
 newsroom norms, values and routines. Journalism Practice, 4(2), 127-142. 
 
Singer, J. B. & Ashman, I. (2009). 'Comment is free, but facts are sacred': User- 
 Generated content and ethical constructs at the guardian. Journal of Mass Media 
 Ethics, 24(1), 3-21. 
 
Street, P. (2008, June 11). Seven reasons not to get overly excited about the fact that 
 Obama is black. [Msg 1]. Message posted to http://links.org.au/node/464/970 
 
Swain, C. A. (2002).  The New White Nationalism in America.  New York, NY: 
 Cambridge University Press.   
 
Tarde, G. (1989). Opinion and conversation (J. Ruth, Trans.). Unpublished translation of 
 “L’opinionet la conversation” [Opinion and conversation] in G. Tarde, L’opinion 
 et la foule [Mass opinion]. Paris: Presses Universitaires de France. (Original work 
 published 1899) 
 
Taylor, P.C. (2004).  Race: A Philosophical Introduction. Cambridge, UK: Polity.  
 
Terkildsen, N. & Schnell, F. (1997).  How Media Frame Public Opinion: An 
 Analysis of the Women’s Movement. Political Research Quarterly, 50(4), 879-
 900. 
 
Thornton, P. (2009, July 23).  Racism, Attacks Lead News Sites to Disable Story 
 Comments.  Poynter.  Retrieved from: http://www.poynter.org/latest-news/top-
 stories/97416/racism-attacks-lead-news-sites-to-disable-story-comments/ 
 



 272 

Thurman, N. (2008). Forums for citizen journalists? Adoption of user generated content 
 initiatives by online news media. New Media & Society, 10(1), 139-157. 
 
Thurman, N. & Myllylahti, M. (2009). Taking the paper out of news: A case study of 
 Taloussanomat, Europe’s first online-only newspaper. Journalism Studies, 10(5), 
 691-708. 
 
Tichenor, P., Donohue G. & Olien, C. (1970). Mass Media Flow and Differential Growth 
 in Knowledge. Public Opinion Quarterly, 34, 159-70. 
 
Tien, L. (1996) Who’s Afraid of Anonymous Speech?: McIntyre and the Internet.  
 Oregon Law Review, 75, 117-189.  
 
Ussher, J. (1991).  Women’s Madness.  Amherst, MA: The University of Massachusettes 
 Press. 
 
Van Dijk, T.A. (1992) Denial of Racism in Discourse.  Discourse & Society, 3(1), 87–
 118. 
 
Van Dijk, T.A. (1993) Elite Discourse and Racism. Newbury Park, CA: Sage. 
 
Van Dijk, T.A. (1991) Racism and the Press. London: Routledge. 
 
Vaughan, Diane. 1986. Uncoupling: Turning Points in Intimate Relationships. New 
 York:  Oxford University Press.  
 
Veltman, C. (1988).  Modelling the Language Shift Process of Hispanic Immigrants.  
 International Migration Review 22, (4), 549. 
 
Volgy, T. J., Krigbaum, M., Langan, M. K. & Moshier, V. (1977).  Some of my best 
 friends are letter writers: eccentrics and gladiators revisited.  Social Science 
 Quarterly, 58, 321-327. 
   
Wahl-Jorgensen, K. (2002). The construction of the public in letters to the editor: 
 Deliberative democracy and the idiom of insanity. Journalism 3(2), 171-293. 
 
Walters, Vivienne, Joyce Yaa Avotri, and Nickie Charles. 2003. “Your heart is 
 never free”: Women in Wales and Ghana talking about distress. In Situating 
 sadness:Women and depression in social context, edited by Janet M. Stoppard 
 and Linda M. McMullen, 183-206. New York: New York University. 
 
Weiss, Robert S. 1975. Marital Separation. New York: Basic Books, Inc.  
 



 273 

Wellman, B., & D.B. Tindall. (1993). How Telephone Networks Connect Social 
 Networks. In W.D. Richards and G.A. Barnett (Eds.), Progress in Communication 
 Sciences.  Norwood, NJ: Ablex. 
 
Whisman, M. A., Dixon, A. E., & Johnson, B. (1997). Therapists' perspectives of couple 
 problems and treatment issues in couple therapy. Journal of Family Psychology, 
 11, 361-366. 
 
Williams, A., Wardle, C., & Wahl-Jorgensen, K. (2011). “Have they got news for us?" 
 Audience revolution or business as usual at the BBC? Journalism (5)1, 85-99.   

 
Wise, T. (2008).  Between Barack Obama and a Hard Place: Racism and White Denial 
 in the Age of Obama.  San Francisco, CA: City Lights.   
 
Witt, H. (2008, November 23).  Hate incidents in U.S. surge.  The Chicago Tribune.  
 Retrieved from:  http://www.chicagotribune.com/news/nationworld/chi-
 klan_bdnov23,0,4928113.story 
 
Wooffitt, R. (2005). Conversation Analysis and Discourse Analysis.  London: Sage 
 Publications. 
 
World Health Organization. (2011).  Gender Disparities in Mental Health. Executive 
 summary. Geneva:World Health Organization. 
 
 
Zajicek, A. M. (2002).  Race Discourses and Antiracist Pratices in a Local Women’s 
Movement.  Gender & Society, 16, 155. 
 
Zaller, J. (1992). The nature and origins of mass opinion. New York: Cambridge 
 University Press. 
 
Zaller, J., & Feldman, S. (1992). A simple model of the survey responses: Answering 
 versus revealing preferences. American Journal of Political Science, 36, 579–616. 
 
References for comments: 
 
“7layer dip.”  (2010, March 10).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Jihad Jane, American 
 who lived on Main Street. 
 
“abbadoon.”  (2010, March 10).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Jihad Jane, American 
 who lived on Main Street. 
 
“About.”  (2009, April 7).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted under:   



 274 

 Texas Relays had fewer downtown arrests than SXSW, Mardi Gras. 
 
“Aldingo.”  (2009, November 5).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Officials: 11 killed, 
 plus gunman, in Fort Hood.   
 
“Alicia.”  (2009, April 27).  The Republican Herald.  Comment posted under: 
 Shenandoah murder trial heats up.   
 
“amandarose28.” (2009, November 5).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted 
 under: Army: 12 dead, 31 hurt in attacks at Fort Hood. 
 
“amandarose.”  (2009, November 5).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted 
 under: Army: 12 dead, 31 hurt in attacks at Fort Hood. 
 
“Americanalltheway.”  (2008, September 3).  The Republican Herald.  Comment posted 
 under:  Groups rally in Shen.   
 
“Amyprn.”(2009, November 5).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted under: 
 Army: 12 dead, 31 hurt in attacks at Fort Hood. 
 
“Andi58.” (2009, November 5).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted under: 
 Army: 12 dead, 31 hurt in attacks at Fort Hood. 
 
“anonymous.”  (2008, August 20).  The Republican Herald.  Comment posted under: 
 Juvenile petitions dropped. 
 
“ask023.”  (2010, March 10).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Jihad Jane, American 
 who lived on Main Street. 
 
“auntsue.”  (2008, August 20).  The Republican Herald.  Comment posted under: 
 Juvenile petitions dropped. 
 
“Benny2.” (2009, November 5).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted under: 
 Army: 12 dead, 31 hurt in attacks at Fort Hood. 
 
“Blayke.” (2009, November 9).  CNN. Comment posted under: Investigators look for 
 missed signals in Fort Hood probe.   
 
“Blood12.” (2009, November 9). CNN. Comment posted under: Investigators look for 
 missed signals in Fort Hood probe.   
 
“Bob.”  (2009, April 27).  The Republican Herald.  Comment posted under: 
 Shenandoah murder trial heats up.   



 275 

 
“bohemian_sam.”  (2009, April 10).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted 
 under:  Don’t put the blame on Highland Mall’s businesses.   
 
“Bubba.”  (2008, July 31).  The Republican Herald.  Comment posted under: 2 charged 
 with homicide in Shen beating death with Video. 
 
“Candide08.”  (2010, March 10).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Jihad Jane, American 
 who lived on Main Street. 
 
“Celery.” (2009, November 5).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted under: 
 Army: 12 dead, 31 hurt in attacks at Fort Hood. 
 
“Chikusho.” (2009, November 5). CNN.  Comment posted under: Officials: 11 killed, 
 plus gunman, in Fort Hood.   
 
“Coloneldawg.”  (2009, November 5).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted 
 under: Army: 12 dead, 31 hurt in attacks at Fort Hood. 
 
“Cody.” (2009, April 10).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted under: Not the 
 kind of race weekend visitors to Austin expected.   
 
“Crips.”  (2009, April 11).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted under:  Linder: 
Reassess the Austin we know. 
 
“Croll51552.”  (2010, March 10).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Jihad Jane, American 
 who lived on Main Street. 
 
“curlyhoward.”  (2010, January 21).  San Diego Union Tribune.  Comment posted under:  
 Socialite Betty Broderick seeks parole in murders.   
 
“Daisy.”  (2008, September 3).  The Republican Herald.  Comment posted under:  Groups 
 rally in Shen.   
 
“Damn Yank.”  (2010, March 10).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Jihad Jane, American 
 who lived on Main Street. 
 
“DEED.”  (2009, April 11).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted under: 
 Linder: Reassess the Austin we know. 
 
“deliveryman1.”  (2009, November 5).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Officials: 11 
 killed, plus gunman, in Fort Hood.   
 



 276 

“destefanoke.” (2009, November 5).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted 
 under:  Army: 12 dead, 31 hurt in attacks at Fort Hood. 
 
“Disgusted.”  (2008, August 20).  The Republican Herald.  Comment posted under: 
 Juvenile petitions dropped. 
 
“Dgr4.”  (2010, March 10).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Jihad Jane, American  who 
lived on Main Street. 
 
“DRConcordNC.”  (2010, March 10).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Jihad Jane, 
 American who lived on Main Street. 
 
“dude32.” (2009, April 7).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted under:  Texas 
Relays had fewer downtown arrests than SXSW, Mardi Gras. 
 
“dude32.”  (2009, April 11).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted under: 
 Linder: Reassess the Austin we know. 
 
“D.W.I.K.A.M.” (2009, November 5). CNN.  Comment posted under: Fort Hood 
 massacre.   
 
“Elementx.”  (2010, March 10).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Jihad Jane, American 
 who lived on Main Street. 
 
“Elizabeth.”  (2009, April 27).  The Republican Herald.  Comment posted under: 
 Shenandoah murder trial heats up.   
 
“Greg.”  (2008, September 3).  The Republican Herald.  Comment posted under: Groups 
 rally in Shen.   
 
“Guest.” (2009a, November 5).  Austin American-Statesman. Comment posted under: 
 Army: 12 dead, 31 hurt in attacks at Fort Hood. 
 
“Guest.” (2009b, November 5).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted under: 
 Army: 12 dead, 31 hurt in attacks at Fort Hood. 
 
“Guest.” (2010a, January 21). CNN.  Comment posted under:  No parole for “Angry 
 Betty.” 
 
“Guest.”  (2010b, January 21). CNN.  Comment posted under:  No parole for “Angry 
 Betty.” 
 



 277 

“Guest.”  (2010c, January 21). CNN.  Comment posted under:  No parole for “Angry 
 Betty.” 
 
“Guest.” (2010d, January 21). CNN.  Comment posted under:  No parole for “Angry 
 Betty.” 
 
“Guest.” (2010e, January 21). CNN.  Comment posted under:  No parole for “Angry 
 Betty.” 
 
“Guest.” (2010f, January 21). CNN.  Comment posted under:  No parole for “Angry 
 Betty.” 
 
“Guest.” (2010g, January 21). CNN.  Comment posted under:  No parole for “Angry 
 Betty.” 
 
“Guest.” (2010h, January 21). CNN.  Comment posted under:  No parole for “Angry 
 Betty.” 
 
“Guest.” (2010i, January 21). CNN.  Comment posted under:  No parole for “Angry 
 Betty.” 
 
“Guest.”  (2010j, January 21). CNN.  Comment posted under:  No parole for “Angry 
 Betty.” 
 
“Guest.”  (2010, January 21). CNN.  Comment posted under:  No parole for “Angry 
 Betty.” 
 
“Guest.”  (2010, March 10).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Jihad Jane, American 
 who lived on Main Street. 
 
“Guest.”  (2010, March 10).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Jihad Jane, American 
 who lived on Main Street.PdubJihad Jane, American who lived on Main Street. 
 
“guest.”  (2010, March 10).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Jihad Jane, American  who 
lived on Main Street.Flavor Jihad Jane, American who lived on Main Street. 
 
“Guest.” (2010, January 21).  San Diego Union Tribune.  Comment posted under:  
 Killer Broderick loses parole bid.   
 
“Guest.”  (2010, March 10).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Jihad Jane, American 
 who lived on Main Street. 
 



 278 

“Guest.”  (2010, March 10).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Jihad Jane, American 
 who lived on Main Street. 
 
“Guest.”  (2010, March 10).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Jihad Jane, American 
 who lived on Main Street. 
 
“Gust.”  (2010, January 21).  San Diego Union Tribune.  Comment posted under:  
 Socialite Betty Broderick seeks parole in murders.   
 
“Gwalter.” (2009, November 9). CNN. Comment posted under: Investigators look for 
 missed signals in Fort Hood probe.   
 
“Haze2010.”  (2010, March 10).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Jihad Jane, American 
 who lived on Main Street. 
 
“Hg130.  (2009, November 9). CNN. Comment posted under: Investigators look for 
 missed signals in Fort Hood probe.   
 
“Hmmm.”  (2009, April 10).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted under:  
 Don’t put the blame on Highland Mall’s businesses.   
 
“hoodsoldier.”(2009, November 9). CNN. Comment posted under: Investigators look for 
 missed signals in Fort Hood probe.   
 
“Horst Wessel.”  (2008, October 5).  The Republican Herald.  Comment posted under: 
 Shenandoah murder trial: Twelve jurors selected.   
 
“houseofmays.” (2009, November 5).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted 
 under: Army: 12 dead, 31 hurt in attacks at Fort Hood. 
 
“How about it.”  (2008, August 20).  The Republican Herald.  Comment posted under: 
 Juvenile petitions dropped. 
 
“ibinsanediego.”  (2010, January 21).  San Diego Union Tribune.  Comment posted 
 under:  Killer Broderick loses parole bid.   
 
 
“Ill-Phil.”  (2009, April 27).  The Republican Herald.  Comment posted under: 
 Shenandoah murder trial heats up.   
 
“Illusion.”  (2008, July 31).  The Republican Herald.  Comment posted under: 2 charged 
 with homicide in Shen beating death with Video. 
 



 279 

“Imminent.” (2009, November 5).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted under: 
 Army: 12 dead, 31 hurt in attacks at Fort Hood. 
 
“immigranttoo.” (2009, November 5).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Officials: 11 
 killed, plus gunman, in Fort Hood.   
 
“Imjustnoisey.”  (2010, January 21). CNN.  Comment posted under:  No parole for 
 “Angry Betty.” 
 
“inagreement.”  (2008, September 3).  The Republican Herald.  Comment posted under: 
 Groups rally in Shen.   
 
“IrishAmerican.” (2008, September 3).  The Republican Herald.  Comment posted under: 
 Groups rally in Shen.   
 
“Janedavie.”  (2010, March 10).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Jihad Jane, American 
 who lived on Main Street. 
 
“Jbbrown.”  (2009, November 5).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted under: 
 Army: 12 dead, 31 hurt in attacks at Fort Hood. 
 
“Jerm99.” (2009, November 9).  CNN. Comment posted under: Investigators look for 
 missed signals in Fort Hood probe.   
 
“Jim 2010.”  (2010, March 10).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Jihad Jane, American 
 who lived on Main Street. 
 
“jmeva88.”  (2010, January 21). CNN.  Comment posted under:  No parole for “Angry 
 Betty.” 
 
“Joe.”  (2008, August 20).  The Republican Herald.  Comment posted under: 
 Juvenile petitions dropped. 
 
“Joejoe.”  (2008, October 5).  The Republican Herald.  Comment posted under: 
 Shenandoah murder trial: Twelve jurors selected.   
 
“Jon7TX.” (2009, April 10).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted under: Not 
 the kind of race weekend visitors to Austin expected.   
 
“johnjohn1.” (2009, November 5). CNN.  Comment posted under: Officials: 11 killed, 
 plus gunman, in Fort Hood.   
 



 280 

“Jonsunpull.”  (2010, March 10).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Jihad Jane, American 
 who lived on Main Street.CensoringJihad Jane, American who lived on Main 
 Street. 
 
“julesg.”  (2009, November 5).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted under: 
 Army: 12 dead, 31 hurt in attacks at Fort Hood. 
 
“just me.”  (2009, April 27).  The Republican Herald.  Comment posted under: 
 Shenandoah murder trial heats up.   
 
“Justthefacts.”  (2008, October 5).  The Republican Herald.  Comment posted under: 
 Shenandoah murder trial: Twelve jurors selected.   
 
“Kaliha83.”  (2010, March 10).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Jihad Jane, American 
 who lived on Main Street. 
 
“Karen.”  (2008, August 20).  The Republican Herald.  Comment posted under: 
 Juvenile petitions dropped. 
 
“KickA Buck.” (2009, April 7).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted under: 
 Texas Relays had fewer downtown arrests than SXSW, Mardi Gras. 
 
“KingSalami.” (2009, May 2). Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted under: 
 Texas Relays weekend clearing hurdles.   
 
“Koala_bid.”  (2010, January 21).  San Diego Union Tribune.  Comment posted under:  
 Killer Broderick loses parole bid.   
 
“Kubla.”  (2010, March 10).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Jihad Jane, American 
 who lived on Main Street. 
 
“LifeByBOb.”  (2010, March 10).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Jihad Jane, American 
 who lived on Main Street.Jihad Jane, American who lived on Main Street. 
 
“LookUp.”  (2010, January 21).  San Diego Union Tribune.  Comment posted under:  
 Socialite Betty Broderick seeks parole in murders.   
 
“ludy.”  (2010, March 10).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Jihad Jane, American  who 
lived on Main Street. 
 
“Mar.”  (2009, April 27).  The Republican Herald.  Comment posted under: Shenandoah 
 murder trial heats up.   
 



 281 

“Mansj.”  (2010, March 10).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Jihad Jane, American 
 who lived on Main Street. 
 
“Marie.”  (2008, October 5).  The Republican Herald.  Comment posted under: 
 Shenandoah murder trial: Twelve jurors selected.   
 
“MarylandMJ.”  (2010, March 10).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Jihad Jane, American 
 who lived on Main Street. 
 
“mdeleagle1.” (2009, November 5).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Officials: 11  killed, 
 plus gunman, in Fort Hood.   
 
“mhern24.”  (2009, April 11).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted under: 
 Linder: Reassess the Austin we know. 
 
“Michelle.”  (2008, August 20).  The Republican Herald.  Comment posted under: 
 Juvenile petitions dropped. 
 
“micmac99.”  (2009, April 10).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted under:  
 Don’t put the blame on Highland Mall’s businesses.   
 
“mkpinkforme.” (2009, November 9). CNN. Comment posted under: Investigators look 
 for missed signals in Fort Hood probe.   
 
“Mpinto.”  (2010, March 10).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Jihad Jane, American 
 who lived on Main Street. 
 
“mrsbunny.”  (2010, January 21).  San Diego Union Tribune.  Comment posted under:  
 Socialite Betty Broderick seeks parole in murders.   
 
“My Gosh.”  (2009, April 27).  The Republican Herald.  Comment posted under: 
 Shenandoah murder trial heats up.   
 
“nlrogers.”  (2009, April 10).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted under:  
 Don’t put the blame on Highland Mall’s businesses.   
 
“Noonehere.”  (2009, April 7).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted under:   
 Texas Relays had fewer downtown arrests than SXSW, Mardi Gras. 
 
“obecean.”  (2010, January 21).  San Diego Union Tribune.  Comment posted under:  
 Socialite Betty Broderick seeks parole in murders.   
 



 282 

“OriginalMFer.”  (2010, March 10).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Jihad Jane, 
 American who lived on Main Street. 
 
“Outside looking in.”  (2008, September 3).  The Republican Herald.  Comment posted 
 under:  Groups rally in Shen.   
 
“Pajoe.”  (2008, July 31).  The Republican Herald.  Comment posted under: 2 charged 
 with homicide in Shen beating death with Video. 
 
“Palain.”  (2009, April 27).  The Republican Herald.  Comment posted under: 
 Shenandoah murder trial heats up.   
 
“Patriotic251.” (2009, November 5).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted 
 under: Army: 12 dead, 31 hurt in attacks at Fort Hood. 
 
“pagirl123.” (2009, November 5).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted under: 
 Army: 12 dead, 31 hurt in attacks at Fort Hood. 
 
“PatrickL.”  (2008, October 5).  The Republican Herald.  Comment posted under: 
 Shenandoah murder trial: Twelve jurors selected.   
 
“patoBambino.”  (2009, April 10).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted under:  
 Don’t put the blame on Highland Mall’s businesses.   
 
“PA PROUD.”  (2008, September 3).  The Republican Herald.  Comment posted under: 
 Groups rally in Shen.   
 
“Paul.”  (2008, August 20).  The Republican Herald.  Comment posted under: Juvenile 
 petitions dropped. 
 
“peaches.”  (2010, January 21). CNN.  Comment posted under:  No parole for “Angry 
 Betty.” 
 
“Petpeta.” (2009, May 2). Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted under:  Texas 
 Relays weekend clearing hurdles.  
 
“Pdub40.”  (2010, March 10).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Jihad Jane, American 
 who lived on Main Street. 
 
“pop1975.”(2009, April 11).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted under: 
 Linder: Reassess the Austin we know. 
 



 283 

“proamerica2.”  (2009, November 5). CNN.  Comment posted under: Officials: 11 killed, 
 plus gunman, in Fort Hood.   
 
“ralincv.”  (2010, January 21).  San Diego Union Tribune.  Comment posted under:  
 Killer Broderick loses parole bid.   
 
“RawBeanZ.”  (2009, April 7).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted under: 
 Texas Relays had fewer downtown arrests than SXSW, Mardi Gras. 
 
“Rbf51.”  (2009, November 5).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted under: 
 Army: 12 dead, 31 hurt in attacks at Fort Hood. 
 
“rbf51.”  (2009, April 7).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted under:   
 Texas Relays had fewer downtown arrests than SXSW, Mardi Gras. 
 
“Robertsofar.”  (2009, May 2). Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted under: 
 Texas Relays weekend clearing hurdles.  
 
“Sara.” (2009, November 5).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Officials: 11 killed, plus 
 gunman, in Fort Hood.   
 
“Sara98T.” (2009, November 5).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted under: 
 Army: 12 dead, 31 hurt in attacks at Fort Hood. 
 
“sarge.”  (2008, July 31).  The Republican Herald.  Comment posted under: 2 charged 
 with homicide in Shen beating death with Video. 
 
“scorpion23.”  (2010, March 10).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Jihad Jane, American 
 who lived on Main Street. 
 
“scorpy.” (2009, November 5).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Officials: 11 killed, plus 
 gunman, in Fort Hood.   
 
“Shenandoah resident.”  (2009, April 27).  The Republican Herald.  Comment posted 
 under:  Shenandoah murder trial heats up.   
 
“sherman2002.”  (2009, April 11).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted under: 
 Linder: Reassess the Austin we know. 
 
“Skittco.”  (2010, March 10).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Jihad Jane, American 
 who lived on Main Street. 
 



 284 

“Sickem8.” (2009, November 5). CNN.  Comment posted under: Officials: 11 killed, plus 
 gunman, in Fort Hood.   
 
“Skanoots.”  (2009, April 10).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted under: Not 
 the kind of race weekend visitors to Austin expected.   
 
“SknsTX Relay.”  (2009, April 7).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted under:   
 Texas Relays had fewer downtown arrests than SXSW, Mardi Gras. 
 
“SkyPilot.”  (2008, August 20).  The Republican Herald.  Comment posted under: 
 Juvenile petitions dropped. 
 
“Slavicdiva.”  (2010, January 21). CNN.  Comment posted under:  No parole for  “Angry 
 Betty.” 
 
“snote.” (2009, November 5).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted under: 
 Army: 12 dead, 31 hurt in attacks at Fort Hood. 
 
“snowcuddler.” (2009, November 9). CNN. Comment posted under: Investigators look 
 for missed signals in Fort Hood probe.   
 
“SoyLaBonBon.”(2009, November 5).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted 
 under:  Army: 12 dead, 31 hurt in attacks at Fort Hood. 
 
“star1876.”  (2010, March 10).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Jihad Jane, American 
 who lived on Main Street. 
 
“StychoKiller.”  (2010, March 10).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Jihad Jane, American 
 who lived on Main Street. 
 
“Suejue.”  (2008, October 5).  The Republican Herald.  Comment posted under: 
 Shenandoah murder trial: Twelve jurors selected.   
 
“Suezann.”  (2008, September 3).  The Republican Herald.  Comment posted under: 
 Groups rally in Shen.   
 
“swt4cm.”  (2010, March 10).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Jihad Jane, American 
 who lived on Main Street. 
 
“TakeforGranted.”  (2008, September 3).  The Republican Herald.  Comment posted 
 under: Groups  rally in Shen.   
 



 285 

“tates2.”  (2009, April 11).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted under:  Linder: 
Reassess the Austin we know. 
 
“Tankboy.”  (2009, April 10).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted under:  
 Don’t put the blame on Highland Mall’s businesses.   
 
“tax payer.”  (2008, July 31).  The Republican Herald.  Comment posted under: 2 
 charged with homicide in Shen beating death with Video. 
 
“tbrown17.” (2009, November 5).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted under: 
 Army: 12 dead, 31 hurt in attacks at Fort Hood. 
 
“TexasBunch.”  (2009, November 5).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Officials: 11 
 killed, plus gunman, in Fort Hood.   
 
“texmex57” (2009, May 2). Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted under: 
 Texas Relays weekend clearing hurdles.  
 
“thriszz.”  (2009, November 5).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted under: 
 Army: 12 dead, 31 hurt in attacks at Fort Hood. 
 
“Trial.”  (2009, April 27).  The Republican Herald.  Comment posted under: 
 Shenandoah murder trial heats up.   
 
“tsktsk.”  (2009, April 10).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted under:  
 Don’t put the blame on Highland Mall’s businesses.   
 
“unbelievable.”  (2008, July 31).  The Republican Herald.  Comment posted under: 2 
 charged with homicide in Shen beating death with Video. 
“USA.”  (2009, November 5).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted under: 
 Army: 12 dead, 31 hurt in attacks at Fort Hood. 
 
“Valleyboy.”  (2009, April 27).  The Republican Herald.  Comment posted under: 
 Shenandoah murder trial heats up.   
 
“vmitchell.”  (2010, March 10).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Jihad Jane, American 
 who lived on Main Street. 
 
“VOP Cowards.”  (2008, September 3).  The Republican Herald.  Comment posted 
 under: Groups  rally in Shen.   
 
“VP2010.”  (2010, March 10).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Jihad Jane, American 
 who lived on Main Street. 



 286 

 
“Welcome to Mexidoah.”  (2008, September 3).  The Republican Herald.  Comment 
 posted under: Groups  rally in Shen.   
 
“we_love_our_potholes.”  (2010, January 21).  San Diego Union Tribune.  Comment 
posted under:   Socialite Betty Broderick seeks parole in murders.   
 
“whistling.”  (2010, January 21).  San Diego Union Tribune.  Comment posted under:  
 Killer Broderick loses parole bid.   
 
“ybtone.”  (2010, March 10).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Jihad Jane, American 
 who lived on Main Street. 
 
“yepperz.”  (2009, April 27).  The Republican Herald.  Comment posted under: 
 Shenandoah murder trial heats up.   
 
“Ygbfsm.”  (2010, March 10).  CNN.  Comment posted under: Jihad Jane, American 
 who lived on Main Street. 
 
“yibabt.” (2009, November 5).  Austin American-Statesman.  Comment posted under: 
 Army: 12 dead, 31 hurt in attacks at Fort Hood. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 287 

Vita 

 

Jaime Loke received her bachelor’s degree in journalism and English from 

Indiana University, Bloomington (2002) and her master’s degree in journalism from the 

University of Texas, Austin (2005).  In 2006, she entered the doctoral program in the 

School of Journalism at the University of Texas in Austin.  Her research interest rest on 

the intersection of women and minorities, mass media and the new online public spaces 

from a critical and cultural theoretical perspective.  In 2011, she will be an assistant 

professor in the Gaylord College of Journalism and Mass Communication at the 

University of Oklahoma.    

 

 

 

Permanent email: jaimeloke@gmail.com 

 

This dissertation was typed by the author. 

 

 
 

 

 


