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On December 22, 2006 just after 4 PM, General Motors Chairman Bob Lutz did not need 

to issue a press release to air his feelings to the public.  Instead, he posted another GM Fastlane 

Blog entry.  He began his entry by offering ÒseasonÕs greetings.Ó  However, he quickly moved on 

to complain about the possible legislation of more strict fuel economy standards on the cars 

produced by his company (Lutz, 2006).  Just two hours later, ÒJoe D. ClevelandÓ (who appeared 

to be an average GM customer in Ohio) posted his personal response to Mr. Lutz in the 

ÒcommentsÓ section of the GM site: 

I completely agree with you, Bob. If consumers want cars that consume mass quantities 

of dinosaur bones, the govt. shouldn't be the ones telling us not to. The green peace cry 

babies have done enough to weaken our country [. . .] I wish our govt. would stop 

medling in stupid stuff like that and get on with serious terrorist a**  kicking. (Cleveland, 

2006) 
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With the development of network communication technologies, new avenues for 

communication between the leaders of American corporate institutions and everyday customers 

have emerged.  In what seems like more than luck, Bob and Joe publicly agreed that the 

government should not legislate a reduction in dangerous emissions from cars.  This enactment 

of consensus between institutional authority and a vernacular supporter was made possible by the 

new communication technologies generally termed Òblogs.Ó 

Heralded as marking a new era of Òparticipatory culture,Ó the number of webpages 

considered ÒblogsÓ has exploded (Jenkins 2006).  In July of 2002, 3% of internet users reported 

having their own blog.  By November of 2005, that number had jumped to 10%.  At that time, 

27% read other peopleÕs blogs and 19% of teenage internet users maintained their own blogs 

(Pew 2005; Lenhart 2005).  Meanwhile, it has been estimated that 70,000 new blogs and about 

700,000 new posts to existing blogs are appearing everyday (Technorati Data 2006).   

For individuals, participatory websites like blogs offer the opportunity to communicate 

both with institutional representatives and a potentially very wide audience of other site users.  

For institutions, adding participatory components to their online media is a way to access a sort 

of vernacular appeal.  Michael Wiley, Director of New Media for General Motors, described his 

move to create blog content saying: ÒÔIt's very similar to media relations, but it's a little more 

grass rootsÕÓ (cited in Story 2005, 4).  Seeking this Ògrass rootsÓ ethos, commercial interests 

commingle their authority with that of the vernacular voice.  

As David Croteau has recently noted, the emergence of ÒÔself-producedÕ mediaÓ has 

created both new opportunities and new problems for researchers of rhetoric and communication 

(2006).  One of those challenges is thrown into relief in cases where a powerful business or 

political institution deploys a participatory form to create the appearance of popular support.  
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The ability of the surrounding community to post comments and thus create content on an 

institutionally authorized website troubles any set conception of single authorship for blog texts. 

If the content of participatory media is generated by multiple actors, who is to be held 

responsible for the claims made in such media?  What or whose agency is dominant in any given 

communication?  Where does an ÒofficialÓ text end and a vernacular text begin?  Are vernacular 

actors empowered or disempowered by these new kinds of media relationships?  In cases like 

that of GM Fastlane Blog, is voice given to an authentic vernacular or are such voices merely 

being co-opted to the ends of a hegemonic power? 

The answers to these questions are still emerging, and this ambiguity calls for a new 

conception of what constitutes vernacular discourse in online media.  This paper argues that 

participatory media such as the GM Fastlane Blog must be considered the sites of emergent 

communication processes.  When agents in those processes figure themselves as alternate to 

institutions, the vernacular emerges in discourse.  As a common form of participatory media, 

blogs encourage such alterity by offering the opportunity for multiple agencies to converge at a 

single network location.  Not just a textual pastiche, these new technologies form the network 

locations where multiple agencies converge.  Here, institutional and vernacular voices evoke 

each other in an ancient dialectic, and out of this dialectic, a vernacular web of discourse 

emerges. 

Institutional Grounds 

Culture critics have long recognized that mass media often serves the interests of 

institutions instead of local communities (Adorno and Horkheimer 1992; Habermas 1992; 

Marcuse 1964; Marx 1998).  Old media (like newspapers, TV, or commercial music recordings) 

are typically thought of as centrally produced and discrete commercial objects that are sent 
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outward.  In the public sphere, these objects become Òmass culture.Ó  Conceived in this way, 

mass mediated objects are understood as having a limited ability to interact with the dynamic 

processes of lived experience.  As a result, they lack the ability to express the interests of the 

more local communities where vernacular discourse is typically thought to occur.   

Participatory websites however, have the potential to be more vernacular than static 

objects because they offer the locations for ongoing interactions in which vernacular voices can 

be heard.  At the same time, the communications in these locations are typically created, 

maintained, and funded by institutional agents.  As a result, the discourse that emerges from 

these websites is a hybrid between vernacular and institutional interests.  Imagined as hybrid, 

these communication processes give rise to what postcolonial culture critics Arjun Appadurai 

and Carol Breckenridge have termed Òzones of contestationÓ where Ònational, mass, and folk 

culture provide both mill and grist for one anotherÓ (1995).  These zones are the domain of the 

vernacular. 

In 1995, Kent Ono and John Sloop called for critics to explore vernacular discourse that 

Òresonates within and from historically oppressed communitiesÓ (20).  However, they recognized 

that though the vernacular is necessarily alternate to institutional discourse, it is not merely 

reactive to institutions.  The vernacular also enacts a shared identity by asserting itself in 

discourse.  They noted that:  Òvernacular discourse does not exist only as counter-hegemonic, but 

also as affirmative, articulating a sense of community that does not function solely as 

oppositional to dominant ideologiesÓ (1995, 22).  To articulate this sense of community, 

vernacular discourse often co-opts and deploys elements of the dominant culture.  Such 

discourse, Òcannot be examined as bits and pieces of hegemonic discourse itself but, instead, 
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should be analyzed as a whole new hybridÓ (40).  In this sense, the text is hybrid but the agency 

that produced it is wholly vernacular. 

Emphasizing this communal expression, Gerard Hauser articulated an alternate view of 

the vernacular in his 1999 Vernacular Voices.  He argued that, ÒPublics are emergences 

manifested through vernacular rhetoricÓ (14).  This ÒvernacularÓ is the dialogic force of the 

community.  This force emerges in what Hauser calls in the Òmundane transactions of words and 

gestures that allow us to negotiate our way through our quotidian encounters.Ó  Differentiating 

them from formal public speaking, he argues:  ÒThey are not formal exchanges of the podium; 

they are vernacular expressions of who we are, what we need and hope for, what we are willing 

to accept, and our commitment to reciprocityÓ (1999, 11).   

Whether imagined as the product of a generalized ÒpublicÓ or as the specifically 

subordinated discourse of specific local communities, these accounts of the vernacular hinge on 

its distinction from the institutional.  The vernacular comes into meaning as a result of its ability 

to be rendered distinct from that to which it is a subordinate.  As a result, it can never be a 

complete counter agency because it relies on the institutional to stand dialectically prior to its 

alternate meaning.   

The institutional authorizes the vernacular in the sense that all vernacularity relies on the 

institutional to create the grounds for the vernacular to enact its distinction.  In cases of a 

vernacular voice on an institutional website, this economy of empowerment and subordination is 

rendered literal as the institutional creates the network location (the ÒgroundsÓ) from where the 

vernacular voice can be heard.  In this sense, the communication processes that emerge at such 

locations are hybrids of, at least, vernacular and institutional agencies. 
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Hybr idity and The Vernacular 

A community creates meaning through the engagement of continuities when those 

continuities are locally recognized as distinct from a larger more generalized dominant 

community (Fine 1979).  Because internet communication is both persistent and located, 

imagining the vernacular as an ongoing process of community perception recognizes its potential 

for transformation (Howard 2005a and 2005b).  Imagining what is vernacular about such 

processes necessitates an acceptance that the potential for transformation made possible on the 

vernacular web is necessarily a product of the vernacularÕs hybrid nature (Howard 2008).  While 

some scholars have located this sort of hybridity as a place of resistance, others have expressed 

concern about the implications of imagining cultural forms as ÒhybridÓ (Bhabha 1994; Young 

1995).  Reconsidering the ancient complex of meanings surrounding hybridity and the vernacular 

sheds light on the subordination that is a necessary component to the partial empowerment of the 

vernacular voice.  

In Roman society, most slaves were seized during wars, in the suppression of colonial 

insurrections, or even outright piracy.  The vast majority of these slaves did not speak the 

institutional language.  Since any person born to a slave woman (regardless of the social position 

of the father) was automatically a slave, female slaves were encouraged to have children to 

increase the masterÕs slave stock (Bradley 1987, 42).  These verna became more valuable than 

their mothers because they were native speakers of the institutional language and could be 

trained in less common skills.  Subordinated in relation to the institutions, their access to its 

languages made them more powerful than the average slave.  Unlike their masters, however, they 

were typically also native speakers of their own cultural languages.  In this sense, they were 

hybrid. 
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The Latin term hibrida was closely related to verna.  Not necessarily referring to a slave, 

it suggested an individual with parents from two different ethnic backgrounds.  In particular, the 

term was applied to individuals who acted in Roman institutions but were not of Roman birth 

(see Pliny the Elder 1885, 2346).  In its most ancient meaning however, hibrida referred to the 

offspring of a domesticated sow and a wild boar.  The boar was emblematic of a masculine ideal 

in Rome.  Considered a dangerous and worthy adversary, it was the most prized and respected 

animal of the hunt (see Xenophon 1968, 429ff).  While the authentically Roman was seen as 

civilizing its vernacular counterpart, the non-institutional had access to an alternate power. 

The verna was perceived as only partially ÒtameÓ by her or his institutions.  That 

wildness was wild precisely because it granted access to something outside of the institutions.  

That non-institutional access came to be seen as a source of power that could be introduced into 

the discourse of Roman politics by the hybrid verna.  In one of its earliest know uses to describe 

expressive human behavior in this sense, Cicero suggested that the vernacular was a source of 

persuasive rhetorical power.  In Brutus, he wrote of the ÒvernacularÓ as an Òindescribable flavorÓ 

that rendered a particular speaker effective (Cicero 1971, 147).   

Linked to participation in a particular community, Cicero understood the vernacular as 

alternate to the institutional elements of persuasive communication codified in textbooks.  Unlike 

the arts of oratory, the vernacular existed and was learned outside of formal Roman education.  

The power of the non-institutional aspect of the verna was seen as powerful by institutional 

Rome precisely because it was able to act both in institutional modes of communication, and 

because it had access to something beyond the control of those institutional powers.  This hybrid 

nature requires the vernacular participate in the institutional norms that subordinate it.  At the 
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cost of this subordination, the vernacular is partially empowered because it holds open the 

potential to introduce something other than the institutional into that institutional realm.  

Multiplicity of the Vernacular 

In studies of new media, Mia Consalvo has documented how network technologies can 

engender communication that contests institutional power (Consalvo 2003).  Examples of 

contesting agencies abound on the vernacular web.  The so-called ÒRather GateÓ scandal pitted 

the authority of bloggers against claims made by Dan Rather of CBS news.  More everyday 

examples can be found on a website devoted to the stories of individuals who have been fired for 

keeping blogs critical of their companies or a site claiming to be authored by a wolf disgruntled 

about the portrayal of wolves as ÒterroristsÓ in a George W. Bush campaign ad (Pope 2004; 

Alpha Frank 2004).  These examples readily show how the vernacular has been empowered by 

internet media to express agency distinct from the institutional.  

As the sublimated member of the pair however, the vernacular is often not explicitly 

heard in the institutional.  This is because establishing institutional authority for a claim enacts 

what Mikel Bakhtin called the Òcentripetal forceÓ of monologic discourse.  Claims to 

institutional authority press discourse inward toward a single central authorizing agent.  In so 

doing, they limit the heteroglossia characteristic of more dialogic discourse  

The vernacular, on the other hand, typically renders itself meaningful by enacting 

Òcentrifugal forceÓ (Bakhtin 1982, 666ff).  Though not necessarily in opposition to the 

institutional, the vernacular emphasizes alternatives to the single authority of an institution.  At 

the very least, it emphasizes two different authorities:  that which is institutional and that which 

is not.  Seeking alternatives to the institution, the vernacular often opens authority to the 

heteroglossia of the community.   
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To different degrees, all participatory web-based media open themselves to this 

community authority though features like message boards, comments sections, chat rooms, and 

other locations where individuals can co-produce web content.  So doing, they incorporate 

centrifugal force in a very real way.  Even the creation of a typical web-link is dialogic because it 

allows the user to interact across multiple other communicators (Foot and Schneider 2006, 37ff; 

Mitra 1999).  Emphasizing these alternates to singular authority, participatory media do not just 

facilitate the creation of hybrid texts.  Instead, the communication processes that emerge at their 

network locations can be seen as the ongoing confluence of multiple agencies.  While some 

actors in these processes may be institutionally authorized, the multiplicity of agents opens them 

to a dialogic hybridity.  So doing, the very forms of participatory media invoke alternates to the 

institutional.  So doing, they enact the ancient dialectic of the vernacular. 

The Vernacular Web 

Because the vernacular emerges only as agents render their authority alternate to the 

institutional, it is necessarily hybrid.  When it invokes this hybrid nature, it also imagines the 

institutional power to which it is subordinated.  In this dialectical process, a vernacular web of 

discourse emerges between network locations where multiple agencies converge.  Conceiving of 

a vernacular web of multiple agencies moving through ongoing communication processes can 

help researchers better account for the multiple and even conflicting interests that now emerge 

hopelessly intertwined in participatory media.   

In such a web, agency can imagined as a force moving through communication 

technologies.  So conceived, such agency must also move through the real human connections 

made by individuals who visit more than one site in that web of technology.  Serving as an 
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example of such node switching, a heated debate erupted about Bob LutzÕs Òholiday greetingsÓ 

post from the GM Fastlane Blog at an unaffiliated network site called Autoblog.com. 

Autoblog.com is just one of many outlets for the vernacular voice to comment about GM 

and Bob Lutz.  On another car blog, The Truth About Cars, staff writer Robert Farago posted an 

editorial on LutzÕs the now infamous Òholiday rant.Ó  Number 105 in his ÒGM Death WatchÓ 

series of posts, Farago attacked Lutz calling him Òan idiot.Ó  A user in FaragoÕs audience then 

posted a comment to ÒGM Death Watch 105Ó writing, ÒI think itÕs beneath you to resort to name 

calling.  You can certainly say his position is idiotic.  I just donÕt want this to become like 

Autoblog, where it seems like the inmates run the asylumÓ (Farago 2006).  Here, three car-

oriented blogs are linked not just through technologies.  They are also linked through the real 

voices and minds of individuals.  In this way, the vernacular web does not just extend across 

network locations but also through real individuals to powerful institutions like that of General 

Motors. 

In another era, GM might have hoped to silence dissent by simply not publishing contrary 

claims in its newsletters or corporate statements.  Institutional power could have been deployed 

to silence the media outlets that gave voice to the vernacular.  Today, however, the dispersed 

nature of this discursive web seems to be offering many redundant avenues for alternate voices 

to emerge.  In the participatory processes of the web, vernacularity can pick and choose its own 

moments of kairos.  At locations as diverse as The Truth about Cars or The GM Fastlane Blog, 

zones of contestation can emerge out of those moments to create a vernacular web of agency 

moving through multiple network sites.  In that flow, the possibility for transformation is held 

open.   
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