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On December 22,2006jug after 4 PM, General Motors Charman Bob Lutz did not need
toissueapressreleaseto air hisfedingsto thepulic. Ingead, hepoded another GM Fastlane
Blog entry. He began his entry by offering Geason® greetingsO However, he quickly moved on
to complain aboutthe possible legidation of more strict fud econony standadsonthecars
produced by his company (Lutz, 2006. Jug two hours later, Qoe D. ClevelandQ(who appeared
to bean average GM cugomer in Ohio) poded his pesond respon® to Mr. Lutz inthe
Q@ommentsOsection of the GM site:

| completely agree with you, Bob. If consumers want cars tha consume mass quantities

of dinosaur bones, thegovt shouldn'tbetheonestelling usnotto. The green peace cry

babies have doneenoughto weaken our county [. . .] | wish owr govt would stop
medling in stupid stuff like that and ge&t onwith seriousterrorist a** kicking. (Cleveland,

2006)
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With the development of network communication technologies, new avenues for
communication between theleaders of American corporate ingitutionsand everyday cusomers
have emerged. In wha seems like more than luck, Bob and Joe publicly agreed tha the
govenment should notlegidate aredudionin dangerousemissionsfrom cars. This enactment
of conenausbetween inditutiond authority and avernacular suppoter was made possible by the
new communication technologies generally termed (hlogsO

Heralded as marking a new era of Qoaticipaory culture,Othe number of webpages
congdered hlogHhas exploded (Jenkins2006) In July of 2002,3% of internet users reported
having thar own blog. By November of 2005,tha nunber had jumped to 10% At tha time,
27%read other people® blogsand 19% of teenageinternet users maintained ther own blogs
(Pew 2005;Lenhat 2005. Meanwhile, it has been estimated tha 70,000new blogsand about
700000new podsto existing blogsare appearing everyday (Technorati Data 2006)

For individuds, participaory webdtes like blogsoffer the oppotunity to communicate
both with inditutiond representatives and a potentially very wideaudience of othe site users.
For ingitutions adding participatory components to thar oninemediais away to access a sort
of vernacular appeal. Michael Wiley, Director of New Mediafor General Motors, described his
moveto create blog content saying: Gdt's very similar to mediarelations butit's alittle more
grass roots@(cited in Story 2005,4). Seeking this Qyrass rootsOethos commercial interests
commingle ther authority with that of the vernacular voice.

As David Croteau has recently noted, the emergence of G3elf-producedOmediaOhas
created both new oppotunities and new problemsfor researchers of rhetoric and communication
(2006) Oneof those chdlengesisthrown into relief in cases where a powerful busness or

political inditution deploysaparticipaory form to create the appearance of populr suppot.



Howard, (Hybrid Agencies on the Vernacular WebQ 3

Theability of the surrounding community to pog comments and thuscreate content onan
inditutiondly authornzed webgte troubles any set conaeption of single authorship for blog texts.

If thecontent of participaory mediais generated by multiple actors, whoisto behdd
responsble for the claims madein such media? Wha or whose agency isdominantin any given
communication? Where does an fficial Otext end and a vernacular text begin? Are vernacular
actors empowered or disesmpowered by these new kindsof mediarelationips? In caseslike
tha of GM Fastlane Blog, 1sVvoice given to an authentic vernacular or are such voices merely
beng co-opted to the endsof a hegemonic power?

Theanswversto these questionsare still emerging, and this ambiguity callsfor anew
conception of what conditutes vernacular discourse in onlinemedia. This pgoe argues tha
paticipaory media such asthe GM Fastlane Blog mug be consdered the sites of emergent
communication processes. When agentsin those processes figure themselves as alternae to
inditutions thevernacular emergesin discourse. Asacommon form of paticipatory media,
blogsencourage such alterity by offering the oppatunity for multiple agendesto convegeat a
single nawork location. Not jug atextud pastiche, these new technologies form the network
locationswhere multiple agendes convage Here, ingitutiond and vernacular voices evoke
each other in an andent dialectic, and out of this dialectic, a vernacular web of discourse

emerges.

Institutional Grounds

Culture critics have longrecognized tha mass media often serves theinterests of
ingitutionsingead of local communities (Adomo and Horkhemer 1992;Habermas 1992;
Marcuse 1964;Marx 1998) Old media(like newspgoers, TV, or commercial mudgc recordings

are typically thoughtof as centraly produced and discrete commercia objects that are sent



Howard, (Hybrid Agencies on the Vernacular WebQ 4

outward. Inthepublic sphee, these objects become Onass culture.O Conceived in this way,
mass mediated objects are undestood as having a limited ability to interact with the dynamic
processes of lived experience. Asaresult, they lack the ability to express theinterests of the
more local communities where vernacular discourse istypically thoughtto occur.

Participaory webdtes however, have the potential to be more vernacular than static
objects because they offer thelocationsfor ongoing interactionsin which vernacular voices can
beheard. At thesame time, the communicationsin these locationsare typically created,
maintained, and funded by ingitutiond agents. Asaresult, thediscourse tha emergesfrom
these webgtesis a hybrid between vernacular and ingitutiond interests. Imagined as hybrid,
these communication processes give rise to wha pogcolonial culture critics Arjun Appalurai
and Carol Breckenridgehave termed (rones of contestationOwhere Qhaiond, mass, and folk
culture provide both mill and grist for oneanotherO(1995) These zones are the domein of the
vernacular.

In 1995,Kent Ono and John Sloopcalled for critics to explore vernacular discourse that
Qesonaes within and from historically oppressed communitiesO(20). However, they recognized
tha thoughthevernacular is necessarily alternate to inditutiond discourse, it is notmerely
reactive to inditutions Thevernacular also enacts a shared identity by asserting itself in
discourse. They noted tha: Qrernacular discourse does not exist only as counter-hegemonic, but
also as affirmative, articulating a sense of community tha does notfundion solely as
oppostiond to dominant ideologiesO(1995,22). To articulate this sense of community,
vernacular discourse often co-opts and deploys elements of thedominant culture. Such

discourse, @anna be examined as bits and pieces of hegemonic discourse itself but, instead,
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should be andyzed as awhole new hybrid®&(40). In this sense, thetext is hybrid buttheagency
tha produced it iswholly vernacular.

Emphasizing this commund expression, Gerard Hauser articulated an alternae view of
thevernacular in his 1999 Vernacular Voices. He arguad tha, QPublics are emergences
manifested throughvernacular rhetoricO(14). This QrernacularOis the dial ogic force of the
community. Thisforce emergesin wha Hauser callsin the Gnundane transactionsof wordsand
gestures tha alow usto negotiate our way throughour quoidian encounters.O Differentiating
them fromformal public spesking, heargues: Orhey are notformal exchanges of the podium;
they are vernacular expressionsof who we are, what we need and hopefor, what we are willing
to accept, and our commitment to reciprocityO(1999, 11).

Whether imagined as the produd of a generalized QoublicOor as the specifically
subordinated discourse of specific local communities, these accounts of thevernacular hingeon
itsdistinction fromtheingitutiond. Thevernacular comesinto meaning as aresult of its ability
to berendeaed distina from that to which it isa subodinae. Asaresult, it can never bea
complete counter agency because it relies ontheinstitutiond to stand dialectically prior to its
alternae meaning.

Theingitutiond authorizes thevernacular in thesense tha all vernacularity reliesonthe
ingitutiond to create the groundsfor thevernacular to enact its distinction. In cases of a
vernacular voice on an inditutiond webgte, this econony of empowerment and subordinaionis
rendeed litera astheingitutiond creates the network location (the @round€) fromwhere the
vernacular voice can be heard. Inthis sense, the communication processes tha emerge at such

locationsare hybridsof, at least, vernacular and institutiond agendes.
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Hybridity and The Vernacular

A community creates meaning throughthe engagement of continuities when those
continuities are locally recognized as distinct fromalarger more generalized domnant
community (Fine1979) Because internet communication is both persistent and located,
imagining the vernacular as an ongong process of community perception recognizes its potential
for trandormation (Howard 2005aand 2005b) Imagining what is vernacular aboutsuch
processes necessitates an acceptance that the potentia for trandormation made possible onthe
vernacular web is necessarily a product of thevernacular@ hybrid nature (Howard 2008) While
some scholars have located this sort of hybridity as a place of resistance, others have expressed
concern abouttheimplicationsof imagining cultural forms as GhybridO(Bhabha1994;Y oung
1995) Reconsdering theandent complex of meaningssurrounding hybndity and the vernacular
shedslight on the subodinaionthat is anecessary component to the partial empowerment of the
vernacular voice.

In Roman sodety, mog daves were seized duningwars, in the suppression of colonia
insurrections or even outright piracy. Thevast mgority of these daves did not speak the
inditutiond language  Since any person bom to asave woman (regardless of thesodal postion
of thefather) was automatically a dave, female daves were encouraged to have children to
increase the master® dave stock (Bradley 1987,42). These verna became more valuable than
ther mothers because they were naive speakers of theingitutiond languaye and could be
trained in less common skills. Subordinaed in relation to theingitutions thar accessto its
languayes made them more powerful than the averagedave. Unlike ther masters, however, they
were typically also naive speakers of thar own cultural languages. In this sense, they were

hybrid.
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TheLatinterm hibrida was closly related to verna. Not necessarily referringto adave,
it suggested an individud with parents from two different ethnic backgrounds In particular, the
term was applied to individuds who acted in Roman ingitutionsbut were not of Roman birth
(see Pliny the Elder 1885,2346) In its mos andent meaning however, hibridareferred to the
offspring of adomesticated sow and awild boa. Theboa was emblematic of amasculineidesl
in Rome. Congdered adangeaousand worthy adversary, it was the mos prized and respected
animal of thehunt(see Xenophon1968,429f). While the authentically Roman was seen as
civilizingits vernacular counerpat, the noninditutiond had access to an alternae power.

Thevernawas perceived as only patially QameOby her or hisinditutions Tha
wildness was wild precisely because it granted access to something outside of theinditutions
Tha norrinditutiond access came to be seen as a source of power tha could beintroduced into
thediscourse of Roman politics by the hybrid verna. In oneof its earliest know uses to describe
expressive human behavior in this sense, Cicero suggested tha the vernacular was a source of
persuasive rhetorical power. In Brutus, hewrote of the QrernacularOas an Gndescribable flavorO
tha rendeed a particular spesker effective (Cicero 1971,147).

Linked to paticipaionin a particular community, Cicero undestoodthe vernacular as
dternate to theingitutiond elements of persuasive communication codified in textbooks Unlike
thearts of oratory, thevernacular existed and was learned outside of formal Roman education.
Thepower of thenorringditutiond aspect of the vernawas seen as powerful by ingitutiond
Rome precisely because it was able to act both in ingitutiond modes of communication, and
because it had access to something beyondthe control of those ingitutiond powers. This hybrid

nature requires thevernacular patticipae in theingitutiond normstha subodinaeit. Atthe
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cog of thissubordinaion, thevernacular is patially empowered because it holdsopen the

potential to introduce something other than theingitutiond into tha inditutiond realm.

Multiplicity of the Vernacular

In studies of new media, Mia Consalvo has doaumented how network technologies can
engenda communication tha contestsingitutiond power (Consalvo 2003) Examples of
contesting agendes aboundon the vernacular web. Theso-called (Rather GateOscandd pitted
theauthority of blogges agand claims made by Dan Rather of CBS news. More everyday
examples can befoundon awebste devoted to the stories of individuds who have been fired for
keeping blogscritical of thaer companies or asite claming to beauthored by awolf disgrunted
abouttheportrayal of wolves as QerroristsOin a George W. Bush campaign ad (Pope2004;
AlphaFrank 2004. These examples readily show how the vernacular has been empowered by
internet media to express agency distinct fromthe inditutiond.

Asthesublimated member of the par however, the vernacular is often not explicitly
heard in theingitutiond. Thisisbecause establishing ingitutiond authority for aclaim enacts
wha Mikel Bakhtin called the Gentripetal forceOof monologic discourse. Claimsto
inditutiond authority press discourse inward toward a single central authorizingagent. In so
doing, they limit the heteroglossia characteristic of more dialogic discourse

Thevernacular, ontheother hand, typically rendasitself meaningful by enacting
Qentrifugd forceQ(Bakhtin 1982,666f). Thoughnot necessarily in oppostionto the
inditutiond, thevernacular emphasizes alterndives to thesingle authority of an inditution. At
thevery least, it emphasizes two different authonties. tha which isinditutiond and tha which
isnot Seeking alterndivesto theinditution, the vernacular often opensauthority to the

heteroglossia of the community.
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To different degrees, all participaory web-based media open themselvesto this
community authority thoughfeatures like message boads, comments sections cha rooms, and
other locationswhere individuds can co-produe web content. So doing, they incorporate
centrifugd force in avery real way. Even thecreation of atypical web-link is dialogic because it
allowstheuser to interact across multiple othe communicators (Foot and Schnade 2006,371f;
Mitra1999) Emphasizingthese alternaes to singular authority, participaory mediado notjus
facilitate the creation of hybrid texts. Ingead, thecommunication processes that emerge at thar
network locationscan be seen as the ongong confluence of multiple agendes. While some
actors in these processes may beingitutiondly authorized, the multiplicity of agents opensthem
to adialogic hybridity. So doing, thevery forms of participaory mediainvokeaternaesto the

ingitutiond. So doing, they enact the andent dialectic of the vernacular.

The Vernacular Web

Because the vernacular emerges only as agents rende thar authornity alternae to the
ingitutiond, it is necessarily hybrid. When it invokes this hybrid naure, it aso imaginesthe
ingitutiond power to which it is subodinated. In thisdialectical process, avernacular web of
discourse emerges between network locationswhere multiple agendes convage Concalving of
avernacular web of multiple agendes moving throughongong communication processes can
hdp researchers better accountfor the multiple and even conflicting interests tha now emerge
hopdesdy intertwined in paticipatory media

In such aweb, agency can imagined as aforce moving throughcommunication
technologies. So conaeived, such agency mug also movethroughthereal human connections

made by individuds who visit more than onesite in tha web of technology. Serving asan
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example of such nodeswitching, a hested debate erupted about Bob Lutz& holiday greetingd
pos fromthe GM Fastlane Blog a an undfiliated network site called Autoblog.com.

Autoblog.com isjust oneof many outlets for the vernacular voice to comment aboutGM
and Bob Lutz. On another car blog, The Truth About Cars, staff writer Robeat Farago poded an
editoria on Lutz@ the now infamousoliday rant.O Number 105in his GGM Death WatchO
series of pogs, Farago attacked Lutz calling him Gin idiot.O A user in Farago® audience then
poged acomment to GBM Death Watch 105Qwriting, Q think it® benesth youto resort to name
caling. Youcan certainly say his postionisidiotic. | just don®want this to become like
Autoblog, where it seems like theinmates run the asylumO(Farago 2006. Here, three car-
oriented blogsare linked notjus throughtechnologies. They are also linked throughtheredl
voices and mindsof individuds. Inthisway, the vernacular web does not jug extend across
network locationsbut also throughreal individuds to powerful ingitutionslike that of General
Motors.

In another era, GM might have hopel to silence dissent by ssimply not publishing contrary
clamsin its newdetters or corporate statements. Ingditutiond power could have been deployed
to silence the media outlets tha gave voice to thevernacular. Today, however, thedispersed
nature of this discursive web seems to be offering many redundant avenues for aternae voices
to emerge Inthepaticipaory processes of theweb, vernacularity can pick and choo% its own
moments of kairos At locationsas 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 throughmultiple network sites. Intha flow, the possibility for trandormationis hdd

open.
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