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The advent and diffusion of many Internet technologies have inspired the 

possibility of a new, Habermasian, online public sphere. Social networking sites are one 

of these potential spaces – the free and open communication among users allows for a 

generally unmediated message flow that could help to foster ideal deliberative discussion. 

Of particular concern for the reality of such a space, however, is the troubling amount of 

incivility online, especially toward groups traditionally disenfranchised in the public 

sphere such as women. Although scholars have looked at the presence of incivility within 

comment sections, scant research has studied incivility on social networking websites, 

whether political context affects the presence of incivility, or how incivility differs by 

gender. This thesis applies a content analysis of Twitter @-replies toward male and 

female gubernatorial and Senate candidates to understand not only differences in the 

amount of incivility, but the context of such communication. The findings suggest that 

women receive more uncivil communication than men. Even when controlling for 

various campaign characteristics, Democratic women are more likely than Republican 

women to receive uncivil replies, and male authors are more likely than female authors 

be uncivil online. The online public sphere appears to present a new set of challenges for 

female candidates, and gender must continue to remain a variable in studies moving 

forward. 
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INTRODUCTION 

“Stop lying you slut.” 

“2 ugly ass pathetic people.. Your both skanks.” 

“Go fuck a cactus you disgusting hack.” 

“youre no democrat. You're a wall St crony. A banker whore. I'm a democrat who 

made phone calls Allan Fung. Fuck U fake ass whores.” 

Bad grammar aside, unfortunate remarks like these are shocking but not all that 

unexpected in today’s digital age. When the Internet offers so many different spaces to 

anonymously post whatever thoughts pop into one’s head, we take the good with the bad. 

But would you believe that the comments above were in fact Twitter replies to candidates 

running for some of the most respected political offices in the country? 

Maybe such a reveal is not all that surprising. News comment section studies 

(Coe, Kenski, & Rains, 2014; Stroud, Muddiman, Scacco, & Curry, 2014) and other 

online and media research (Papacharissi, 2004; Sobieraj & Berry, 2011) have shown that 

incivility is now commonplace, and can often be emotional taxing and democratically 

harmful (Megarry, 2014; Mutz & Reeves, 2005). Even a Twitterbot named 

@AvoidComments was created to remind followers not to read the comments. Such a bot 

is useful when areas like comment sections are easily ignored – just don’t scroll down 

and subject yourself to the trolls.  

Social media networks are a different story. The popular platform Twitter, for 

example, makes ignoring hostile communication and vitriol more difficult. When a user 
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replies to a tweet by a candidate, the candidate receives a notification of that reply – 

unless such a notification is specifically turned off. But during a campaign, turning off 

and ignoring these replies is not the most effective use of Twitter, as it might mean users 

who are asking real questions or showing support get lost (and thus losing what makes 

Twitter a special social network to begin with – directly connecting candidates to the 

electorate in a relatively unmediated manner). Research has shown that candidates and 

their teams find Twitter a necessary tool in crafting useful rhetorical interaction (Kreiss, 

2014). It feels safe to assume that candidates and their social media teams are forced to 

wade through the uncivil comments and critiques in order to read the useful messages. 

When scholars envision a new ideal public sphere online – one of open, free, and 

equal democratic communication which Twitter invites – they don’t imagine death and 

rape threats, obscenity and vulgarity, or needless insults as part of the engaging and 

useful deliberative discussion. This makes social networking websites a troubling space 

for political candidates, especially for minorities who have been disenfranchised in the 

traditional public sphere. Historically, women have encountered hurdles and biases that 

have made achieving political leadership and greater representation an uphill battle 

(Huddy & Terkildsen, 1993; Witt, Paget, & Matthews, 1994); even now, women only 

make up 19.4 percent of Congress, 24.5 percent of statewide executive elected officials, 

and 24.2 percent of state legislatures (Center for American Women in Politics, 2015). It 

is possible that challenges for political women are reflected online. Although this 

research does not look at electoral outcomes, I explore whether women face a difference 

type of discourse than men from their followers online. If women receive more uncivil 
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and hostile messages than men, then women are still a disadvantaged group, and the 

Internet has a long way to go before it can be touted as a new ideal public sphere. 

This thesis looks at incivility directed toward male and female candidates on 

Twitter. I seek to understand not only how the amount of incivility received by male and 

female candidates differs, but also how incivility varies depending on the campaign 

context. With gender as a lens, I analyze uncivil @-replies towards candidates using 

Jamieson’s (1995) double binds. I also examine how incivility differs by campaign 

characteristics such as the candidate’s party, status in the race, and competitiveness. 

Finally, I investigate how incivility differs depending on the gender of Twitter users 

replying to the candidates. Overall, this thesis aims to understand the state of uncivil 

discussion on Twitter, finding that female candidates are more subject to incivility than 

are male candidates. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

Deliberative Democracy and the Bourgeois Public Sphere 

In his 1962 work, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry 

into a Category of Bourgeois Society, German philosopher and sociologist Jürgen 

Habermas describes the rise and fall of the bourgeois public sphere in the 17th and 18th 

centuries, and the importance of argumentation to the continued success of deliberative 

democracy. Cultivated through face-to-face interactions in coffee shops and art houses as 

well as in books and art, the bourgeois public sphere was an inclusive space where the 

general public, regardless of status, could come together to discuss critical issues of the 

day. By discussing topics away from the powerful elites of the Church and State, citizen 

dialogue was a representative exchange of ideas through deliberative argumentation that 

allowed public opinion to form through a kind of participatory democracy. It was this 

public opinion upon which government entities would then (ideally) act. 

Habermas (1962) traces the decline of the bourgeois public sphere to the rise of 

capitalism and welfare states in the 20th century, systems which overtook the 

longstanding laissez-faire economic structures and liberal free press afforded to the 

public sphere. At the time, the free press consisted of many small newspapers and 

publishers that printed a variety of opinions and thoughts of the day that those in coffee 

shops communally read and discussed. As capitalistic forces became more common and 

created greater economic disparity among classes, wealthy elites with manipulative 

interests took control of the media. The democratic newspapers that distributed the 

information being discussed in the coffee houses were used to disseminate topics deemed 
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important by the elites. The public sphere once imagined where the middle class could 

influence public opinion and political action instead shifted to mirror the investments of 

those with media control and higher socioeconomic status. 

Despite its fall, the democratic ideal of deliberative democracy came from the 

political enlightenment of the bourgeois public sphere.  According to Habermas (1962), 

argumentation in the public sphere did not directly lead to consensus, but acted as an 

important component of deliberative debate. Deliberative democracy – a democracy 

where thoughtful decision making occurs through rational arguments among many people 

and depends on majority voting that is dynamic in nature (Fishkin, 1991; Gutmann & 

Thompson, 2009, p. 6) – institutionalizes the rights that allow argumentation to function 

effectively. Deliberative democracy therefore focuses on the process of argumentation as 

opposed to the results. For deliberative democracy to thrive and create the best possible 

form of rational public opinion, the public must have access to the necessary tools and 

conditions – that is, equal access to other citizens as well as information, a civil 

environment, and the ability to actively participate in public debate (Fishkin, 1991). 

Although the public sphere concept has had a profound academic influence, 

critics argue that the bourgeois public sphere described by Habermas (1962) was not the 

democratic ideal he romanticized. Feminist and critical scholars contend that the public 

sphere historically ignored women and those of low socioeconomic status (Fraser, 1990; 

Landes, 1988; Rendell, 2002). Indeed, scholars have found evidence that women still face 

many challenges today that have ties to the struggle between the private and the public 

spheres (e.g., Jamieson, 1995; Schneider & Bos, 2014). 
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Other, more optimistic scholars, see the potential for a newly envisioned public 

sphere online (Dahlgren, 2005; Papacharissi, 2002; 2004). Whereas media elites control 

the big business of the traditional news media, the advent of ever-expanding cyberspace 

and the diffusion of Internet technologies into lower-income households offer the 

potential for a new kind of public sphere, one of more equitable accessibility. Habermas 

(1962) envisioned a public sphere that fostered open discussion and bettered argument; 

for many, Internet technologies could facilitate this form of deliberation (Bimber, 2003; 

Neuman, Bimber, & Hindman, 2011; Peters, 1993). As Papacharissi (2002) notes, as 

Internet technologies advance and diffuse to larger audiences, the potential for online 

tools promoting deliberative discussion and democratic habits holds the promise of an 

enlightened future. 

On the other hand, Papacharissi (2004) remarks that not all aspects of Internet 

technologies promote positive outcomes – in fact, the Internet’s general lack of 

accountability and anonymous nature discourages civility, a necessary characteristic for 

effective deliberative debate. Indeed, the ideal of civility in democratic thought and 

civilization have long been a part of democracy, dating back to Aristotle and his term 

“civil society,” (Schmidt, 1998; Kesler, 1992; Papacharissi, 2004). According to 

Papacharissi (2004), “Conversations on the meaning of citizenship, democracy and public 

discourse highlight civility as a virtue, the lack of which carries detrimental implications 

for a democratic society” (p. 260). Rawls (1993) justifies Habermas’s (1962) deliberative 

model by claiming that citizens in a democratic society have a moral duty to their fellow 

citizens to show respect when reasoning together. The presence of incivility and forms of 
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hostile communication online diminish the potential of the Internet as a new ideal public 

sphere. 

Although there is potential for a new online public sphere, whether the Internet 

will be the great equalizer is unknown. For those who traditionally have been denied 

access to the public sphere, like women, the Internet might still present challenges. In 

particular, female candidates who have struggled for a political voice equal to their male 

peers might find the online environment a particularly hostile place and face uncivil 

criticism when campaigning and voicing policy positions. The following sections of this 

chapter explore the possibility of a new online public sphere through a gendered lens. 

First, I detail how women – particularly political women – have been treated in the public 

sphere by exploring research on the challenges faced by women from the media and 

voting public. This chapter then examines the literature on incivility both offline and 

online to understand how much incivility exists as well as effects of incivility. Next, this 

literature review ties gender and online incivility together by summarizing recent 

research on female experiences with incivility and harassment online. Last, I explain why 

Twitter is one of the best possible areas to look at incivility during campaigns. I conclude 

with hypotheses and research questions that seek to explore the current environment of 

discussion targeting political women online. 

Women in the Public Sphere and the Double Binds 

In order to better understand possible challenges faced by women in an online 

public sphere, one must look at how women historically have been denied access to the 
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traditional public sphere. Historians have long-established that men and women have 

fulfilled specific sex and gender roles within society. With the advent of agricultural 

farming systems, women were subjugated to duties of the home and hearth, taking on the 

familial responsibility of childrearing and fulfilling expectations of monogamy, and later 

on purity (Engels, 1884/2010). As these gender roles and expectations were continuously 

reaffirmed in patriarchal societies and power systems of State and Church, women that 

attempted to break into the public sphere faced challenges in social and political realms 

(Jamieson, 1995; Landes, 1988; Rendall, 1999). 

Even as society and women’s roles have progressed in today’s modern world, 

women continue to face many barriers and double standards that keep them in 

subordinate positions and make it difficult for women to successfully transition outside of 

the private sphere into public leadership. Kathleen Hall Jamieson’s (1995) Beyond the 

Double Bind takes an in-depth look at five so called “binds,” or catch-22s, that women 

have encountered throughout modern western civilization when attempting to influence 

the public sphere. According to Jamieson, double binds are a “strategy…used by those 

with power against those without. The overwhelming evidence shows that, historically, 

women are usually the quarry” (p. 5). These binds are used to deny women access to 

power, and for the few that do reach more significant positions, the binds are used to 

undermine their progress and success. The thematic distinctions of the binds provide a 

framework in understanding women’s struggles and successes in the traditional public 

sphere, and offer a foundation for theorizing how such struggles might be translated 

online.  
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According to Jamieson (1995), the binds originate from a repressive reading of 

theology, the law, a misunderstanding of biology and science, and the stylistic 

“fashioning of each” (p. 14). The first bind, womb/brain, is the idea that to use the uterus 

is at expense of the brain; to exercise intellect in the public sphere would be a loss of 

motherhood and therefore womanhood (or a woman’s socially proper place). Jamieson 

writes, “Those who chose to exercise their intellects…upended the natural order, 

endangered the family, and called into question whether they were really women” (p. 17). 

Today, questions arise regarding whether working women devote enough time to their 

families, whether they have sacrificed family for career or vice versa, and whether one 

realistically can be both a good mother and effective leader. For example, media content 

analyses by Banwart, Bystrom, and Robertson (2001; 2003) found that although coverage 

of men and women candidates was nearly equitable in 2000, women were more likely to 

be mentioned in terms of their gender (essentially “othering” female politicians in the 

public arena). Female candidates were portrayed as wives and mothers significantly more 

than men were equated with their familial lives, thus reinforcing the place of women in 

the private sphere more so than men. 

Jamieson’s (1995) second bind, silence/shame, refers to the symbolic act of 

speaking in the public sphere. When women speak in the public sphere, they are labeled 

“hysterical” and “shrill,” yet are ignored and written off when they remain quiet. The 

silence/shame bind can be seen in the quantity and tone of media coverage about male 

and female candidates. For instance, studies by Kahn (1994; 1996) and Kahn and 

Goldenberg (2001) found that male politicians receive more media coverage of their 
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policy and issue positions than female politicians (these issue frames are often viewed as 

important to establishing competence and influencing vote choice, see Cappella and 

Jamieson, 1996; 1997). In addition, coverage of female candidates tends to be more 

negative and focused on strategy and horserace characteristics of the campaign compared 

to male candidates. Aday and Devitt (2001) found similar discrepancies in gender and 

newspaper coverage when analyzing presidential candidate Elizabeth Dole in 2000. They 

discovered that Dole received less substantial issue coverage and that the coverage 

mentioned more of her personal traits and background than coverage of her male 

opponents. Although Devitt (2002) found that newspapers gave male and female 

gubernatorial candidates equal amounts of coverage, female candidates were more likely 

to receive attention for their appearance or personality. Devitt attributed this difference to 

the gender of the reporter, suggesting that male reporters were more likely than female 

reporters to focus on appearance and personality over candidate policies – an idea later 

refuted by Hayes and Lawless (2015) who found that candidate sex had no difference on 

journalist’s coverage. Conflicting evidence aside, whether such biases possibly exist by 

citizens in their dialogue in the online public sphere is largely unknown, but Goldenberg 

(1991) suggests that negative and unequal media coverage could lead the public to 

develop negative evaluations of female candidates and influence females’ electoral 

success. With such important democratic outcomes possibly influenced by gender biases, 

understanding whether men and women interact differently with male and female 

candidates online can provide greater insight into societal prejudices. 
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The third bind, sameness/difference, assumes that women lose whether they 

attempt to claim difference or equality with men. Some progress has been recorded more 

recently with respect to this bind.  In the early 1990s, during a period in which the public 

viewed government with suspicion, women were viewed as nontraditional, refreshing 

outsiders and agents of change (see Brooks, 2013, p. 68; Carroll, 1994; Wilcox, 1994). 

For example, some research suggests that voters view women as more honest and 

compassionate than men, and more capable at handling policies on education, family, and 

“women’s” issues (Alexander & Andersen, 1993; Dolan, 2010; Herrnson, Lay, & Stokes, 

2003; Huddy & Terkildsen, 1993b; Kahn, 1999; Koch, 1999, Lawless, 2004). However, a 

fourth bind, femininity/competence, shows that this can be a detriment for women 

seeking leadership positions. According to Jamieson (1995), “by requiring both 

femininity and competence of women in the public sphere, and then defining femininity 

in a way that excludes competence, the bind creates unrealizable expectations” (p. 18). 

The femininity/competence bind (along with the others) plays on the inclination to rely 

on dichotomies: A woman is “too tough,” and therefore “not womanly enough,” or “too 

nice,” and “not strong enough.” Women are forced to toe the line of being socially 

feminine as their sex and society decrees, while proving their competence is not hindered 

by their sex. Men, on the other hand, are not put through similar tests of masculinity and 

competence. Studies on sex and gender stereotypes confirm that voters have these biases 

(Bauer, 2014; Huddy & Terkildsen, 1993a; 1993b; Schneider & Bos, 2014). The public 
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rates typically “masculine” qualities as more important for political leaders, and judges 

women as less likely than men to possess such traits.1  

This current study draws from Jamieson’s binds as a way to code the types of 

attacks women receive online. Specifically, I use the womb/brain, silence/shame, and 

femininity/competence binds as categories for understanding incivility. To examine the 

sameness/difference bind, I analyze whether Tweets in response to male and female 

candidates differ in the ways the double binds are implicated. For example, I propose that 

more female than male candidates will be implicated with the “womb” bind because of 

their gender. No study of which I am aware has used the binds quantitatively as I do in 

this thesis. Coding messages using these binds can help researchers and political 

professionals understand where women are disadvantaged rhetorically.  

Much research confirms inherent gender biases and the instinct to elevate men 

over women in the public sphere. Wolak’s (2014) experimental study, for example, found 

that women were similarly interested in voting whether a female candidate was on the 

ticket or only male candidates were running for office. Men, however, were more 

disengaged and more likely to be undecided voters when a woman was on the ticket 

compared to a race between male candidates, even when the woman was party-congruent. 

Indeed, Dolan (2010) found that both parties favored male candidates over female 

                                                 
1 A Jamieson (1995) also references a fifth bind, aging/invisibility, which claims that as women age, they 

are represented less; younger women’s youth, beauty, and ability to reproduce make them invisible. 

However, this bind is less pertinent to this research. I argue that in politics – and especially on social media 

and during campaigns – this bind is irrelevant. In politics, experience often comes with age, therefore 

increasing a candidate’s competence and willingness to run. In addition, during campaign season it is in the 

candidate’s best interest to be as visible as possible. Because this study focuses on social media and all 

candidates in the sample have a stake at being visible in the online public sphere, the bind of 

aging/invisibility is a non-issue. 
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candidates, with 20 percent of Republicans not supporting a Republican woman president 

and 11 percent of Democrats not supporting a Democratic female president. Mendez and 

Osborn (2010) discovered that both men and women perceive women to be less 

politically knowledgeable than men. However, the researchers found that the perception 

of women as less knowledgeable than men did not discourage either gender from 

engaging in political discussion with women, a somewhat encouraging result suggesting 

that women can be equal participants despite gender biases. Not to overstate the role of 

gender, some research suggests that strict gender stereotypes are less important to voting 

decisions than other electoral characteristics such as level of office or political party. 

Seltzer, Newman, and Leighton (1997) write, “Winning elections has nothing to do with 

the sex of the candidate” (p. 79). Dolan (2014) found that explicit gender biases did not 

affect survey respondents’ vote choice, yet party affiliation and incumbency did influence 

how people voted. Hayes (2011) also found evidence suggesting that party stereotype 

types trump gender stereotypes. Although results vary across these studies, the research 

highlights that biases against women might exist differently between genders and 

political parties, which could in turn affect how people react to female and male 

candidates online. It also speaks to the idea that Republican women may face different 

hurdles than Democratic women when running for office, and might be treated differently 

by men and women online. 

In this thesis, I hope to better understand the possibility of gender biases among 

online participants by looking at whether commenter gender and candidate political party 

affect how people comment online. This research aims to understand where and how 
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political women might be suffering in the online public sphere. Despite some recent 

scholarship suggesting gender is less influential on voters than other characteristics of a 

campaign (e.g., Dolan, 2014; Mo, 2014; Seltzer et al., 1997), the historical challenges 

faced by women in the public sphere and particularly in politics are well documented 

(Fox & Lawless, 2004; Jamieson, 1995; Witt, Paget, & Matthews, 1994). Although the 

Internet offers the opportunity for women to participate more equally in the public 

sphere, uncivil discussion online is cause for concern.  

Incivility in the Public Sphere  

Many scholars have drawn from Habermas’s work to evaluate deliberation online, 

including in social media (Halpern & Gibbs, 2013) and online newspaper comment 

sections (Ruiz et al., 2011). Incivility, in particular, has gained traction as a way in which 

the Internet can fall short of providing an ideal deliberative forum. Habermas (1962) and 

Rawls (1993) viewed civility as a major component and normative ideal of objective 

democracy, the lack thereof carrying significant ramifications for an ideal public sphere. 

It is therefore concerning that the Internet appears rife with incivility. 

In conceptualizing incivility, scholars have defined and measured it in various 

ways, but journalism and political communication scholarship has broadly described 

incivility as being more than simply impoliteness. For example, Papacharissi (2004) 

believes interpersonal politeness has been “overvalued when examining civility” when 

politeness “frequently restricts or inhibits open civil discussion” (p. 262). Indeed, studies 

by Holtgraves (1997) and Dillard, Wilson, Tusing, and Kinney (1997) have documented 
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that attempts to save face and adhere to politeness norms tend to diminish the quality of 

argument. Although politeness is not inherently a bad thing, distinguishing politeness 

from civility is important for the most effective debate. Terms such as rudeness, 

disrespect, and bad manners have contributed to a general understanding of incivility 

(Papacharissi, 2004). Brooks and Geer (2007) take the idea a step further, describing 

incivility as “attacks that go beyond facts and differences, and more instead towards 

naming-calling, contempt, and derision of the opposition” (p. 1). However, precisely 

defining incivility is challenging, as the definition of incivility has changed over time. 

Indeed, Herbst (2010) refused to strictly define incivility, saying “what was civil and 

acceptable in the nineteenth Century is often uncivil today” (p. 30). Although incivility 

has been an evolving concept (and will continue to change as society accepts or rejects 

different ideas and norms), modern studies demonstrate what currently constitutes 

incivility in political deliberation.  

Incivility is common in traditional media. Sobieraj and Berry’s (2011) analysis 

found that 89.6 percent of the cases in their sample of blogs, talk radio, and cable news 

contained some form of outrage, or “incivility writ large” meant to “provoke a visceral 

response from the audience” (p. 20). The worst offender was cable television episodes, 

with 100 percent of the cases sampled depicting some form of outrage. Sobieraj and 

Berry discovered that although both liberal and conservative media had high levels of 

outrage and nastiness, conservatives were even nastier. If exposure to partisan media can 

influence the political polarization of the politically involved (Levendusky, 2013; Stroud, 
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2010), one could assume the negative rhetoric of elites and opinion leaders could 

influence the tone of political discussion among some online publics. 

The handful of studies that have focused on the presence of incivility in online 

political discourse have found alarming numbers. In Papacharissi’s (2004) research, 30 

percent of messages (80 of 268 total texts) posted to online political newsgroups 

contained some type of uncivil or impolite statement. In Coe, Kenski, and Rains’ (2014) 

report, 21.7 percent of 6,347 comments posted to a news comment section included at 

least one instance of incivility. Additionally, of all the articles coded for the analysis, 52 

percent included at least 1 uncivil comment, numbers that the authors called “normatively 

concerning.” Similarly, and in even more alarming numbers, Stroud, Muddiman, Scacco, 

and Curry (2013) found 44.6 percent of 2,408 political comments posted to a local news 

site contained some instance of incivility. Although Papacharissi (2004) noted that the 

results reveal that uncivil and impolite comments do not dominate the nature of 

discourse, Coe, Kenski, and Rains’ (2014) and Stroud et al.’s (2013) more robust samples 

do cause alarm about the possibility that incivility exists more frequently in different 

online media markets. 

This is not to say that incivility is necessarily new in the media, despite a 

colloquial lamenting of a more perfect past. Herbst (2010) argues that incivility is not an 

occurrence of modern values and morals plummeting; America has historically bemoaned 

a decrease of civility. The Internet is not necessarily more uncivil than previous political 

discourse debate, but is instead now “more apparent and abundant thanks to pervasive 

media” (Herbst, 2010, p. 26). At the same time, multiple studies have documented that 



 17 

 

attacks are rising in American elections (Benoit, 1999; Geer, 2006; Kaid & Johnston, 

2000). Additionally, some scholars caution that incivility online is increasing in extreme 

ways, sometimes termed “trolling,” and “flaming” (Hmielowski, Hutchens, & Cicchirillo, 

2014). Salient uncivil debate online harms the norms of civility necessary for the 

emergence of a new online public sphere. 

Research is somewhat conflicted about the public’s attitude toward incivility. 

Hibbing and Theiss-Morse (2002) suggested that people dislike nasty exchanges, and 

Brooks and Geer (2007) found that people viewed attacks as less fair, less informative, 

and less important that other more civil message types. Such evidence would lead to the 

recommendation that politicians and news networks should stay away from negative 

messages. Conversely, Mutz and Reeves (2005) found that people were more interested 

in uncivil discussions than equivalent civil conversations. Similarly, Papacharissi (2004) 

discovered fascinating discussions occurring between users in Usenet message boards. 

Despite uncivil characteristics in many comments that often tied back to deeply 

emotional and strongly-held attitudes, some “acknowledged and respected the others’ 

right to disagree with them. To this point, the majority of the participants appreciated 

these online debates, because they provided them with the opportunity to hone their 

argumentation skills” (p. 277). Whether or not these more positive views of uncivil 

debate are generalizable to the larger online discussion is unclear – such views as 

observed by Papacharissi may be due to unique user differences in political knowledge 

and identification as well as the particular online environment she studied. 
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Some studies have found positive effects of incivility. Brooks and Geer (2007) 

found increases in political engagement after exposure to uncivil campaign attack 

messages. Phillips and Smith (2004) discovered that “angry individuals” are more likely 

to take action in physical ways “when they find themselves to be the direct target of an 

incivility” as revenge for their humiliation (p. 393). Borah (2012) also found evidence 

that incivility increased willingness to participate and online participation, but whether 

these reactions to the incivility are positive or negative remains unanswered. 

On the other hand, numerous harmful effects of incivility have been documented, 

with negative messages and uncivil remarks being generally bad for democracy and 

political participation. For example, Mutz and Reeves (2005) found that small uncivil 

remarks caused negative reactions toward politicians and increased government distrust 

among their study participants. Borah (2012) also observed that incivility caused less 

open-mindedness and more attitude certainty. Online message board research by Gervais 

(2014b) discovered that exposure to disagreeable uncivil political discourse increased 

fear and aversion, while like-minded incivility increased the use of uncivil comments by 

users. Such evidence could suggest that when exposed to uncivil attacks and messages, 

those involved in online discussions might opt out of discussion, or counter with more 

incivility. Although this thesis does not analyze the effects of uncivil online discussion, 

the potentially negative effects of incivility warrant investigations of how common and 

when incivility occurs. 

Although political communication and journalism research has primarily studied 

the civic outcomes of incivility online, little scholarship has bridged personal attacks with 
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gender and real-world effects. As Kowalski and Giumetti (2014) note, uncivil attacks 

against women can have serious real-world consequences in instances of extreme 

cyberbullying. According to researchers, cyberbullying is defined as repeated and 

intentional aggression carried out by electronic means (Kowalski & Giumetti, 2014; 

Kowalski, Limber, & Agatston, 2012). Willard’s (2007) taxonomy of cyberbullying 

includes online fighting, harassment, denigration (spreading false information about 

others), impersonation, exclusion, outing and trickery (tricking others to disclose 

information and sharing it online), cyberstalking (repeated threatening communications), 

and sexting. Kowalski and Giumetti (2014) cite the case of a female athlete who quit the 

professional circuit due to depression from extreme social media attacks following a 

tennis loss. This current research in understand the online environment is normatively 

important in that if a female professional athlete can undergo psychological trauma that 

interferes with their wellbeing and profession (Kowalski & Giumetti, 2014), the same 

might be the case for female politicians on social media websites if women are 

disproportionately targeted with harmful incivility. In addition, if the Internet is to be 

hailed as a new public sphere, researchers must be vigilant in exploring how historically 

alienated groups and minorities are presently treated in online deliberation. 

Marginalization of Women’s Voices Online – Gendered Vitriol 

The amount of incivility present online is disconcerting for scholars and citizens 

who view the Internet as the potential new ideal public sphere. Although political 

communication and journalism scholarship has focused largely on incivility in media and 
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within comment sections, scholars that have looked at the presence and type of uncivil 

messages online have done so without looking at the context of the messages or looking 

more explicitly at the type of incivility. Some research outside of journalism and political 

communication suggests that the online environment is not the equitable public sphere 

many hope it to be in terms of hostile gendered messages. 

One of the most alarming discoveries by researchers is the amount of abusive, 

sexually threatening messages women claim to experience online. For example, Megarry 

(2014) traced the hashtag #mencallmethings on Twitter and analyzed the various ways in 

which women described being harassed online. Megarry reported several themes, 

including criticism of “proper” feminine behavior, attacks on female biology and 

anatomy, sexual threats and abuse such as rape and sexual violence, and pornographic 

comments characterizing women as sex objects. In addition, much of the abuse described 

by women included death threats. Although online harassers rely on words to intimidate, 

in any kind of incivility online, “certain speech carries the ‘threat of the physical behind 

the virtual,’ and is particularly frightening for women” (Megarry, p. 53). Such descriptive 

and abusive language could be directed towards political women online as well. 

Megarry (2014) suggests labeling women’s troubling experiences online as online 

sexual harassment. By emphasizing that women face significantly more harmful and 

different forms of harassment than men, Megarry proposes that consciousness-raising and 

strategic action can take place to make women more equal in the public sphere. 

Otherwise, continued gender-based attacks only perpetuate an online culture hostile to 
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women attempting to gain equality in the online public sphere, negating the possibility of 

an idealized one Habermas once envisioned. 

Some studies have looked at how online harassers target female-driven 

communities in ways beyond the explicit, sexually threatening attacks that Megarry 

(2014) studied. Herring, Job-Sluder, Scheckler, and Barab’s (2002) case study documents 

the strategies of an online “troll,” or one who “lur[es]… others into pointless and time-

consuming discussion” (Herring et al., 2002, p. 372). They analyzed over 80 antagonistic 

comments left by the troll over eight days which eventually led to banishment from a 

feminist web discussion forum. Using content analysis and grounded theory methods, 

Herring and colleagues uncovered several ways in which the user provoked forum 

discussants; these strategies closely resemble the categories used to define incivility 

online. Some documented strategies included the troll using flame bait, or pejorative 

statements meant to blatantly offend someone through insults, name-calling, and 

contentious assertions, as well as attempting to provoke futile arguments and taunting 

others for not responding. Sluder, Scheckler, and Barab conclude that women and other 

minority groups are singled out online, and suggest that they take precautions against 

disruptive users. The calculating and gendered nature of the troll’s actions highlight how 

far some users will go to intimidate women online, though how far this extends into 

social networking sites is unclear. 

Aggressive messages directed toward women online are pervasive. Jane (2012; 

2014) has archived thousands of online texts containing gendered vitriol from the past 15 

years. Jane conceptualizes the broad arena of technological communication where a 
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sender, receiver, or observer perceives hostility as e-bile, and describes how women face 

different tones of this hostility: “E-bile targeting women commonly includes charges of 

unintelligence, hysteria, and ugliness; these are then combined with threats and/or 

fantasies of violent sex acts which are often framed as ‘correctives’” (Jane, 2012, p. 533). 

Such vitriolic language occurs from both right- and left-leaning political groups, rarely 

substantively engaging another’s positions but rather provoking disagreements about 

religion, politics, and sexual preference. According to Jane (2012), there are equal 

opportunities for e-bile targeting both genders; however, “both mainstream media reports 

and scholarly research show that women are more likely to be the targets and less likely 

to be the authors of this type of discourse” (p. 536). Whether e-bile extends into political 

communication is uncertain. If gender no longer matters to vote choice (Dolan, 2014; 

Seltzer et al., 1997), we might expect to find that incivility towards female candidates is 

on par with males. However, if harmful e-bile is disproportionately targeted at female 

candidates, then it suggest that online spaces present women with a new set of political 

challenges. 

Most scholarly research on incivility has categorized the concept in rather clinical 

ways, and has rarely touched upon the nuances within incivility and the normative 

concerns of particularly harmful messages. Jane (2012) remarks on the subjective 

academic divide in distinguishing extremes within incivility. In particular, there is little 

divide for what is simply bad taste in online comments, (the more uncivil type of name-

calling insult, e.g., “you’re an idiot,” see Lea et al., 1992), versus what might constitute 

more harmful threats, (e.g., “I’m going to kill you in your sleep”). Although trolling and 
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flaming are used more frequently in computer-mediated communication, incivility 

research in political communication rarely differentiates between more harmful types of 

language. As the above literature of online attacks on women highlight, differentiating 

between low-incivility and high-incivility language online could become important, as: 

Internet and technology-based interactions no longer constitute occasional 

adjuncts to off-line existence, but have become dominant—and integrated—parts 

of contemporary existence itself. E-bile can therefore be seen as threatening the 

realization of broad ideals such as civil discourse, social inclusivity, and 

democratic engagement. (Jane, 2012, p. 542). 

As a consequence, although e-bile is a form of incivility, this study will also distinguish 

between incivility as traditionally studied online (Coe et al., 2014; Papacharissi, 2004; 

Stroud et al., 2014) and other forms of incivility such as e-bile in the hopes of discerning 

between more harmful forms of uncivil messages.  

The online public sphere is becoming an essential realm of participation for 

modern-day democratic societies. Yet the calculated, manipulative nature of online trolls, 

along with the suggestion that women are more subject to aggression online, threaten 

women’s involvement in this emerging discussion space. If women are to be equal 

players in politics and expect to participate in this new democratizing online public 

sphere, scholars must attend to the ways in which women are treated in online 

environments. If women are abused in terms of their gender and sexuality more than their 
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male peers, then gender biases persist in this online public sphere, thus creating new 

public space where women encounter communication challenges.  

Twitter 

Although political communication and journalism scholarship has focused largely 

on incivility online in media and within comment sections, research looking at incivility 

in social media networking services is scare. This thesis focuses on the social networking 

website Twitter.  

Politically speaking, social networking sites like Twitter have become 

increasingly important for candidates to reach mass publics and gain votes (boyd & 

Ellison, 2007; Kruikemeier, 2014). The Pew Research Center (2015) found that not only 

is the number of Twitter users (and all social networking users) growing each year, but 

the number of registered voters following candidates for office on Facebook and Twitter 

significantly increased in 2014 compared to the 2010 midterm election. In addition, the 

demographic makeup and political characteristics of Twitter users is particularly useful 

for this research. According to a survey conducted by the Pew Research Center (2015), 

23 percent of American adult internet users were Twitter users in 2014, a number that has 

seen significant growth since 2012. According to Pew, men were slightly more likely 

than women to use Twitter, 37 percent were between the ages of 18-29 and 25 percent 

were between 30-49 years old, 30 percent had a college degree or higher, were more 

likely to live in urban areas, and users were less likely to report being White compared to 

other racial groups. While Twitter might privilege a male, younger, and more educated 
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population, the more even distribution of race highlights some characteristics of a diverse 

space. For example, Bekafigo and McBride (2013) found that some minorities and 

marginalized political groups used Twitter actively during the 2011 gubernatorial 

elections. Also, some research has suggested that adult Twitter users, when compared to 

non-Twitter users, are more attentive to news and more likely to participate politically 

online (Gainous & Wagner, 2014), and more interested in politics in general (Bode & 

Dalrymple, 2014). This makes Twitter a democratically powerful tool for connected 

citizens; the uncensored flow of communication between constituents and the public 

afforded to the platform provides a unique sense of accessibility of candidates to voters. 

Candidates have recognized the importance of this new channel and continue to utilize 

Twitter and other SNS accounts for campaign and professional needs.  

Academically speaking, research interest on Twitter and politics is growing. A 

literature review by Jungherr (2014) looked at 115 studies from 2008 through 2013, 

arguing that because so much of the research on Twitter in politics is new and spread 

across many academic fields, the community has yet to identify which studies and 

empirical patterns are most relevant. In terms of incivility on Twitter or the tenor of 

messages directed towards political candidates, research is scant – making this 

investigation of the Twitter language directed towards female candidates relatively 

unexplored. 

With its open communication and unrestricted message flow, Twitter could 

appear to be the platform ready to take on the duty of a new ideal public sphere as 

Habermas once envisioned. However, some structural components of social networking 
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sites disenfranchise women. Although the reason for rampant incivility online is still 

unclear, some studies suggest that discussion might be more uncivil due to anonymity 

and the overall lack of accountability online spaces allow. These factors may lead some 

people to say things they would normally not say in face-to-face interactions. In a study 

of user comments, Santana (2014) found that 53.3 percent of comments left on sites 

allowing anonymity showed incidents of incivility compared to 28.7 percent of comments 

on sites forbidding anonymous commenters. Twitter does not require users to use their 

real name or faces; even users that do have realistic pictures and names could 

theoretically be using aliases. Real world accountability is gone, thus contributing to the 

chance that Twitter users may feel safe in being uncivil and sending threatening messages 

to female candidates. 

Professionals cannot rely on anonymity in the same way as abusive users. 

Megarry (2014) explains how Internet anonymity holds for abusers, but loses weight for 

women that rely on Internet communication to conduct professional business; “In recent 

years the prolific rise of social media sites has resulted in an increased blurring between 

our online and offline lives, rendering our bodies more central to our online personas” (p. 

49). Social networking services such as Facebook and Twitter often allow for the use of a 

photograph depicting oneself, which for political actors might typically conform to 

traditional expectations of masculinity and femininity, sometimes even intensifying 

gender norms (Magnuson & Dundes, 2008; Manago et al., 2008). Female candidates, for 

example, rely on constructing their best selves on these websites for the general voting 

public, and therefore must conform to the gendered expectations of society and the online 
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service. Such participatory acceptance opens the door to gendered online attacks without 

the safety afforded to anonymous posters. “Women have never been equal in the online 

public sphere, and it appears that social media forums remain firmly grounded in the 

material realities of women's everyday experiences of sexism in patriarchal society” 

(Megarry, p. 49, emphasis mine). A troubling comment indeed, and a sentiment this study 

aims at clarifying. With so many candidates and political figures turning to social media 

networks, understanding the state of discourse on Twitter is more pertinent than ever.  
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Research Questions and Hypotheses 

Incivility exists in the media (Sobieraj & Berry, 2011) as well as online (Coe et 

al., 2014). According to Gervais (2014a), taking in uncivil media on TV or talk radio 

increases one’s use of incivility in text-based political expression. The literature above 

also notes the salience of gender stereotypes in both the media and online environments; 

Jamieson’s (1995) silence/shame bind resonates in Jane’s (2012) research that argues 

women are still referred to as “hysterical,” and “shrill,” online, as well as attacked on 

grounds of their sexual differences. If the media are inherently more biased against 

female candidates due to gender stereotypes, then one might assume that online social 

networking communication – a more uncivil and hostile environment for women online – 

is more negative for female political actors than their male colleagues. However, little to 

no research has looked to see whether women are significantly disadvantaged at the 

hands of Twitter users in the form of incivility and hostile communication. Based on this 

literature, I pose the following hypotheses: 

H1a: On Twitter, female candidates receive more uncivil communication from 

the public than male candidates. 

In addition, the e-bile literature (Jane, 2012, 2013) suggests that women receive 

more extreme uncivil messages online than men in the form of abuse and harassment, 

such as obscenely vitriolic attacks and threats. This study looks to code not only the 

uncivil remarks received, but also incivility that is particularly more harmful and extreme 

in nature. 
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H1b: Female candidates receive more e-bile on Twitter than male candidates 

receive. 

In addition, as feminist research suggests attacks against women online are 

inherently more sexual and gendered in nature (Megarry, 2014), what I call “gendered 

uncivil communication,” this study hypothesizes the pattern holds true for female 

political actors.  

H1c: Female candidates receive more gendered uncivil communication and 

attacks than male candidates on Twitter. 

This research also uses Jamieson’s (1995) double binds as a way to code different 

types of uncivil messages. I code for messages attacking candidates’ families, 

intelligence and competence, speech, and perceived femininity. The following research 

question allows me to explore whether the binds apply in the context of uncivil messages, 

and whether they differ between genders. 

RQ1: How are the double binds implicated in uncivil attacks directed toward 

male and female candidates? 

Recent literature is unclear as to whether gender biases have as strong an impact 

on voters as in previous years. Other campaign characteristics such as status in the race 

(e.g. whether the candidate is an incumbent) and campaign competitiveness might 

influence public thought and discussion in the public sphere more so than gender. If such 

characteristics are a better predictor for incivility than gender, research pursuits might be 

better focused on these instead. It also opens up the idea that women are not as 

disenfranchised online as they once were in the traditional public sphere. 
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RQ2: How do campaign characteristics, including party, status of the race, and 

race competitiveness, affect incivility on Twitter? 

When looking at political partisanship in particular, a more specific hypothesis is 

possible. Sobieraj and Berry (2011) found that conservative media is more uncivil than 

liberal. If online respondents exposed to uncivil messaging within conservative media are 

more likely to support Republican candidates, it is possible that Democratic candidates 

will receive a higher proportion of uncivil languages and attacks. 

H2: Democratic candidates will receive more uncivil communication and attacks 

than Republican candidates on Twitter. 

Understanding the participants involved in the conversation and not simply the 

language used is important for determining the possibility for an equitable online public 

sphere. Devitt (2002) suggested the gender bias in reporting was partially explained by 

how male journalists described female candidates. If men have primarily benefitted from 

the public sphere and have been known to report on women differently because of 

gender, there might be gender differences in the discourse online. At the same time, 

recent experimental studies (Mendez & Osborn, 2010; Wolak, 2014) find that women 

voters do not privilege women more than men and actually view women as less 

knowledgeable than men. How such biases affect uncivil discussion is unknown, but 

observable by comparing respondents’ genders. Given the previous research, it seems 

likely that men might be more likely than women to be uncivil towards candidates online. 
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H3a: Men are more likely than women to be uncivil toward political candidates 

online. 

H3b: Men more likely than women to be uncivil towards female candidates than 

male candidates. 
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METHOD 

This study utilizes a content analysis of Twitter @-replies to accounts of all 

Senate and gubernatorial races featuring a woman in the 2014 U.S. midterm elections, 

coding for the presence of uncivil attacks and gendered discourse. Although incivility is 

well documented online (Coe et al., 2014; Papacharissi, 2004; Stroud et al., 2014), no 

scholarship has focused exclusively on gender and other political characteristics on 

Twitter. This analysis broadens the literature by incorporating both the context as well as 

the type of incivility on Twitter in order to understand what variables contribute to more 

uncivil messages. 

Sample 

This project looked at gubernatorial and senatorial races during the 2014 U.S. 

midterm elections that featured women. Senate and gubernatorial races were chosen for 

several reasons.  First, they are often more salient in the media compared to smaller local 

elections and therefore feature candidates with whom the voting public is more familiar. 

This yields a larger number of Twitter respondents who participate in the discussion from 

which to sample, as opposed to Twitter discussion surrounding less prominent political 

candidates who may not have as large of a social media presence. It also allows for a 

diverse pool of female candidates of both political parties for important executive and 

legislative positions, where women have historically been underrepresented but have 

been able to make strides. The success of women in senate and gubernatorial races helps 

illustrate gender equality. Uncivil and hostile discourse aimed at women in these races, 
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particularly when gendered, will reveal whether women still have a long way to go in 

being equal agents in the online public sphere. In addition, choosing a midterm year as 

opposed to a presidential year results in more media focus on the state elections, allowing 

the voting public to be more attuned to their states’ representatives rather than becoming 

oversaturated by presidential election coverage. Of the 36 total gubernatorial races, 9 

states featured women in female-male races. Of the 34 total senatorial races, 13 featured 

women, 2 of which included female-female races (Maine and West Virginia). In total, 44 

candidates were analyzed – 9 women and 9 men in gubernatorial races, and 15 women 

and 11 men in senatorial races. The races examined and the basic information about each 

candidate is included in Tables 1 and 2. 
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Table 1. Gubernatorial Races Analyzed 

State Name Gender Party 
Status in 

Race 
Competitiveness* 

Massachusetts Charlie Baker M R Open Toss-up 

 
Martha Coakley F D 

 
  

New 

Hampshire 

Maggie Hassan F D Incumbent Likely D 

Walt Havenstein M R Challenger   

New Mexico Gary King M D Challenger Likely R 

 
Susana Martinez F R Incumbent 

 
Oklahoma Joe Dorman M D Challenger Solid R 

 
Mary Fallin F R Incumbent 

 
Rhode Island Allan Fung M R  Open Toss-up 

 
Gina Raimondo F D 

  
S. Carolina Nikki Haley F R Incumbent Likely R 

 
Vincent Sheheen M D Challenger   

S. Dakota Dennis Daugaard M R Incumbent Solid R 

 Susan Wismer F D Challenger 
 

Texas Greg Abbott M R  Open Likely R 

 
Wendy Davis F D 

  
Wisconsin Mary Burke F D Challenger Toss-up 

 
Scott Walker M R Incumbent 

 
*Race competitiveness was determined by the Cook Political Report. 
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Table 2. Senatorial Races Analyzed 

State Name Gender Party 
Status in 

Race 
Competitiveness 

Georgia David Perdue M R Open Toss-up 

 
Michelle Nunn F D 

  
Iowa Bruce Braley M D Open Toss-up 

 
Joni Ernst F R 

  

Kentucky 

Alison 

Lundergan-

Grimes 

F D Challenger Leans R 

 
Mitch McConnell M R Incumbent   

Louisiana Bill Cassidy M R Challenger Leans R 

 
Mary Landrieu F D Incumbent 

 
Maine Shenna Bellows F D Challenger Solid R 

 
Susan Collins F R Incumbent 

 
Michigan Gary Peters M D Open Leans D 

 
Terri Land F R 

  
Montana Amanda Curtis F D Open Solid R 

 
Steve Daines M R 

 
  

N. Carolina Kay Hagan F D Incumbent Toss-up 

 
Thom Tillis M R Challenger 

 
New 

Hampshire 

Jeanne Shaheen F D Incumbent Toss-up 

Scott Brown M R Challenger 
 

Oklahoma Connie Johnson F D Open Solid R 

 
James Lankford M R 

 
  

Oregon Jeff Merkley M D Incumbent Likely D 

 
Monica Wehby F R Challenger 

 
S. Carolina Joyce Dickerson F D Challenger Solid R 

 
Tim Scott M R Incumbent   

W. Virginia Natalie Tennant F D Open Likely R 

 

Shelley Moore-

Capito 
F R 

 
  

 

All 44 candidates examined in this study had at least one Twitter handle. 

Democratic challenger in South Carolina, Joyce Dickerson, had a Twitter handle but the 

account was not active from September 1 thru November 4, and was therefore not 
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included in the analysis. Additionally, many candidates had more than one Twitter 

account – for example, a sitting Senator may have an official account that did not 

distribute election-related tweets, a personal account, and a campaign account. In the 

cases of 17 candidates with multiple accounts, only the Twitter handle associated with 

campaign messages and linked from the candidate’s campaign website was analyzed. The 

Twitter accounts analyzed are included in Tables 3 and 4. 

On Twitter, there are many ways for the average user to communicate with 

another user, including a candidate. This include Direct Messages (DMs – a message that 

goes directly to a user which only the receiver sees), mentions (a tweet that uses the 

Twitter handle of another user but is not in direct response to a posted tweet), and @-

replies. This study focuses on @-replies, which are secondary responses by user B to 

tweets first sent by user A. For example, user A might tweet, “Great day out on the 

campaign trail!” In response to that message, user B might tweet, “@A, glad to hear it, 

you have my vote!” Veentra and Lyons (2014), describes @-replies as “conversational 

cues” (p. 9). The purpose of focusing on @-replies as opposed to Twitter mentions is 

because of the conversational features of this act; @-replies involve the candidate 

initiating the conversation and the Twitter user responding. This act signifies the kind of 

conversational and equal exchange proposed by deliberative accounts of the public 

sphere. Although a candidate could receive hundreds of mentions on Twitter that are 

uncivil, @-replies constitute a more direct and focused response to communication that 

implies a reciprocal exchange of ideas which one might expect to find an in ideal online 

public sphere. Some studies have looked at @-replies previously, including Meeks (2013) 
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and McGregor, Lawrence, Cardona, and Reis-Mourao (2015). McGregor and colleagues 

research studied @-replies towards three female candidates, strategically selecting 

responses towards personalizing messages and qualitatively analyzing the tenor and focus 

of those comments. 

This study analyzed @-replies to tweets sent by candidates during the general 

election, from September 1 through November 4, 2014. Looking at this period is 

important because it is when campaigning increases, when candidates participate in 

cross-party debates, and when voters are most attuned to the candidates from both parties. 

In order to scrape the data, the data analytic platform Crimson Hexagon was used to filter 

@-replies for each Twitter handle. Crimson Hexagon is a suite of social media tools with 

access to the full Twitter firehose of all public Twitter accounts (Hitlin, 2013; Hopkins & 

King, 2010; Pew, 2012), and has been used recently to analyze Facebook and Twitter 

(McGregor et al., 2015; McGregor, 2014, Raynauld, & Greenberg, 2014) as well as news 

websites and blogs (Reis-Mourao, 2014). One-hundred @-replies from each candidate’s 

account were randomly scraped by Crimson Hexagon and exported.2 For accounts with 

less than 100 @-replies during the selected time period, all available @-replies were 

exported and coded.3 In total, 3,710 replies were randomly scraped and exported for 

analysis. Of the sample, 1,981 tweets were directed at female candidates, and 1,729 were 

directed at male candidates. 

                                                 
2 Crimson Hexagon technical support confirmed that the interface loading and exporting replies for each 

Twitter handle were randomized for the set time frame. 

3 11 of the 44 Twitter accounts did not meet the randomized threshold of 100. To view the total number of 

replies per candidate, please see Table 1. 
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Tables 3 and 4 show the Twitter handles examined for each candidate. Both tables 

also include the total number of @-replies received divided by the total number of tweets 

sent, used to create a tweet density score – or the average number of replies received per 

tweet. A tweet density of 1.00 indicates one reply received per one tweet. The average 

tweet density for gubernatorial candidates is 2.81. The average tweet density for senate 

candidates is 2.29.  

Table 3. Gubernatorial Twitter Handles and Tweet Density 

Name Twitter 
# of 

Replies 

# of 

Tweets 

Tweet 

Density 

Charlie Baker @CharlieForGov 351 341  1.03 

Martha Coakley @MarthaCoakley 713 1,358  0.53 

Maggie Hassan @Maggie_Hassan 126 158 0.80 

Walt Havenstein @Walt4NH 150 386  0.39 

Gary King @GaryKingforGov 52 98  0.53 

Susana Martinez @Gov_Martinez 159 55   2.89 

Joe Dorman @Dorman2014 348 656  0.53 

Mary Fallin @MaryFallin 176 247  0.71 

Allan Fung @FungForGovernor 80 751  0.11 

Gina Raimondo @GinaForRI 372 532  0.70 

Nikki Haley @NikkiHaley 353 35  10.09 

Vincent Sheheen @VincentSheheen 375 352  1.07 

Dennis Daugaard @DennisDaugaard 9 98  0.09 

Susan Wismer @SusanForSD 36 124  0.29 

Greg Abbott @GregAbbott_TX 4,538 460  9.87 

Wendy Davis @WendyDavisTexas 14,548 2,159  6.74 

Mary Burke @Burke4WI 2,797 639   4.38 

Scott Walker @ScottWalker 6,936 527  13.16 
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Table 4. Senatorial Twitter Handles and Tweet Density 

Name Twitter 
# of 

Replies 

# of 

Tweets 

Tweet 

Density 

David Perdue @Perduesenate 1,082 515  2.10 

Michelle Nunn @MichelleNunnGA 1,812 494   3.67 

Bruce Braley @BruceBraley 396 679 0.58 

Joni Ernst @JoniForIowa 1,079 530  2.04 

Alison Lundergan-

Grimes 
@AlisonForKY 

5,306 
668  

7.94 

Mitch McConnell @Team_Mitch 1,612 294  5.48 

Bill Cassidy @BillCassidy 420 147  2.86 

Mary Landrieu @MaryLandrieu 2,767 1,134  2.44 

Shenna Bellows @ShennaBellows 49 84  0.58 

Susan Collins @Collins4Senator 54 166  0.33 

Gary Peters @Peters4Michigan 198 252  0.79 

Terri Land @TerriLLand 759 332  2.29 

Amanda Curtis @Amanda4MT 30 34  0.88 

Steve Daines @DainesForMT 307 334  0.92 

Kay Hagan @KayHagan 2,677 456  5.87 

Thom Tillis @ThomTillis 2,790 702  3.97 

Jeanne Shaheen @JeanneShaheen 1,127 609  1.85 

Scott Brown @SenScottBrown 2,448 398  6.15 

Connie Johnson @ConnieJ4OK 12 69  0.17 

James Lankford @JamesLankford 19 / 49  0.39 

Jeff Merkley @JeffMerkley 69 115  0.60 

Monica Wehby @MonicaForOregon 271 129  2.10 

Joyce Dickerson @JMDickersonSC - - - 

Tim Scott @VoteTimScott 144 90   1.60 

Natalie Tennant @NatalieForWV 315 473  0.67 

Shelley Moore-

Capito 
@CapitoForWV 

422 
405  

1.04 
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Variables 

 In this study, the unit of analysis was “tweet.” The following categories were 

coded for all 3,710 Twitter @-replies by two coders. Four hundred tweets (10.7%) were 

double coded for reliability (reliability for each category included below).  

DIRECTED, EXTREME INCIVILITY 

Coders looked for words in the tweets that were uncivil in nature and directed 

towards the candidate. Prior incivility research (Coe et al., 2014; Papacharissi, 2004; 

Stroud et al., 2014), and e-bile literature (Jane, 2012, 2013) were used to create the codes. 

Three codes, each with two categories, were created.  

Code one looked at insults and name-calling language. Insulting and name-calling 

included references to being a liar or lying, and words making the candidate “look 

foolish, inept, hypocritical, deceitful, or dangerous” (Sobieraj & Berry, 2011, p. 39). 

Using “liberal” or “conservative” in a disparaging manner also counted, as well as 

phrasing such as “shame on you,” or candidates being told to “shut up.” Specifically, 

code one asked “Does the message contain an insult, a slur, or involve language that is 

considered name-calling towards the candidate? No = 0, Yes = 1.” Scott’s pi (Scott, 

1955) was used to determine the strength of intercoder reliability, which is a statistical 

test for measuring the reliability of nominal variables. The range of Scott’s pi is 0 to 1, 

with 1 being perfect agreement.  Typically, the accepted values of Scott’s pi range from 
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0.70 to 1 (see Verser & Wicks, 2006; Wolfsfeld & Sheafer, 2007). Scott’s pi between two 

coders for the insults and name-calling category was 0.86.4  

Code two looked at obscene and vulgar language. The second category of 

obscenity and vulgarity included words that were deemed curse words or derogatory 

language. Code two asked, “Does the message contain obscene language or vulgarity 

directed towards the candidate? No = 0, Yes = 1.” The Scott’s pi between coders was 

0.85. 

The third code was related to the e-bile literature (Jane, 2012, 2014), and looked 

for language that was considered a threat, intimidation, or other forms of hostile and 

vitriolic communication. This included messages which were intended to inflict pain or 

injury, were malicious in nature, and included physical warnings or images of harm. 

These were seen as particularly more harmful than insults or name-calling. For example, 

telling a candidate “I hope you die,” was coded here. Code three specifically asked, 

“Does the message contain e-bile, threat, intimidation, or other forms of hostile and 

vitriolic communication towards the candidate? No = 0, Yes = 1.” Scott’s pi for this 

category was 0.82. 

In addition, a fourth combined incivility measure was created by counting any 

“Yes” in the three codes described above as incivility.  Collapsing the categories into a 

“Combined incivility” variable yielded a Scott’s pi of 0.87.  

Finally, it is important to note that  only incivility directed towards the candidate 

was recorded. “The candidate” included the candidate themselves, their campaign 

                                                 
4 Intercoder reliability was assessed using ReCal (Freelon, 2010; 2013). 

http://dfreelon.org/utils/recalfront/


 42 

 

(including their campaign tactics and advertisements), their policies, their family, their 

political party, their gender, and additional group affiliations. It does not include remarks 

made towards general “Americans” or “people,” or other specific politicians like an 

opponent. The codebook in its entirely is included at the end of this thesis, Appendix A. 

GENDERED ATTACKS 

If a tweet was coded as any of the above three codes, coding moved forward to 

ask whether the incivility or attack was gendered in any way, and if so, whether it was 

feminine or masculine. Gendered language included word such as bitch, whore, sexual 

threats such rape, or other sexually explicit language. It also included woman or the 

“feminine” as a negative or insult (e.g. #AbortionBarbie, or “you’re a terrible woman!”).  

A second code then looked at whether the gendered language was feminine or masculine. 

Insults coded as “feminine” were coded “1.” The same went for masculinity, such as 

using male genitalia slang towards a candidate. The uncivil tweets with a “masculine” 

negative were coded “2.” Scott’s pi for whether the tweet insult was gendered in any way 

was 0.90, and 0.87 for whether the gendered insult was either masculine or feminine. 

DOUBLE BINDS  

In order to better understand the types of the uncivil attacks made towards 

candidates, this study utilized the double binds to code for what Twitter respondents 

attacked. After an initial qualitative look at the sample, three of the binds – womb/brain, 
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silence/shame, and femininity/competence – were explored in this analysis as they were 

the most relevant to the campaign environment and social media.5 

The remaining three binds were captured using five codes: womb, brain, silence, 

femininity, and competence. The “womb” code asked whether the candidate’s family, 

familial responsibilities, or polices on reproductive rights were attacked, yielding a 

Scott’s pi of 0.79. The “brain” code questioned whether or not the candidate’s 

intelligence was attacked. This included references to being called an “idiot,” or “stupid.” 

Scott’s pi for the “brain” code was 0.77. The silence/shame bind was combined into one 

“silence” code. Tweets that told candidates to “be quiet,” or “shut up,” as well as 

pejorative terms for speaking (e.g. “whining,” or “bitching”), and attempts to shut down 

the conservation (e.g. “stop lying”) were coded. Scott’s pi for “silence” was 0.71. To 

code the “femininity” bind, we looked for tweets that attacked a candidate on whether or 

not the candidate was an “appropriate woman” in the public sphere. Attacks that judged 

candidates on whether they were “too weak,” or “not strong enough,” were coded for this 

bind, as well as references to a candidate’s appearance which have been studied in 

political research (see Hayes, Lawless, & Baitinger, 2014), for example, “you’re an ugly 

cow!” and whether or not a candidate was a “good” woman (e.g. “As a woman, you 

                                                 
5 As explained in the literature review, two binds, sameness/difference and aging/invisibility, were left out 

of the codebook. The sameness/difference bind was assumed in the remaining three binds in that female 

candidates will either differ or not compared to male candidates when it comes to the context of the binds 

in uncivil attacks. In addition, sameness/difference bind often relies on messaging comparing one candidate 

to another and his or her gender, an idea that was not often portrayed in the exploratory sampling. As for 

the aging/invisibility bind, both female and male candidates have a stake in promoting themselves on 

Twitter to reach as large an audience as possible regardless of age, and users interacting with candidates 

through @-replies are validating the visibility of candidates and their campaigns. For these reasons, the 

sameness/difference and aging/invisibility binds were discarded for this research.  
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should be ashamed to represent us”). Scott’s pi for this category was 0.61.6 Finally, the 

“competence” bind code questioned whether the candidate was attacked on the ability to 

do his or her professional job in politics or how well a candidate ran their campaign. The 

“competence” code reached Scott’s pi of 0.77. 

GENDER OF TWITTER RESPONDENTS 

In order to determine the gender of the Twitter respondents (the authors of the @-

replies coded in this study), Crimson Hexagon’s “Gender” output was used. Crimson 

Hexagon applies an algorithm towards Twitter author names depending on how typically 

“male” or “female” the first name is in order to determine the gender of users. For 

example, the name “Emily” would be coded female, while the name “Michael” or “John” 

would be coded as male. Crimson Hexagon does not code ambiguous or unconventional 

names such as “T,” or “Freedom Rocks.” Of the 3,710 tweets sampled, Crimson Hexagon 

identified the gender of 2,334 Twitter authors. Female authors made up 22.9 percent (851 

cases) and male authors made up 40 percent (1,483 cases) of the sample. 

This chapter detailed the sample and variables coded for the content analysis used 

in this thesis. I also reviewed the campaign characteristics for each of the 44 races 

sampled, explained the three incivility codes, elaborated on how the double bind coding 

was handled, and described Crimson Hexagon’s output for author gender. Equipped with 

these data, I was able to analyze how incivility is directed toward candidates on Twitter. 

                                                 
6 While the percent agreement for the femininity bind was 97.6%, the Scott’s pi for intercoder reliability 

for the femininity bind (0.61) is rather low, suggesting that the femininity bind is rather rare. Future 

research should work on improving the codebook for this femininity bind. 
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The next chapter explains the statistical testing used and reveals the results, finding a 

troubling reality facing female candidates.  
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RESULTS 

In this chapter, I test whether incivility endangers the potential online public 

sphere and how gender is implicated in such attacks. Women have traditionally been 

disenfranchised in the traditional public sphere (Jamieson, 1995; Huddy & Terkildsen, 

1993a; 1993b; Schneider & Bos, 2014), but as of yet, it is not clear how incivility 

directed toward candidates online differs by gender. By combining previous work on 

incivility online (Coe et al., 2014; Papacharissi, 2004; Stroud et al., 2014) and e-bile 

(Jane, 2012, 2014), this chapter reports on the results of a content analysis of 3,710 

tweets Twitter replies directed toward 44 gubernatorial and senatorial candidates. 

Although incivility is not the modal response, it is common particularly when directed 

toward female candidates.  

H1a theorized that female candidates would receive more uncivil communication 

than male candidates. Three codes were used to examine incivility: Insults/name-calling, 

obscenity/vulgarity, and e-bile/threats.  First, I examined the incivility frequency data for 

each candidate, counting incivility as a reply that included any of the three uncivil codes. 

Figure 1 shows the percentage of uncivil replies for gubernatorial races. Figure 2 shows 

the percentage of uncivil replies for senate races. 
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Figure 1. Gubernatorial Races and Incivility 

 

Figure 2. Senatorial Races* and Incivility 

 
*Tim Scott (R-SC) was removed from this table as his opponent Joyce Dickerson did not tweet during the 

campaign season. Scott received 7% uncivil replies. 
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Male 8.0% 24.0% 17.3% 4.0% 11.2% 57.0% 11.1% 38.0% 60.0%

Female 26.0% 47.0% 32.0% 54.0% 16.0% 19.0% 13.9% 64.0% 52.0%
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In all but four races, female candidates received more uncivil replies than their 

male opponents. In two gubernatorial races, South Carolina and Wisconsin, the male 

candidates received more uncivil replies than their female opponents (57.0% and 19.0%, 

and 60.0% and 52.0%, respectively). Two Senate races, Kentucky (60.0% vs. 47.0%) and 

Montana (45.0% vs. 23.3%), also are exceptions to the rule where male candidates 

received more uncivil replies. In both Senate races featuring women – Maine and West 

Virginia – both pairs of women received similar amounts of uncivil replies (20.4% vs. 

16.7%, and 27.0% vs. 32.0%, respectively).  

For the individual incivility categories, 39.4 percent of replies contained some 

instance of insults/name-calling among female candidates, while 31.4 percent of replies 

directed toward males contained an instance of insults/name-calling. A chi-square 

analysis revealed that this difference is significant (χ 
2
(1) = 25.55, p < .001). For the 

obscenity/vulgarity code, female candidates received 7.7 percent obscene/vulgar replies, 

while male candidates received 8.1 percent obscene/vulgar replies. A chi-square analysis 

showed that this difference is not significant (χ 
2
(1) = 0.18, p > .05). Finally, for the e-

bile/threat code, female candidates received 6.0 percent of e-bile replies, whereas male 

candidates received 4.7 percent e-bile replies. A chi-square analysis indicated this 

difference is not significant (χ 
2
(1) = 2.67, p > .05). These findings are summarized in 

Table 5. 
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Table 5. Candidate Gender by Incivility Codes 

   

  Candidate Gender    

Message Type  Male 

(n = 1,729) 

Female 

(n = 1,981) 

 χ 
2 

(df = 1) 

p 

Insults/Name-calling  31.4% 39.4%  25.55 < 0.001*** 

Obscenity/Vulgarity 

E-bile/Threats 

 8.1% 

4.7% 

7.7% 

6.0% 

 0.18 

2.67 

0.67 

0.10 
* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 

 

When combining the three categories for coding uncivil replies, 1,380 tweets 

were coded as uncivil towards the candidate (37.2% of the total replies). Of the replies 

directed at female candidates, 41 percent were uncivil, while 32.8 percent of the replies 

directed at male candidates were uncivil. A chi-square analysis revealed that this 

difference is statistically significant (χ 
2
(1) = 26.88, p < .001). This result supports H1a. 

Findings are summarized in Table 6. 

Table 6. Candidate Gender by Incivility Combined 

  Candidate Gender 

Message Type  Male 

(n = 1,729) 

Female 

(n = 1,981) 

Civil  67.2% 59.0% 

Uncivil  32.8% 41.0% 
χ

 2
(1) = 26.88, p < .001 

 

H1b theorized female candidates would receive more e-bile – harmful and 

extreme uncivil communication in the form of harassment, threats, and other vitriolic 

abuse – on Twitter than male candidates. A chi-square analysis (Table 5) of the e-bile 
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code showed that while women receive more e-bile than men, the difference is not 

statistically significant. H1b is not supported. 

H1c posited that female candidates would receive more gendered uncivil 

communication than male candidates on Twitter. A chi-square was run between candidate 

gender and gendered attacks. Of all replies to female candidates, 2.7 percent were 

gendered attacks. For all replies to male candidates, 2.6 percent were gendered attacks.  

Chi-square analysis found this difference statistically non-significant (χ 
2
(1) = 0.02, p > 

.05). H1c is not supported. Table 7 summarizes these results. 

Table 7. Candidate Gender by Gendered Incivility 

  Candidate Gender 

Message Type  Male 

(n = 1,729) 

Female 

(n = 1,981) 

No Gendered Incivility  97.4% 97.3% 

Gendered incivility  2.6% 2.7% 

χ
 2
(1) = 0.02, p > .05    

 

However, further analysis demonstrated that although male and female candidates 

received a similar number of gendered attacks, the type of gendered attack differed. 

Feminine negatives (e.g., words such as “bitch,” or “you’re a terrible woman”), were 

used more frequently than male negatives (e.g., slang for male genitalia). Among female 

candidates, 90.6 percent of gendered attacks were feminine negatives. For male 

candidates, masculine and feminine negatives were used approximately equally, with 

men receiving 48.9 percent feminine negatives. The difference in the type of gendered 

attack is statistically significant (χ 
2
(1) = 20.71, p < .001). Table 8 reveals this data. 
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Table 8. Candidate Gender by Gendered Incivility for Gendered Attacks 

  Candidate Gender 

Gendered Attack  Male 

(n = 45) 

Female 

(n = 53) 

Masculine Negative  51.1% 9.4% 

Feminine Negative  48.9% 90.6% 

χ
 2
(1) = 20.71, p < .001    

 

RQ1 asked how the double binds – in this case, womb/brain, silence/shame, and 

femininity/competence (Jamieson, 1995) – were implicated in the presence of uncivil 

replies. As described earlier, five codes were created to examine these binds. Of the 1,380 

replies that were uncivil, 71.7 percent of the replies contained at least one of the double 

bind categories. Chi-square tests were run between each of the five bind categories and 

candidate gender (Table 9). For nearly every bind-inspired code, female candidates were 

more likely than male candidates to be uncivilly attacked. Among replies to female 

candidates, 1.9 percent contained the “womb” bind, while among male candidates, 0.9 

percent of replies contained the womb bind. This difference is statistically significant (χ 

2
(1) = .82, p < .05). In the “brain” bind category, replies to female candidates contained 

5.6 percent of the brain bind, whereas among replies to male candidates, 3.7 percent 

contained the brain bind. This difference is statistically significant (χ 
2
(1) = 7.43, p < .01).  

Among replies to female candidates for the “silence” bind, 3.5 percent contained the 

bind. Among replies to male candidates for the “silence” bind, 3.6 percent contained the 

bind. This difference is not statistically significant (χ 
2
(1) = 0.13, p > .05). The 

“femininity” bind was present in 1.7 percent of replies to female candidates, while only 
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0.1 percent of the replies to male candidates contained the bind. This difference is 

statistically significant (χ 
2
(1) = 24.62, p < .001). Finally, in regard to the “competence” 

bind, 25.8 percent of replies to female candidates contained the bind, while 19.1 percent 

of replies to male candidates contained the bind. The difference is statistically significant 

(χ 
2
(1) = 24.04, p < .001). These results are summarized in Table 9. 

Table 9. Candidate Gender by Double Binds 

   

  Candidate Gender    

Message Type  Male 

(n = 1,729) 

Female 

(n = 1,981) 

 χ 
2 

(df = 1) 

p 

Womb  0.9% 1.9%  5.82 .016* 

Brain 

Silence 

Femininity 

Competence 

 3.7% 

3.8% 

0.1% 

19.1% 

5.6% 

3.5% 

1.7% 

25.8% 

 7.43 

0.13 

24.62 

24.04 

.006** 

.714 

< .001*** 

< .001*** 
* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 

  

RQ2 asked how other characteristics aside from gender – for instance party, status 

in the race (incumbency, challenger, or open seat), and race competitiveness – affect 

incivility towards candidates on Twitter. In particular, H2 hypothesized that Democratic 

candidates are more likely to receive uncivil communication and attacks than Republican 

candidates on Twitter. A chi-square analysis was conducted between candidate party and 

incivility. Among Republicans, 35.3 percent of replies were uncivil. Among Democrats, 

39.3 percent of replies were uncivil. Chi-square analysis (see Table 10) suggests this 

difference is statistically significant (χ 
2
(1) = 6.27, p < .05).  
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Table 10. Candidate Party by Incivility 

  Candidate Party 

Message Type  Republican 

(n = 1,962) 

Democrat 

(n = 1,748) 

Civil  64.7% 60.7% 

Uncivil  35.3% 39.3% 

χ
2
(1) = 6.27, p < .05    

 

A second chi-square analysis between political party and incivility was run 

exclusively among women (see Table 11). Among Republican women, 35.8 percent of 

replies were uncivil. Among Democratic women, 44.3 percent of replies were uncivil. 

Democratic women were more likely to receive uncivil messages than Republican 

women, and the difference is significant (χ 
2
(1) = 13.77, p < .001). 

Table 11. Female Candidate Parties by Incivility 

  Female Candidates 

Message Type  Republican 

(n = 813) 

Democrat 

(n = 1,168) 

Civil  64.2% 55.7% 

Uncivil  35.8% 44.3% 
χ

2
(1) = 13.77, p < .001 

 

In order to understand how a candidate’s status in the race influenced incivility, a 

chi-square analysis with z-test column proportions using the Bonferroni Correction to 

correct for a Type 1 error was run. Table 12 summarizes this data.  
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Table 12. Status of the Race by Incivility  

 

  Status in the race 

Message Type  Incumbent 

(n = 1,232) 

Challenger 

(n = 1,037) 

Open Seat 

(n = 1,441) 

Civil  58.4% a 63.5% b 66.0% b 

Uncivil  41.6% a 36.5% b 34.0% b 

χ
2
(2) = 16.57, p < .001. Different subscripts indicate that z-test proportions differ significantly. 

  

The overall chi-square test revealed that there are differences in the amount of 

incivility depending on the candidate’s status in the race (χ
2
(2) = 16.57, p < .001). The 

column proportion z-tests demonstrate that the proportion of incumbents who receive 

uncivil replies is greater than the proportion of challengers and open seat candidate who 

receive uncivil replies. The proportion of challengers receiving uncivil replies cannot be 

differentiated from open seat candidates receiving uncivil replies.  

In order to understand how race competitiveness influenced incivility, a chi-

square analysis with z-test column proportions using the Bonferroni Correction was used 

(see Table 13).  

Table 13. Race Competitiveness by Incivility 

  Competitiveness 

 

Message Type 

 Solid R/D 

(n = 761) 

Likely R/D 

(n = 1,149) 

Leans R/D 

(n = 700) 

Toss-up 

(n = 1,100) 

Civil  75.0% a 64.9% b 50.1% c 60.2% b 

Uncivil  25.0% a 35.1% b 49.9% c 39.8% b 

χ
 2
(3) = 102.20, p < .001. Different subscripts indicate that z-test proportions differ significantly. 
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Race competitiveness is significantly related to the amount of civility in the 

Twitter replies (χ
2
(3) = 102.20, p < .001). The column proportion z-tests show that 

uncivil replies are significantly less common in solid Republican or Democratic (R/D) 

races than likely R/D, leaning R/D, and toss-up races. Leaning R/D races garnered 

significantly more uncivil replies than solid R/D, likely R/D, and toss-up races. The 

proportions of uncivil replies in likely R/D races cannot be differentiated from toss-up 

races. Table 13 summarizes these findings. 

H3a asked whether men are more likely than women to be uncivil toward political 

candidates on Twitter. A chi-square test between incivility and author gender determined 

that 27.6 percent of replies authored by females were uncivil. Among male authors, 40.2 

percent were uncivil. This difference is statistically significant (χ 
2
(1) = 37.29, p < .001).  

Table 14. Author Gender by Incivility 

  Author Gender  

Message Type  Male 

(n = 1,483) 

Female 

(n = 851) 

Civil  59.8% 72.4% 

Uncivil  40.2% 27.6% 
χ

 2
(1) = 37.29, p < .001 

 

Furthermore, H3b asked whether men were more uncivil than women towards 

female versus male candidates. In order to measure this, a new variable was created that 

combined candidate gender and author gender: 0 = a male author replying to a male 

candidate, 1 = a male author replying to a male candidate, 2 = a female author replying to 
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a male candidate, and 3 = a female author replying to a female candidate. A chi-square 

analysis was then run between this new variable and incivility (Table 15).  

Table 15. Candidate Gender by Author Gender 

  Gender 

 

Message 

Type 

 Male Author / 

Male 

Candidate 

(n = 622) 

Male Author / 

Female 

Candidate 

(n = 861) 

Female Author / 

Male  

Candidate 

(n = 426) 

Female Author / 

Female 

Candidate 

(n = 425) 

Civil  66.9% a 54.7% b 76.1% c 68.7% a, c 

Uncivil  33.1% a 45.3% b 23.9% c 31.3% a, c 

χ
 2
(3) = 65.66, p < .001. Different subscripts indicate that z-test proportions differ significantly. 

 

The overall chi-square test revealed that differences in author gender replying to 

candidate gender is significantly related to the amount of civility in Twitter replies (χ
2
(3) 

= 65.66, p < .001). The column proportion z-tests suggest that male authors responding to 

male candidates and female authors responding to female candidates do not differ 

significantly. Female authors responding to female or male candidates do not differ 

significantly. Male authors responding uncivilly to female candidates is significantly 

higher than all other groups. The proportion of incivility among male authors responding 

to male candidates is significantly higher than female authors responding to male 

candidates. Table 15 reviews these results. 

Although chi-square tests are useful comparison analyses, they only account for 

one variable at a time. A logistic regression is a more rigorous test, and allows one to 
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control other factors in the analysis. For this reason, logistic regression analyses were run 

in order to further answer RQ2 (see Table 16).7 

Table 16. Logistic Regression Models of Campaign Characteristics 

                                                      Coefficient (SE) 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Constant 
-.94*** 

(.11) 

-.88*** 

(.15) 

-1.07*** 

(.13) 

-.91*** 

(.16) 

Candidate Gender (F = 1) 
.40*** 

(.40) 

.49*** 

(.10) 

.61*** 

(.12) 

.55*** 

(.12) 

Party (R = 1)  
-.05 

(.07) 

-.17 

(.10) 

.18 

(.12) 

-.17 

(.10) 

Competitiveness 
.25*** 

(.03) 

.24*** 

(.04) 

.23*** 

(.03) 

.24*** 

(.04) 

Status in Race  

(Ref = incumbent) 
    

       Challenger 
-.11 

(.09) 

.09 

(.12) 

-.11 

(.09) 

.09 

(.12) 

       Open Seat 
-.38*** 

(.08) 

-.33*** 

(.11) 

-.36*** 

(.08) 

-.33*** 

(.11) 

Author Gender (F=1)  
-.53*** 

(.10) 
 

-.43*** 

(.14) 

Candidate Gender*Party   
-.39* 

(.16) 
 

Candidate Gender*Author Gender     
-.17 

(.19) 

N 3,710 2,334 3,710 2,334 

Nagelkerke R-square .04 .07 .07 .07 

       * p <.05; ** p < .01; ***p < .001 

                                                 
7 Gender was recoded so that male candidates = 0, female candidates = 1. Party was recoded so that 

Democrats = 0, Republicans = 1. Race competitiveness was recoded where races that were either solid 

Republican/Democrat = 0, Likely Republican/Democrat = 1, Leaning Republican/Democrat = 2, and Toss-

Up (the most competitive races) = 3. Status in the race was analyzed by first creating dummy variables for 

both challenger and open seat races, using incumbent as a reference. Challenger cases were coded as 1, 

while other cases were coded 0 in a “challenger” variable. Open seat cases were coded as 1, while other 

cases were coded 0.   
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Models 1 and 3 include the full data set (N = 3,710). Models 2 and 4 include 

author gender, which could only be ascertained for a portion of the dataset (N = 2,334). 

Models 1 and 2 show that female candidates are more likely to receive uncivil 

replies than male candidates (B = .40, SE = .40, p < .001; B = .49, SE = .10, p < .001), 

that open seat candidates are less likely to receive uncivil replies than incumbents (B = -

.38, SE = .08, p < .001; B = -.33, SE = .11, p < .001), and female Twitter authors are less 

likely to write uncivil replies than male authors (B = -.53, SE = .10, p < .001), confirming 

the chi-square analyses. Across all models, candidate party drops out as a main effect 

predicting incivility when other variables are controlled, refuting the former chi-square 

analysis (Table 10). 

Model 3 includes the interaction of candidate gender and party predicting 

incivility. The regression analysis shows that the interaction is significant (B = -.39, SE = 

.16, p < .05). Holding all other variables in the model constant at their mean or modal 

value, the probability of a reply to a female, Democratic candidate being uncivil is 0.41. 

The probability of a reply to a female, Republican candidate being uncivil is 0.36. The 

probability of a reply to a male, Republican candidate being uncivil is 0.31, while the 

probability of a reply to a male, Democratic candidate being uncivil is 0.27. As this 

analysis shows, female Democratic candidates are particularly likely to be subject to an 

uncivil attack. 

Model 4 includes the interaction of candidate gender and author gender predicting 

incivility. The interaction between candidate gender and author gender is not statistically 

significant (B = -.17, SE = .19, p > .05). I note, however, that the main effects are both 
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significant (see Model 2); female candidates are more likely receive uncivil replies than 

male candidates, and female authors are less likely to write uncivil replies than male 

authors.  

In sum, I found evidence in support of H1a, that female candidates are more likely 

to receive uncivil replies than male candidates (Figures 1 & 2, Table 6). This finding was 

also supported as a main effect in the logistic regression (Table 16). H1b and H1c were 

not supported, in that female candidates do not appear to receive more e-bile or gendered 

attacks compared to male candidates. However, additional testing did find a greater 

prevalence of feminine negatives used as opposed to masculine negatives. RQ1 explored 

how the double binds were implicated in uncivil attacks, finding that women were 

generally more likely to receive an uncivil attack with a double bind.  The competence 

bind, in particular, was implicated more often than other binds (Table 9). In regards to 

RQ2 and other campaign predictor variables, Democrats appear more likely to receive 

incivility than Republicans at first glance (Table 10), but this falls away in the regression 

analyses (Table 16). However, the interaction between gender and party is significant, 

with Democratic women most likely to receive uncivil replies. Finally, H3a and H3b 

explored how the gender of Twitter authors influenced incivility, finding that although 

men are more likely to include incivility in their replies (Table 14), and appear more 

uncivil toward female candidates (Table 15), there is no significant interaction between 

author gender and candidate gender (Model 4). In the next section, I explore the possible 

reasons for and implications of these results and their effects on the potential of a new 

online public sphere.  
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DISCUSSION 

Incivility thrives in Twitter replies toward high profile political candidates, and it 

appears that females bear the brunt of this hostile online communication. The purpose of 

this thesis is to understand the climate of incivility directed toward political candidates 

using gender as a theoretical lens in order to determine whether or not a new idealized 

public sphere can be realized online. This discussion section will dive into the findings in 

more detail and unpack the results in order to understand the theoretical and normative 

implications of the observed incivility and the various contexts in which such messages 

are more likely to appear. 

TYPES OF INCIVILITY AND GENDER 

In support of H1a, these results provide evidence that the online public sphere is 

not an equitable space for female candidates and is arguably more hostile toward women. 

Replies towards women contained all three incivility categories (e.g., 

“@WendyDavisTexas this is absolutely disgusting. You are such a fucking cunt. Just 

concede and save yourself more embarrassment”), and were more likely to contain 

feminine gendered attacks and double binds, (e.g., “@MichelleNunnGA @YH_College 

Arf arf! WHY are all libtard women such ugly disgusting pigs? I mean seriously! BARF. 

WHAT A DOG!” and “@Amanda4MT ur a feminazi who needs a good smack!”).  

Although female candidates were more likely than male candidates to receive 

reply Tweets containing insults/name calling, male and female candidates were equally 

likely to receive e-bile/threatening replies. The non-significant difference between male 
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and female candidates receiving e-bile and threats is not in keeping with previous e-bile 

and threating literature that suggests women are more subject to such attacks online 

(Jane, 2012, 2014; Megarry, 2014). Overall, e-bile replies were infrequent (only 5.4% 

overall). This may be due to the environment of a campaign and the position of a female 

candidate. Trolls who engage in e-bile communication for sport may not get as much 

pleasure out of replying to candidates who do not reply back. E-bile and extremely 

threatening and hostile communication may seem ineffective or boring if a troll assumes 

that a candidate’s Twitter account is monitored by a social media team and not the 

candidate directly him or herself. There also may be a fear of threatening government 

figures, as opposed to an average female Twitter user or feminist writer, which has been 

the focus of past e-bile literature (Jane, 2012, 2014). Future research could compare e-

bile across disciplines and careers in order to understand which groups receive the most 

e-bile, and where gender differences are notable. 

Of course, that isn’t to say some very troubling e-bile didn’t appear. For example, 

one reply read “@ScottWalker all you women complaining about equal rights need to 

STFU and realize that 500 years ago I could rape you & rape you & rape you.” The 

codebook did not allow us to code this as e-bile because it was not directed at the 

candidate or the campaign. However, the language is disturbing, and the intent of the 

message is offensive and polarizing in its attempt to shut down the conversation and 

refusal to listen. This may speak to the idea that Twitter users who use incivility do not 

see an advantage to articulating their arguments in a more civil manner. Since there is no 

structural repercussion to posting e-bile unless a user flags a tweet (which then requires 
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multiple different steps to prove a tangible harm of the message), people feel safe to post 

content at their free will. The democratic implications of using e-bile warrant additional 

attention, however, as it indicates that  civil deliberation is a not a structural norm of 

communication on Twitter.  

DOUBLE BINDS 

Despite the lack of differences between male and female candidates and e-bile, 

the results of the double bind testing show that overall, female candidates are attacked 

more than males on each of the double bind categories except for silence. This is largely 

in line with Jamieson’s (1995) argument that women overall face greater challenges in 

the public sphere. The bind with the highest number of uncivil attacks, competence, 

appeared more frequently in uncivil replies directed toward female compared to male 

candidates. Although the gender difference is not unexpected, that the candidate’s 

competence is implicated in these attacks more than any other bind could be read more 

positively. Of the binds, competence is most directly related to legitimate reasons for 

voting for a candidate. Because competence is mentioned more frequently than the other, 

arguably less politically legitimate, binds such as femininity or silence where a candidate 

is told to be quiet, the results could be read with a more optimistic approach. It might be 

that although Twitter respondents are uncivil in their communication, they are expressing 

valid political concerns and criticisms; they might simply lack the necessary skills and 

tools to make their disagreements democratically useful and civil. Twitter is a micro-

blogging platform, allowing for responses no more than 140 characters. The structural 
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limitations could pressure users to turn to uncivil emotional appeals as opposed to 

constructing more thought-out, democratically useful responses. As such, Twitter may 

not be the right platform for useful deliberative exchange (Fishkin, 1991).  

CAMPAIGN CONTEXTS AND INCIVILITY 

Results showed a limited effect of candidate party identification on the probability 

of an uncivil reply. This finding conflicts with studies that claim party holds more power 

than gender for voters (Dolan, 2014; Hayes, 2011). However, the interaction between 

party and gender showed that Democratic women were significantly more likely to 

receive uncivil replies. I find this in conflict with studies that find Republican women are 

at a higher disadvantage than Democratic women within their own party (Ditonto, 

Hamilton, & Redlawsk, 2014; Dolan, 2014; Huddy & Terkilsen, 1993b; King & Matlund, 

2003; Sanbonmatsu & Dolan, 2009). These studies show that Republicans are more likely 

to be adverse to females in their own party than Democrats are to Democratic females, 

which in turn would mean we should assume to see more incivility toward Republican 

females. What might explain this is that at the general election, the Republican candidate 

is already chosen. It might hold (if we assume that users are uncivil towards a candidate 

on Twitter because they are often than not members of the opposing party) that given the 

choice between a male or female Republican candidate versus Democrat female 

candidate in a major race, Republicans are more likely to be hostile towards a Democrat 

female than Democrats would be towards a Republican female in the same situation. Put 

simply, Republicans – who are more likely to be uncivil within media (Sobieraj & Berry, 
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2011) – are going to be more uncivil towards Democratic women because even within 

their own party they have greater reservations voting for female candidates than 

Democrats do for Democratic female candidates. Of course, this is making multiple 

assumptions about Twitter users, but is one possible explanation to tie back to previous 

literature on party and gender, and normatively suggesting that the Republican party 

might have a greater problem with gender. 

Status in the race also appeared to influence incivility. Results showed that 

incumbents were more likely to receive uncivil replies than open seat candidates. This 

could in part be due to name recognition – a sitting candidate might be an easy target for 

citizens to air their grievances, as opposed to open seat candidates who have yet to prove 

their competency or make substantial decisions affecting people’s lives. Challengers were 

no more likely to receive uncivil replies than incumbents. This may be because effects 

cancel out between two different types of challengers. Some challengers may be more 

likely to receive uncivil replies than incumbents if the incumbent is in a state that is more 

party-congruent for the incumbent and the incumbent is generally well liked. Other 

challengers may receive fewer uncivil replies if an incumbent is generally disliked. 

Building on these ideas, future research should examine how incivility relates to 

candidate favorability and name recognition. Overall, this study contributes to the 

literature in that incumbents appear to have a more contentious position in the public 

sphere compared to those pursuing an open seat. 

Race competitiveness was also analyzed as a variable that could predict incivility. 

Candidates in solid Republican and solid Democrat races were significantly less likely to 
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receive uncivil replies than candidates in more competitive states. This may be because 

candidates in more competitive races are seen as more threatening to both parties, 

resulting in more uncivil messages. Twitter respondents who oppose a candidate might be 

more desperate to attack him or her online in the hopes of having other online users see 

their disapproving tweets and vote against that candidate. Twitter respondents may view 

responding to candidates in solid R/D states with incivility as a waste of time. 

THE AUTHOR GENDER GAP 

Males appear to reply to candidates on Twitter more than women, and are more 

likely to be uncivil towards candidates on Twitter than women. These results are in line 

with what statistician Pierson (2015b) discovered in the New York Times comment 

sections: women are less likely to join the debate in comments, contributing to what 

Pierson (2015a) calls an “empathy gap” in the tenor of comments on such issues such as 

rape (see Jimenez & Abreu, 2003; Nagel, Matsuo, McIntyre, & Morrison, 2005). 

Although Pierson did not look specifically at incivility, she writes that women skew 

differently than males on certain issues, thus the underrepresentation of women 

contributes to an undemocratic public sphere (Pierson, 2015a). Pierson also discovered 

that female commenters received more reader recommendations on average than males. If 

women are indeed writing “better” posts, then the underrepresentation of women in 

online spaces means we may be missing some of the best arguments. This is normatively 

concerning, as it suggests women are not only underrepresented in online spaces meant 

for open communication, but the gender gap influences the type and tenor of discussion. 
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If such a divide continues to remain a feature of social networks, these new online spaces 

may only continue to reinforce women’s subordinate positions in the public sphere and 

negate the Habermasian ideal.  

Read in another way, social networks like Twitter may not be the right platform 

for representative debate. Women, in particular, may not perceive Twitter as a space for 

deliberative discussion. A Washington Post article suggests that women do not view 

comment sections as particularly useful or informative (Dewey, 2015). Women may view 

Twitter in a similar light, choosing to engage in the discussion less frequently because 

they see such action as a waste of time.  

The reality of Twitter, however, is that gender matters for interactions with 

candidates. Female candidates receive more uncivil replies than males and at higher 

proportions from male authors than female authors (45.3% to 31.3%, respectively). Given 

that an uncivil work environment is a documented reason that women leave STEM 

careers (Schulte, 2014), Twitter’s hostile climate towards women might contribute to 

women being less inclined to run for office. Until we can get to the root of gender biases 

in today’s societal and cultural norms, female candidates may continue to face uncivil 

criticism at higher numbers than their male peers. 

OUTLIERS AND OTHER POSSIBLE CAMPAIGN VARIABLES 

There are some noticeable outliers in uncivil attacks on women when looking 

across races (Figures 1 & 2). A major outlier includes the gubernatorial race in South 

Carolina between Republican incumbent Nikki Haley and Challenger Vincent Sheheen. 
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Fifty seven percent of Sheheen’s replies were uncivil compared to Haley’s 19.0 percent. 

There are several possible explanations for this difference. First, Haley is a Republican 

incumbent in a likely Republican state, suggesting she already has campaign factors 

working in her favor. Second, a quick look at the context of the uncivil replies to Sheheen 

points to a very detectable incident. During an appearance in late October, Sheheen let a 

sexist gaffe slip. Instead of saying “her” in reference to Haley, Sheheen said “whore”: 

“…we are going to escort whore out the door.” Although the video and commenters 

agreed it was an unfortunate slip of the tongue (Henderson, 2014), and Sheheen later 

apologized for the remark, Sheheen appeared to laugh at his mistake in the moment. 

Notable Haley supporters such as Ann Romney used the incident to criticize Sheheen in 

the mainstream media, turning the narrative into sexism against women by Democrats 

(the party who more recently champion the narrative that they are fighting a Republican 

“war on women”). The uncivil Twitter replies to Sheheen demonstrate Haley’s success in 

controlling the narrative. Consider the following tweets: “@vincentsheheen Democrats 

aren't leaders. They are lazy communists with no respect for women or anyone. You're 

the true whore,” and “@vincentsheheen Have you called any other sitting Governors 

whores? Any whores in your family? hack, ptui on you-ee.” The incident was so 

pronounced, even the hashtag #Whoregate was shared. Such an intense difference in 

incivility suggests that in today’s online culture, political gaffes (particularly those that 

receive wide media attention), can significantly influence the discourse directed at 

candidates. Future research could use Twitter’s API to track and compare discourse 

before and after such gendered gaffes. If replies to Sheheen were significantly more civil 
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and less gendered before the slipup, it may suggest that candidate communication 

implying sexism is particularly sensitive in today’s political climate and may result in 

additional uncivil or gendered communication.  

Other campaign characteristics may contribute to increased incivility towards 

males in other cases that emerged as outliers. Compared to candidates pursuing open 

seats, incumbents face higher odds of receiving uncivil replies. In a few cases where men 

received more incivility than their female opponents, incumbency may have been the 

reason. Both gubernatorial incumbent candidate Scott Walker (R-WI), and senatorial 

incumbent candidate Mitch McConnell (R-KY) received higher amounts of incivility 

than their female opponent (Walker received 60% uncivil replies compared to Mary 

Burke’s 52%, while McConnell received 60% uncivil replies compared to Alison 

Lundergan-Grimes’s 47%). Additional variables also may have increased the likelihood 

of both male candidates receiving more uncivil replies. The competitiveness in Wisconsin 

was labeled a “toss-up” by the Cook Political Report, possibly explaining why both 

Walker and Burke received high numbers of uncivil replies. As shown in the logistic 

regression model, candidates in more competitive races receive more uncivil attacks. In 

addition, several controversial policies had placed Walker in the national spotlight (e.g. 

his 2011 budget that limited public worker collective bargaining rights led to statewide 

protests). Walker also had been mentioned as a possible 2016 Republican presidential 

candidate, increasing the national political eye on his actions. The replies to his account 

were particularly hostile, for example, “@ScottWalker ur a piece of shit walker!!!! Non 

union piece of crap hope u lose and burn bitch!!!” and, “@ScottWalker SAD SAD 
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SAD<BUt WALKER NOTHING BUT A NAZI CONNECTED KOCH BROS PUPPET 

WHORE......And anyone who votes is just as bad a NAZI.” McConnell, on the other 

hand, is not in a particularly competitive state, but like Walker has some unique 

characteristics that made him a prominent political figure. McConnell is the longest 

serving Senator in Kentucky, and is also the Senate majority leader. Such distinctive 

characteristics may contribute to McConnell and Walker receiving high levels of uncivil 

replies. The tweet density for each candidate also point to both candidates receiving more 

replies per tweet than the average – Walker’s 13.16 tweet density and McConnell’s 5.48 

tweet density show that both candidates appear to have a responsive audience. 

These characteristics also point to another reason that might increase the odds of 

uncivil replies: national attention. For example, Texas Democratic candidate Wendy 

Davis received many uncivil replies. The sheer quantity of Davis’s @-replies makes her a 

unique candidate; her 14,548 @-replies are more than three times the number than the 

candidate with the next highest @-replies, who happens to be her Republican opponent 

Greg Abbott. Although Davis does tweet more than all other candidates in the sample 

(2,159 tweets sent in total), her tweet density is 6.74, lower than her opponent Greg 

Abbot (9.87). The amount of incivility received makes this even more interesting; Davis 

received the most incivility of the gubernatorial candidates (64%), and second most of the 

entire sample behind Mary Landrieu (73% uncivil). Davis is a unique case, and a brief 

look at the uncivil replies to her handle highlight what an emotionally contentious 

candidate she became during the election. For example, the Tweets 

“@WendyDavisTexas No human being should be sucked out of some whores pussy to be 
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murdered either,” and “@WendyDavisTexas WACKY WENDYS PROFILE GAVE UP 

HER KIDS,HATES BABIES29WKS&OVER,HATES THE DISABLED,HAD 

MENTAL PROBLEMS.SOUNDS LIKE A SHOE IN,” emphasize the debate around 

abortion, an issue for which Davis reached national attention in the summer of 2013 and 

made Davis a shoe-in for the Democratic gubernatorial nomination. In addition, Davis 

was the subject of a January 2014 Dallas Morning News biographical account that 

alleged Davis either lied or stretched the truth of her personal story which she used 

throughout much of her campaign communication. Respondents used this negative 

publicity to attack Davis on her tactics and policies (e.g., “@WendyDavisTexas 

@CenLamar u personally attack Abbott & now you pull this sh1t. what the hell is wrong 

with you?oh wait,u like 2 kill babies”). The intensity of incivility faced by Davis, Walker, 

and McConnell highlights a possible implication of being nationally recognized for 

controversial issues. In addition, work by McGregor and colleagues (2015) also contends 

that when women incorporate personalizing details with their policies, Twitter users 

respond with more negative messages than if women were not to associate personal 

details with their professional work. In the case of women, details that do not fit the 

“traditional” female role – in Davis’s case, a single working mother who left her children 

in the care of their father while away at school – might contribute to increased incivility. 

This more in-depth look at outlying cases in the relationship between gender and 

incivility demonstrate the usefulness of closer qualitative analysis. Although large, data-

driven sample tests are useful in generalizing predictions, closer case studies allow for a 

more nuanced look at complicated races. Political communication scholars would do well 
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to remember that politicians are public figures with unique personalities and backgrounds 

that speak to publics in different ways. Work that looks closely at specific races or 

compares unique candidates – for example, Lawrence and Rose’s (2010) look at Palin 

and Clinton running as women in different ways – can help in understanding how 

campaign styles influence public discourse and can complement the more generalizable 

approach used in this thesis. 

LIMITATIONS 

This study does have several limitations. First, due to the small number of replies 

received by a handful of candidates, the data contained both population statistics (for 

those candidates with 100 or fewer replies) and sample statistics (for those with more 

than 100 replies). The analysis, however, treats both similarly even though there is 

technically no sampling error for the population values. If anything, this is conservative, 

but more advanced statistical models could be used to better address this feature of the 

data. Additionally, it is important to remember that is research is not sampling from all 

the various routes of Twitter messaging. This study only looked at incivility in @-replies 

directed towards the candidate because it represents a back-and-forth dialogue exchange. 

Many of the replies included uncivil communication that was directed at other candidates 

or candidates’ opponents (often employed in the forms of @-mentions) which were not 

coded here. Therefore, uncivil communication in @-replies is more uncivil overall when 

total incivility, regardless of the receiver, is included. If the incivility coded in this study 

accounted for 37.2 percent of the 3,710 tweets, then it is alarming to imagine that even 
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more uncivil communication exists in the Twittersphere. Finally, some codes were not as 

reliable as others. Although the incivility codes had strong intercoder reliability, the 

“femininity” bind code was at the lower acceptable end of Scott’s pi. In future iterations, 

I recommend that the codebook be adjusted to include attacks on sexuality as part of the 

femininity bind. Many replies referred to woman as “sluts” and “whores,” which in this 

study were coded as gendered but also could be coded as an attack on femininity since 

the traditional sense of femininity requires women to be pure and chaste. This would 

likely increase the number of femininity codes and allow for a better test of this concept. 

In addition, adding a “masculinity” code would make the codebook more inclusive of the 

gender and the types of attacks male candidates may receive. Such a code might look at 

times when a male candidate is “called out,” so to speak, on their proper manliness – e.g., 

“@DainesforMT I heard Steve wears girl panties under his slacks is this true?” There 

may be new theories of masculinity and femininity waiting to be developed further. 

Schneider and Bos (2014) hinted at such an idea when comparing stereotypes between 

“men” and “male politicians,” finding that male politicians tended to be emasculated. 

Cuningham and colleagues (2013) also found evidence of attempts to emasculate 

opponents by connecting them to femininity. This connects back to the results 

demonstrated here in this study – for gendered attacks, feminine negatives are used more 

often than masculine attacks. Women received more feminine negatives than men, but 

men still received about equal masculine and feminine attacks, suggesting that the 

feminine is seen as a greater insult overall. This study has found there is discussion 

occurring in Twitter that incorporates attacks on femininity and masculinity, suggesting 
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that future research might find focusing specifically on those types of messages could 

advance theory on gender in campaign contexts. 

CONTRIBUTIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

Despite these limitations, this study makes important methodological and 

theoretical contributions. Methodologically, the use and value of the data analytic tool 

Crimson Hexagon is important to note. Crimson Hexagon’s ability to instantly apply an 

author gender to thousands of twitter users saves time for work that previously took 

manual hand coding (see Pierson, 2015b). Also, the use of the double binds to construct a 

codebook in order to analyze the content of uncivil messages is a unique way to 

understand the type of communication online. In addition, this study looked at other 

campaign characteristics to examine the probability of incivility. Although some work 

suggests gender drops as a variable in vote choice in the presence of other campaign 

characteristics (Ditonto et al., 2014; Dolan, 2014), this thesis shows that gender is an 

important predictor of incivility.  

Theoretically, this research contributes to literature on online incivility (Coe et al., 

2014; Papacharissi, 2004; Stroud et al., 2014) and on gender incivility (Jane, 2012, 2014; 

Megarry, 2014). First, there is evidence to suggest that within Twitter @-replies, there is 

a similar, if not greater amount of incivility than online newspaper comment sections. 

Coe and colleagues (2014) found 21.7 percent of uncivil comments, while Stroud and 

team (2014) discovered 44.6 percent uncivil comments, a range within which this 

sample’s incivility falls (37.2%). Because this study only counted incivility directed at 
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the initial candidate, the total amount of incivility is likely greater when counting all 

cases. Second, except for unique cases, female candidates are more likely to receive 

uncivil responses on Twitter than male candidates, implying that the internet and social 

networking sites are not the equitable public spaces initially envisioned. This result 

conflicts with previous studies de-emphasizing the importance of gender compared to 

other variables like party (Dolan, 2014; Hayes, 2011; Hayes & Lawless, 2015). Indeed, 

this study found that gender is a main predictor of incivility within Twitter replies, while 

political party alone is not. Women still have further strides to make in the public sphere, 

and because gender is an important factor contributing to incivility, gender must continue 

to remain a variable of research. 

Future research should continue to focus on the context and the type of uncivil 

messages. Incivility appears to not only be influenced by gender, but by other campaign 

characteristics such as status in the race and competitiveness. As for content of uncivil 

messages, the double binds are only one way of analyzing how incivility is conveyed. 

Scholars should work towards developing better metrics for measuring incivility in lieu 

of present/absent. Put simply, not all incivility is created equal. Well intended criticism is 

certainly less harmful than obscene name-calling with no further argument. Developing 

some type of reliable incivility scale may be useful – particularly a computerized one. 

Such an innovation could help not only academics, but also could be implemented on 

websites looking to strengthen the democratic viability of their commenting or posting 

platforms. Furthermore, researchers might find it useful to include time as a variable. 
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Tracking when and why incivility peaks at certain times or incidents during a campaign 

might provide insight into whether such messages influence electoral outcomes. 
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CONCLUSION 

Female candidates receive more uncivil messages than their male opponents. This 

difference is troubling, as it suggests that women are unwelcome even in this new, 

supposedly more democratic, online public sphere. Campaigns now rely heavily on social 

networking sites to share messages and engage with the electorate, making these spaces 

important for broadcasting political information. The amount of incivility directed 

disproportionately at female candidates may have important political implications, such 

as dissuading women from running for political leadership. 

As scholars continue to study incivility, their focus should move from how much 

incivility exists to how it exists, and what can be done to improve the quality of 

discussion. The frequency with which the competence bind was discussed in comparison 

to other binds could suggest that Twitter users do want to participate in a politically 

legitimate discussion. What users need now are the skills and tools to effectively 

communicate their opinions in a way that contributes to a useful debate as opposed to 

undermining it with uncivil and hostile attacks.  

Until the Internet’s incivility problem can be improved, the possibility of a new, 

ideal online public sphere is unlikely. And until women are equal partners in 

representation and discussion, gender must continue to remain an important area of 

research. 
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Appendix A: Codebook 

Candidate Gender [Gender] 

1-Female 

2-Male 

 

Status in the Race [RaceStatus] 

1-Incumbent 

2-Challenger 

3-Open Seat 

 

Party [Party] (was later recoded for D=0, R=1) 

1-Republican 

2-Democrat 

 

Competitiveness [Competitiveness] (Based on the Cook Political Report) 

1-Safe D/R 

2-Likely D/R 

3-Leans D/R 

4-Toss-up 

 

Gender of Author [AuthGend] (where applicable by Crimson Hexagon) 

1-Female 

2-Male 

 

Insults/Namcalling [Insults] 

0-Not Present 

1-Present  

 

Obscenity/Vulgarity [Obscene] 

0-Not Present 

1-Present 

 

E-bile/Threats/etc [Ebile] 

0-Not Present 

1-Present 

 

Gendered Attack [Gendered] 

0-Not Present 

1-Present 
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Type of Gendered Attacked [GenderType] 

1-Feminine 

2-Masculine 

 

Binds: [Womb] [Brain] [Silence] [Femininity] [Competence] 

0-Not Present 

1-Present 

 

 

The following questions relate to uncivil attacks made towards the candidate 

“The candidate” includes the candidate, their campaign, their policies, their 

family, their political party, their gender, and additional group affiliations. It does 

not include remarks made towards general “Americans” or “people,” or another 

specific politicians like their opponent. 

 

1. [Insults] Does the message contain an insult, a slur, or involve language that is 

considered name-calling towards the candidate? 

 Insults and “name-calling language is characterized by words that make 

the subject look foolish, inept, hypocritical, deceitful, or dangerous” 

(Sobieraj & Berry, 2011, p. 39).  

 Include references to being a liar, lying, lies, etc. 

 Include “Shame on you,” shameful, disgrace, terrible, bad, etc. 

 Include references to shutting the candidate down, e.g. “shut up” or “you 

don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

 Asking “What is wrong with you!?” counts 

 Using “liberal” or “conservative” in a disparaging manner counts here. 

 Include mentions of the candidate “obviously losing,” obviously behind in 

the race, words mocking their electoral. This is more than “I’m not voting 

for you,” or voicing one’s political position. The language must contain 

explicit words that are insulting in nature. 

2.  [Obscene] Does the message contain obscene language or vulgarity directed 

towards the candidate? 

  “Hell,” “Crap,” “damn” counts, as well as symbols standing in for curse 

words such as “heck,” “darn,” and abbreviations “WTF.” 

 This does not include general obscenity unless it is somehow directed at 

the candidate (if a person replying to Greg Abbott saying “WTF was 

Wendy Davis thinking,” it does not count. If it were to say “WTF were 

you thinking” towards Greg’s handle, then yes it is obscenity toward 

Abbott, same with “bullshit, your policy is wrong/your policy sucks.” 

3.  [Ebile] Does the message contain e-bile, threat, intimidation, or other forms 

of hostile and vitriolic communication towards the candidate? 



 79 

 

 Threat: a statement of an intention to inflict pain, injury, damage, or other 

hostile action on someone in retribution for something done or not done. 

Death threats, warnings, ultimatums, images of physical harm. 

 “f*ck you” or “screw you” etc., counts here 

 Intimidation: to make afraid, to bully, demand 

 “you suck and you’re going to lose this weekend” (counting this 

second half as intimidation, if they said “I hope you lose” it 

wouldn’t count, neither would “I can’t wait to vote you out.” It 

needs to be a direct intimidation, “You will lose.” 

 “You’re gonna get hurt.” 

 Vitriol: Filled with bitter criticism or malice 

 E.g. “you stupid ugly POS” “dumb bitch” 

 Hostile: unfriendly, bitter, malicious, belligerent. 

 If someone is posting in call caps with curse words involved, code 

it here. 

 This code is used to point out a more extreme language and messages that 

are more harmful than insults, name-calling, and vulgarity (although you 

may likely code the above to questions as yes in addition to this 3
rd

 one, 

they are not discrete). 

 

If the tweet has “NO” for all of the above, stop coding the tweet and enter zeros in 

for the rest of the codes including the binds. 

 

Gendered attacks 

 

4. [Gendered] Is the incivility gendered in its language or attack? 

 [GenderType] If Yes, is the uncivil language gendered with a female 

negative or masculine negative? 

5. using words such as bitch, c*nt, whore, sexual threats such as rape or sexually 

explicit language, using the “female” feminine, or women as a negative or insult 

(“Barbie” in the negative goes here), goes the same way for men e.g. 

masculine/men/male as an insult or negative, using male genitalia slang towards 

candidates as an insult. If men are told to “be a man” or something to that nature.  

 Douchebag=female (the object is, and used to demean men usually) 

 Bastard=male 

 Include things along the nature of “As a woman,  you make me sick,” or “you’re a 

terrible woman/man” 

 

 

Binds – For message that you code “yes” on either insults/obscenity/threats, what is it 

that the person is attacking?  
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6. [Womb] Is the candidate’s family or familial responsibilities or policies on 

reproductive rights questioned or attacked?  

 Include references to mother/father or their family or reproductive 

healthcare. For example, if a politician is attacked or questioned about 

their stance on birth control or abortion, you would code this 1. If you can 

answer “does this has anything to do with familial duty, families or family 

planning or reproduction,” code 1. 

7. [Brain] Is the candidate’s intelligence questioned or attacked?  

 This includes references to their mind, are they smart or stupid, or 

ignorant. Include words like “idiot.” Try to differentiate between when 

they’re attacking a candidate’s ability to do their job, if that’s the case then 

code for “competence” instead. 

 Example: “ThomTillis The real problem is right wing #GOP 

#EXTREMISTS like u who have ruined #NC and set us back 50 years 

with #GOP idiotic policies.” 

 “Idiotic” codes this as brain, while extremists and attacking 

policies also codes this competence.  

8. [Silence] Is the candidate attacked for speaking, e.g. are they told to be shut 

up or be quiet?  

 Include mentions to be quiet or shut up, stop talking, “you don’t know 

what you’re talking about.” Attempts to shut the conversation down, e.g. 

“stop lying” counts. Also pejoratives for speaking such as “whining” and 

“bitching,” count here. 

9. [Femininity] Is the candidate’s femininity questioned or attacked? 

 Femininity as traditionally defined—soft, nice, motherly, quiet, physical 

appearance and attractiveness. Are women deemed too soft or too hard? 

References to physical appearance including words like “Barbie” count.  

 Is the female candidate told they or their performance is “weak” or “not 

strong enough.” This doesn’t mean “no wonder NH has the weakest 

economy,” but is specific towards the candidate or their 

campaign/family/etc., as in “your debate performance was weak.”  

 Are they told they aren’t ladylike or a real woman (e.g. “as a woman, you 

should be ashamed!”) (will sometimes mirror a gender attack) 

10. [Competence] Is the candidate’s ability to do their job questioned or 

attacked?  

 This is really about their ability to govern and do their job, run their 

campaign. Are their policies or voting record attacked? “failing” to do 

something right, or they’ll be “worse” for the state. 

 Examples: 

 “Mitch, you don't vote for US in DC. U consistently vote against 

the middle class, against Veterans, against equal pay. Hypocrite.” 
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 “*cough*bullshit*cough*U didn't implement Obamacare here and 

U failed to leverage ins companies to lower rates. Cost WI $1k 

pp.” 

 “voter ID is FREE. To call it a poll tax is a joke-much like your 

juvenile, sad, disingenuous campaign.” 

 “you're  scum. I'm sure you'll be worse than that fool perry. This is 

coming from a guy who voted for bush.” 
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