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Oana CRUSMAC*

The Social Representation of Feminism within the
On-line Movement “Women Against Feminism”

Abstract
The present paper aims to analyse the social representation of feminism within the “Women Against
Feminism” (WAF) on-line movement that is based on a shared blog which gained significant coverage
in the U.S. and U.K. media since the summer of 2014. Using the method of quantitative content analysis
and the insights provided by social representations theory, the paper will disclose what lies behind the concept of ‘feminism’ for the group embracing the WAF movement and also aims to find whether the members of this on-line community can be described as postfeminists. The article will conclude that the social
representation of feminism within the WAF on-line movement is not based on a lack of information, but
rather on a stereotypical understanding of the concept and on a non-nuanced perspective upon the history of feminism and its current developments (in particular the difference between post-feminism and thrid
wave feminism). Moreover, similar arguments raised against feminism have been also drawn in the past,
WAF sharing similar arguments with the ‘80s media backlash against feminsim.
Keywords: feminism, social representations theory, Women Against Feminism.

Introduction
The present paper addresses the social representation of feminism as it is depicted on the
website Women Against Feminism, a blog which appeared in July 2013 and whose popularity increased overwhelmingly since July 2014, when it ceased to be a simple personal website
and became a movement in the on-line medium. Thus, the website started receiving materials
from its fans that have been posted on the website. The materials consisted of ‘selfie’ pictures
in which the fans (all women) justified their opinion against feminism by holding up handmade
placards that started with the statement “I don’t need feminism because”. In the summer of 2014,
the website became extremely popular also on social media platforms – it gathered over 40,000
fans on Facebook, it became present on Twitter and it was listed as a subject on Wikipedia.
Moreover, its popularity was fuelled by the criticisms issued by international magazines and
news websites, as well as by feminist activists and academics. In the United States, feminism
was resurrected in the mass-media after some of the most popular icons of the music industry
* National University of Political Studies and Public Administration, Bucharest, Romania. E-mail:
oana.crusmac@yahoo.com.
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declared themselves feminists and have included in their videos and lyrics direct links to feminism. The result of this mass dissemination initiated by pop culture, spread mostly in the online medium, was the comeback of the debate on the term ‘feminism’. The website included
in this analysis represents one of the aftermaths of this comeback.
Using the theoretical framework of the theory of social representations, this paper tries to
offer a more comprehensive view on the growing on-line movement Women Against Feminism. I have chosen to use this theoretical framework as the movement has drawn the attention of various international newspapers which have criticised how the WAF supporters
understand the notion of feminism. Content analysis, the employed research method, allowed
me to identify both the frequency of specific meanings attributed to feminism by the analysed
group, as well as the relationship between these meanings.
The main objective of this research is to illustrate what lies behind feminism’s vehement
rejection by the analysed group and whether this rejection is linked to a specific understanding of the history and concept of feminism. The secondary objective is to investigate whether
we can classify this movement as an outcome of the tensions between post-feminism and
third wave feminism. Given the fact that the last two approaches are contemporary and that
mass-media tends to endorse fragmented aspects of each approach, feminism ends up being
portrayed as a highly controversial and unclear concept.
The paper will be split into three main parts. The first part introduces the theory of social
representations: it investigates the relation between social representations and communication through negotiation and conflict, and it also presents the role of individual identity, group
membership, and cognitive polyphasia. Here I will proceed with a synthesis of the most important contributions and of the contradictions and discussion on the theory of social representations. The second part focuses on the methodology and the data obtained: the frequency
of some terms associated with feminism in the studied group and also the contingency matrix. The third section briefly presents the evolution of the feminist movement, the differences between third wave feminism and post-feminism, and explores the social representation
of feminism within the analysed group.

I. Social representations: history and characteristics
I chose to use the framework of the theory of social representation to better understand
how social representations are formed, what is the role an academic understanding on a term
can have on the mainstream understanding of this term and how (or if) mass-media (or new
forms of media) can have a higher influence on the mainstream meaning of a concept, despite the original meaning of this concept.
The term ‘social representation’ first appeared in 1961 and was coined by Serge Moscovici. With this concept, the author tried to study the relationship between collective representations, and common and scientific knowledge. Moscovici was the first to conduct an
empirical study on social representations, in his 1961 paper on the social representation of
psychoanalysis.
Social Representations Theory (SRT) started from the concept of ‘collective representations’ developed by Durkheim in 1898 which stated that representations are external and do
not belong to the individual but to the community to which he belongs. The terminological
nuance between the two types of representations is not the aspect that determines the differ-
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ences between the two approaches because in the XIX century the word ‘collective’ was often used instead of ‘social’ (Moscovici in Moscovici & Markova, 1998, p. 401). The difference does not lie in their name, but in the claims of each theory. The critics of collective
representations stress that Durkheim’s theory is deficient because it appeals to a high degree
of generality and ignores the fragmentation and heterogeneity of society. As such, collective
representations theory does not constitute a realistic approach as it considers society as a uniform whole, whereas society is, in fact, “a plurality of dynamic systems of knowledge which
creates a continuum of different representations, extremely unstable and different from one
group to another” (Howarth in Deac, 2008, p. 18).
Moscovici’s main objection to the theory of collective representations is that the latter is
too static and under-equipped to understand contemporary society (Hoijer, 2011, p. 4) – where
individuals can also contribute to the formation of representations. Social representations, on
the other hand, are not a static concept, they are not simple reflections or reproductions of an
external reality, on the contrary: their meaning is formed and consolidated through negotiation processes, which implies the coexistence of representations which are competing which
each other or which are contradictory – within the same group, within a culture or within a
person (Voelklein & Howarth, 2005, p. 433). Furthermore, Durkheim considered that collective representations are produced by a sole source of authority which is persistent to change
and has the purpose of uniting societies (Voelklein & Howarth, 2005, p. 433). Moscovici distances himself from this approach and considers that social homogeneity is not a realistic depiction of society, underling the plurality of the representations encountered in a group.
While the theory of collective representations stated representations are the result of the
macro-social system and not the sum of individual representations, SRT endorses this principle only as applied to the group level (Raudsepp, 2005, p. 458). Another essential difference among the two approaches is the fact that Durkheim saw collective representations as
rational, whereas Moscovici considers that the relationship between thought and emotion
constitute the foundation of social representations. For the latter “society is not a source of
information but of meaning” (Moscovici in Joffe, 1998, p. 31). Moreover, Moscovici considered that the dynamic aspect of social representations – their power of generating actions –
is due mostly to their relation with their collective passions and beliefs.
Within SRT, individuals are presented as members of social groups and this is the reason
why social phenomena cannot be reduced to an individual level. Therefore, social representations are not the sum of individual minds, but a reflection of the social processes which
take place between the members of a social unit (Raudsepp, 2005, p. 458). Wagner underlines the central role that the social representations grant to groups and not to the world in
general: “social representations belong to the ‘tamed world’” and represent social objects
specific to a group (Wagner in Raudsepp, 2005, p. 460).
Moscovici explains how social representations are formed by calling the metaphor of the
‘amateur scientist’: any person selects, carves out and classifies the information that are unknown in a similar manner like a documentary maker and integrates them in the same universe, without being constrained by the rigour and prudency of the specialist. Even if the new
ideas and terms are not actively wide-spread, regular people continue to seek explanations,
this exploration being motivated by the lack of understanding of the respective terms and
ideas (Joffe, 1998, p. 25). According to Moscovici (1997, p. 42), the purpose of such an endeavour is not to continue the process of knowledge, but to be updated and to fill in the gaps.
He underlines that:
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“no notion is put into circulation together with its usage instructions, no experience is presented together with its practice method, thus, once received, the individual uses them in the most suitable
manner according to his opinion. It is important that he succeeds to integrate them in a coherent image of his reality or that he succeeds to slip them in a language that allows him to speak of what everyone else is speaking” (Moscovici, 1997, p. 42).

This behaviour of the amateur, self-taught scientist, freed from rules and usage instructions of the new experiences and notions, is often limited by “prejudices, by already-made
visions and by dialects borrowed from the world of the discourse” (Moscovici, 1997, p. 43).
Moscovici insists on differentiating between social representations, on the one hand, and
myths, stereotypes, opinions and attitudes, one the other hand. For him, the latter three represent “short-term answers on the objects in themselves” while representations are the foundation on which these three are based on (Voelklein & Howarth, 2005, p. 438). The myth
belongs to the archaic world, while representations belong to the actual society; the former
is considered an absolute science while the latter is only one of the way of knowing the concrete world (Moscovici, 1997, p. 33). An opinion represents, on one hand, “a formula socially valued towards a subject and, on the other hand, a position towards a controversial issue
of the society” (Moscovici, 1997, p. 35). Opinions do not present in detail the context in
which they are issued nor the concepts that lie at their foundation –this is why opinions have
a partial character and are less stable.
The relationship between social representations and attitudes is more complex. Markova
(in Moscovici & Markova, 1998, p. 382) mentions that U.S. theorists – supporters of the importance of attitudes and their separation from representations, erroneously classify attitudes
as being individual while they classify social representations as collective. According to
Moscovici, attitudes study the “relationship between thought and object”, but no one can have
a thought on an object without having a representation of that object (Moscovici & Markova, 1998, p. 380). Thus, having an attitude means in fact to express an attitude towards your
own representation that you have on that object (Moscovici and Markova, 1998, p. 383). For
Moscovici (1997, p. 52), attitudes are not opposed to representations, but represent one of the
latter’s dimensions – the three dimensions being attitude, information, and image.
Most of the theorists consider that social representations do not have a clear or encompassing definition, but Moscovici drafted the concept as a multi-faced one that focuses on value systems, ideas, images, and practices, thus social representations being both cognitive and
social processes (Bidjari, 2011, p. 1594). As Serrano Oswald (2013) underlines, cognition is
social in itself because it develops through social interaction. She stresses the importance of
culture which represents the cognition’s framework, making possible the formation, dissemination and the transformation of social representations.
SRT focuses on two interdependent aspects: the content of the meanings of the daily life
and “the specific processes by which these contents are shaped” (Jofee, 1998, p. 23). Joffe
mentions three processes that generate social representations: (i) the transformation of experts’
ideas into common language through communication; (ii) the return to the forefront of past ideas
and their imposition on a new event that must be understood; and (iii) the saturation of the event
that has to be understood with the symbolic meanings already existent in the culture.
For Moscovici, social representations have a double function: firstly, they “establish an
order which will enable individuals to orientate themselves in their material and social world”
and secondly, to “enable communication to take place among members of a community by
providing them with a code for social exchange and a code for naming and classifying un-
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ambiguously the various aspects of their world” (Moscovici in Hoijer, 2011, p. 5).A detailed
analysis of social representations identifies four core roles: (i) the function of knowing: allows understanding and communication; (ii) the guidance functions: they guide conducts and
practices; (iii) the legitimacy function: social subjects can justify their positions and behaviours a posteriori; (iv) the identity function: social groups can define their identity and specificity (Serrano Oswald, 2013, p. 67).
Moscovici (1997) highlights two main characteristics of social representations. Firstly,
they are not static, but “dynamic ensembles” that produce behaviours and relations with the
environment. Thus, social representations have a creative task, contributing to the processes
of social conducts and of orienting social communication. Secondly, “any representation is
someone’s representation”, it is a method of knowing through which the person that knows
re-positions himself in what he knows – here individual identity and group membership play
a key role in the development of a representation. The nature of social representations is a relational one, being “impossible to find an isolated social representation” (Serrano Oswald,
2013, p. 65).
Voelklein and Howarth (2005) raise the issue of the power relations in the construction
and dispersion of social representation and of the justification of the actions determined by
social representations, especially taking into account the importance of communication (be
it dialogical or through mass-media): “we need to analyse how representations may be infused
with ideological power to justify status quo and so maintain systems of inequality and exclusion” (Voelklein & Howarth in Hoijer, 2011, p. 14).
The dynamic aspect of social representations

Wagner (1998, p. 309) insists on clarifying the implications that derive from the dynamic aspect of social representations. He highlights that the French meaning of the word ‘representation’ (used by Moscovici) has constructive and dynamic connotations. Unlike the
mother tongue of SRT, English and German languages consider representations as being
something static or a reproduction of something (e.g. maps or pictures). For Wagner, this difference between the French and the English meaning can easily explain why SRT has been
mostly ignored by the non-French-speaking academic field.
Social representations are dynamic assemblies because they “not only influence people’s
daily practices – but constitute these practices” (Howarth 2006, p. 73). For Howarth, the dynamic aspect is given by the inter-relational component involved in the dialogue and negotiation with the others. Wagner considers that ignoring the importance of action within social
representations deems them to the static, descriptive aspect. For social representations to be
dynamic, they have to include both acts of speech as well as the actions through which a social object appears: actions, like speech, it is not just an expression of a social representations,
but analytically it is an integral part of it (Wagner 1998, p. 314).
The dynamic aspect includes, besides actions, the situations in which the representations
change or the situations in which new representations emerge. Castro and Batel (2008, p.
482) underline the importance of time in this changing process and they identify two phases: the emergence of the change/new element and its generalization. During the emergence
phase, the ideals defended by a numerical minority takes shape as a proposal of changing an
element from the society, for example a law. In the generalization phase the creative potential of the new proposal is debated. During the debate, hybrid representations appear – they
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incorporate and accommodate the new ideas with the old ones. As Moscovici reminds us, the
emergence of a new representation (ideas, scientific knowledge) often determines “cultural
and intellectual battles”, the shaping of a representation being accompanied both by conflict
and cooperation (Moscovici & Markova, 1998, p. 377). Howarth (2006, pp. 69-74) considers that representations are not the reality and that the two can be separated. Her main argument relies on the fact that conflict and resistance are essential for representations: “different
representations compete in their claims to reality, and so defend, limit and exclude other realities”. Thus, Howarth (2006) supports Moscovici’s idea that social representations do not
overlap with reality, but that they influence and end up by constructing the common practices
of people.
The role of communication and mediation

According to SRT, social representations represent the result of the transformation and
translation of scientific knowledge into common sense (Joffe, 1998, p. 23). Moscovici underlines the existence of two universes of knowledge: the reified and the consensual universe.
The former is specific to scientific knowledge while the latter to the common knowledge.
The main difference between the two consists of the fact that the former tries to establish explanations on the world which are independent and impatial towards people, while the latter
is based on negotiation and reciprocal acceptance (Moscovici & Markova, 1998, p. 386).
Following Moscovici’s direction, Joffe (1998) considers that the transformation process
of the scientific knowledge into common knowledge involves a third actor, namely mass-media. She highlights that “the mass-media are regarded as the mediators of scientific ideas to
lay thinkers” but that the communication process does not mandatorily involve the presence
of mass mediation (Jofee, 1998, p. 22). Joffe succeeds to bring to the forefront the fact that
mass-media does not offer a photocopy of the scientific knowledge or of the experts’ opinions, but that it adapts the content with the scope of capturing the attention of the public and
for this they “simplify and sensationalise expert issues” (Joffe, 1998, p. 23). Wagner (1998,
p. 305) also mentions that social representations are the result of a discursive process during
which the media forms involved model the content, structure, form and speed of the representations that are spread at the group level.
The dynamic character of social representations and their relational, social aspect are
deeply connected with the communication process – and, implicitly, with negotiation and mediation. According to Moscovici (1997, p. 60), “communication influences the very structure
of representations”, which gives a central and priority role to the process of communication
in the formation of representation. Communication has a double implication in SRT. Firstly,
communication intervenes in the elaboration process of representations through making the
transition from science to common sense (from reified to consensual universe). Moscovici’s
theory offers a central role to this first implication, especially given the role mass-media plays.
Secondly, because social representations cannot exist independently, detached from a person
or a social group, communication intervenes in the process of negotiating the meaning and
the construction of social representations between groups or between an individual an a group.
While Moscovici focused more on the first implication, Markova underlines the communication and the dialogical methods between groups within social representations. These two
direction of analysis on the implications of communication in the formation of social representations reveal the existence of “two problematic reasons: technological mediation and, re-
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spectively, the existence of an objective reference” (Deac, 2008, p. 24). This becomes extremely relevant in the cases where the representation does not refer to a concrete, physical
object, but to concepts, ideas and theories.
For Moscovici, social representations “are not a silent thing” limited to an object and its
transformation, but a field of an ideological battle, a battle of ideas (Moscovici & Markova,
1998, p. 394). This battle takes place in two different areas: in the selective transformation
of the representation through mass-edia and in the conflicts between groups or individuals.
An essential problem in conflict and negotiation is given by the fact that communication
processes perpetuate the power differences of the parties involved. For Howarth (2006, p.
72), the theory of power is implicit in the research of social representations. She underlines
that Moscovici’s theory does not consider the role of power in the reinforcement and legitimacy of the knowledge system specific to experts, since “reality for the individual is, to a high
degree, determined by what is socially accepted as reality” (Howarth, 2006). Jovchelovitch
(in Howarth, 2006) highlights that theorists of social representations should not neglect that
“different social groups have more and less access to the (co)construction of social reality within the public sphere”.
Individual identity, group membership and ‘the other’

Coming back to the relationship between the represented object and the way its social representation is formed, Wagner (1998, p. 306) considers that “an object is always an object for
a group, society or culture” – people assign to it characteristics and values and only in this
way they can talk about it. Thus, because the role of the person that observes the object is
central in the formation of social representations, SRT should not neglect the importance of
individual identity, group membership and the relation with the others. According to Duveen
(in Serrano Oswald, 2013, p. 66), identity is the “the force or power that links a person or
group to the attitude or belief, in a word, to the representation”. Howarth (2006, p. 78) underlines the same aspects, mentioning that without understanding identity “could not explain
why and how different people use representations to different ends – to legitimize, to contest, to negate, to transform”. This correlates with the fact that social representations are directly connected to the processes of confrontation, perpetuation and transformation of collective
and social identities (Serrano Oswald, 2013).
The social representation of an object does not correspond implicitly to its objective characteristics, but it is construed “according to the characteristics of the social individuals who
appropriate the object through the communication processes that they develop around it”(Bidjari, 2011, p. 1594). Thus, there is a strong correlation between the social representation of
an object and the identity of its observer. As Howarth (2006, p. 78) mentions, “we use representations to position ourselves, to claim common identities and to defend ourselves against
stigmatizing or marginalizing practice”.
Emphasizing the role of identity in the development of social representations, Joffe brings
to the forefront the protection of identity, and this includes both group and individual identity. She mentions that the representations chosen by individuals are selected so that they do
not contradict a state of comfort and security. Joffe (1998) also mentions the situations where
individuals encounter new objects or events. Here, individuals will form an opinion on these
novelties so that they are acceptable for the group they identify with: “groups favour the images, symbols or metaphors compatible with in-group values. So, the identity positioning of
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the representor determines the vision which is held on a new phenomenon. Different groups
have different representations in accordance with the identities which require protection”(Joffe,
1998, p. 28). Moreover, Joffe considers that the social representation chosen on a phenomenon maintains the status of certain groups in the society.
Social representations do not exclude considering the opinions of other groups on the object of the representation, on the contrary:knowing the representations of other groups is necessary for the group/individual to choose its own social representation (Raudsepp, 2005, p.
459). Thus, the chosen representation by a certain group is the one that increases solidarity
among its members and facilitates the communication between them (Joffe, 1998).
Cognitive polyphasia

The interdependence between the observer’s identity and the formation of social representations makes the latter to contain contradictory ideas that may lead to polemical representations correlated with diverse conflicts and controversies within society. As Moscovici
noted, the representations shared by a group are not found as a “monolith whole”, but rather
they are formed in a social frame of negotiation, which leads to multiple voices or polyphasia (Tateo & Iannaccone, 2012, p. 65).
The concept of ‘cognitive polyphasia’ was coined by Moscovici to characterize the plurality and diversity of social representations, the “simultaneous and dynamic co-existence of
different ways of thinking and knowing, for example the traditional and the modern knowledge”. This concept relies on the argument that as language can have multiple meanings, so
does cognitive polyphasia – “people have in fact different representations according to the
group they belong to, to their profession”, etc (Markova and Moscovici, 1998, p. 385). Others (Duveen, Lyod, Foster, Howarth) consider that cognitive polyphasia is correlated with the
existence of the two universes of knowledge, the reified and the consensual, which brings into discussion the problem of the asymmetry of power.
As Raudsepp (2005, p. 465) mentions, the diversity of social representations has a negative effect – the appeal to symbolic conflicts and intolerance. Most conflicts happening today are of symbolic nature, mediated and consolidated by certain social representations and
social identities associated with them. The conflict between more social representations or between the meanings of one does not have to be limited to the different visions on an object
between groups and individuals. It is more likely a capture of intrapersonal situations, not interpersonal: “different and incompatible cognitive styles and forms of knowledge can co-exist within one social group and can be employed by one and the same individual” (Voelklein
& Howarth, 2005, p. 434).

II. Methodology and obtained data
In this paper, I will use content analysis to identify the reasons and conceptual associations that underlie the on-line movement Women Against Feminism. In the first stage, I identified the both the dominant themes and those who appear marginally in the arguments of the
studied group (Table 1). At the second stage (Table 2), I grouped these themes into pairs to
gain an overview on both the frequency of association of two themes within the units analysed,
as well as any deviation from the computed/expected values (calculated based on the formu-
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la of the contingency analysis). This latter difference highlights if in the units included in the
analysis a pair of two themes appears more or less than the estimated value generated through
the formula. Such differences suggest, in cases the real values are significantly higher than
the computed ones, that an association of themes is employed more than the expected value
and signals that we need to better look into this pair of themes.
I consider that the language used and the association between various terms is the proper
method to capture the social representation of feminism for the studied group, especially given Moscovici’s opinion that both changes within representations, as well as the way people
talk about them are important. Most research focused on social representations relied on qualitative methods such as interviews, and less on quantitative ones. For the current paper, I
chose in the pre-analysis phase the pictures posted in the website www.womenagainstfeminism.tublr.com.
I will employ the contingencies technique as it serves the purpose of extracting from the
text the relationship between the elements of the message and, thus, highlights the simultaneous presence of two elements in the same semantic context unit (Bortun, 2010, p. 140). According to Osgood, the contingencies analysis does not ask which is the frequency of a certain
term/theme, but the frequency of occurrence of that term with other terms (Osgood in Bortun, 2010, p. 140).
The selected units and the context

The website www.womenagainstfeminism.tublr.com was launched in July 2013 as a reaction against the campaign “Who needs feminism?” initiated by Duke University students
from 2012 that was focused on the on-line dissemination of issues related to gender equality. From its launching moment and until July 2014, the WAF website was unknown. Starting
July 2014, its popularity increased substantially, thus it ceased to be just a personal blog/website and became a movement in the on-line medium. As such, the website started receiving
materials to be posted from its fans, pictures in which they expressed their anti-feminist position and presented their arguments on handmade placards that started with the expression
“I don’t need feminism because”. Also in the summer of 2014, the website created its Facebook page that reached 40,000 fans, a Wikipedia page and a hashtag on Twitter. Moreover,
its popularity was fuelled by the critiques issued by mainstream magazines and websites such
as The Guardian, Huffington Post, Los Angeles Times, Irish Independent, etc.
A total of 204 pictures were included in the analysis, they represent all the pictures posted on WAF in July and August 2014, excluding duplicates. The unit of analysis was the written content of each picture, and the quantitative analysis involved the identification and
counting of words and expressions that belong to a certain theme. The selected photos show
that WAF supporters tens to share similar demographics: almost all are from the U.S. (except
2, out of 204), almost all are white, young women how also seem to be middle class. Due to
the various arguments exposed in the 204 photographs, I identified the following sets of
themes and words used in the rejection of the concept of feminism: individualism (expressed
through the appeal to individual capacities to overcome any obstacle), misandry (fear or hatred towards men), a negative interaction with feminists, the alternative of humanism, femininity, family, equality, the victimising attitude, promiscuity, special treatment, rape,
responsibility, men’s problems. The terms chosen for the contingencies analysis are not cer-
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tain specific key-words, but mostly thematic terms. Table 1 shows the overall presence of
these terms.
Table 1. The overall percentage of terms.
Term

Percentage

Individualism

23.03 %

Misandry

42.15 %

Contact with feminists

13.23 %

Humanism

10.29 %

Femininity

12.25 %

Family and traditional gender roles

11.76 %

Equality

25%

Victimizing attitude

17.64 %

Promiscuity

3.4 %

Special treatment

12.25 %

Rape

10.29 %

Responsibility

13.23 %

Men’s problems

8.33 %

We can notice that the terms that appear mostly refer to misandry, equality, individualism
and victimizing attitude. In a lesser degree we encounter terms that refer to rape, humanism
and men’s issues.
The definition of the terms

I will present in detail the content of each term included in Table 1, as they appear on the
WAF website. The association of feminism with misandry represents the most frequent one
(42.15%). Misandry is seen as a characteristic of feminism. Thus, WAF contributors declare
that they do not need feminism or that they are against it because “it demonizes men”, “considers men guilty of every woman’s mistake”, “is a sexist movement full of hatred”, “criticizes sexualisation but it sexualizes men”, “considers all men are rapists”, “I love my husband”,
and “because I do not hate men”.
Equality is the second most-encountered term used in opposition with feminism. Among
the WAF arguments we can count: “women are equal to men, not superior”, “the supremacy
of one gender does not mean gender equality”, “women’s rights or equality?”, “equality includes men too”, “equality of opportunity is already achieved – we have equal rights”. Thus,
equality is considered either as an achieved, outdated objective, either as opposite to feminism. This latter interpretation is encountered in arguments that consider that feminism promotes special treatment in the favour of women: “pay rise even if women work lesser hours”,
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“the gender pay gap is an option, not sexism”, “feminism does not want equality, but privileges for women”. Moreover, another distinctive theme used in justifying anti-feminism is focused on the fact that feminism ignores the situation of men: “feminism marginalizes men’s
suffering”, “ignores that men have problems too”, “neglects the infringement of human rights
when it comes to men”.
Individualism is one of the most cited reasons against feminism – WAF fans mentioning
“no one can tell me what I can and what I can’t”, “I am capable of critically thinking and I
don’t need to be represented by other women”, “I can define myself and select my values according to my own standards”, “because I should succeed in life through effort, not to obtain
everything through affirmative action”, “I am the only obstacle in the way of my success, not
patriarchy”, “I can assume my own mistakes without blaming the imaginary patriarchy”.
Many of the arguments raised against feminism mention personal interactions with feminists: “I have been called misogynist because I do not agree with certain feminist ideas”,
“feminists have offended me”, “feminism made me feel unsafe”, “I feel more oppressed by
feminists than by men”. Humanism is often presented as a better alternative, being justified
by arguments such as: “I am humanist, I prefer equal rights for everyone”, “because I respect
all people”, “because oppression is universal”, “I prefer human rights”. Regarding the rejection of feminism by calling femininity and beauty, arguments range from “I like being feminine” to “feminism rejects femininity but tries to feminize men”.
Family and traditional gender roles are invoked as arguments against feminism but in a
lesser degree (11.76%). Among the expressions used to frame the opposition feminism – family, we count: “feminism destroys families”, “I like being a housewife”, “children are not a
burden”, “being a wife and mother is the highest achievement in life”.
Among the terms relating to the victimizing attitude of feminism we can identify the following arguments: “being a victim does not make me stronger”, “feminism focuses on victimization, not empowerment”, “I am not a victim”, “feminism tells us that we are victims of
men”. Feminism is rejected also due to its association with promiscuity – “feminism is an excuse for a slutty behaviour”, “feminists are sluts”. Promiscuity is correlated also with the representation of rape and of personal responsibility. Other invoked arguments are: “eye-rape is
an absurdity”, “rape culture does not exist”, “if I get drunk to a party and have sex with a
stranger, this means irresponsibility, not rape”, “feminism fights for women’s power, not for
their responsibility”.
The above detailed presentation of the terms included in the analysis outlines the conceptual framework around which feminism is built and how it is perceived by contributors
of WAF website.
The contingency values of the terms

The table below shows the contingency degree within each pair of terms. The matrix allows us to observe the fact that the expected values (obtained from multiplying the percentage of each term listed in Table 1) do not always have and identical or similar value to the real
values (obtained by counting the co-occurrence of the terms in the 204 photos). While over a
half of the real contingency values are similar or identical with the expected ones, the matrix
also includes 15 pairs of terms that have different values. I will briefly analyse the cases in which
we can identify differences between thevalue of the real contingencies (the left half of the
table) and the value of the predicted, computed contingencies (the right half of the table).
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Table 2. The contingency table for all units included in the analysis.

To begin with, I will discuss the highest contingency values, according to the matrix. The
highest frequency of co-occurrence is noticed in the couple of terms ‘equality’ and ‘misandry’.
The contingency expected value is close to the obtained one, but in the second case it is higher
(real contingency 0.112 / 0.105 estimated contingency). Thus, WAF contributors declare themselves to be adepts of equality and reject feminism as they see it as a man-hating ideology.
The second highest contingency value is met between ‘individualism’ and ‘misandry’: the
degree of expected contingency (0.097) is greater than the actual value (0.063). The high correlation between these terms is due to over-estimation of self and self-determination, plus the
perception of feminism as a men-hating ideology. The arguments invoked in the posts that
relate to the pair of terms ‘individualism’ – ‘misandry’ rest on the idea that the only obstacle
to success of any kind is the individual and that men are used as ‘scapegoats’ in justifying
failed business by feminists.
We encounter another high contingency value between ‘victim’ and ‘misandry’, but here
we find a considerable difference between the anticipated, computed value (0.074) and the
real one (0.107). The higher degree of actual, measured association between the two terms is
determined by framing feminism as a movement that encourages victimizing attitudes in
women, repeatedly telling women that they are oppressed by men, which they automatically consider offenders.
Another conceptual couple with a high value of contingency is ‘family and traditional
gender roles’ and ‘misandry’. We find here a difference between the expected value (0.049)
and the real value (0.068). WAF contributors thus argument their rejection of feminism in
light of the fact that their families have a dynamic that contradicts the principles of feminism,
but these are only summarized as fear or hatred against men. To that end, several separate posts
say they are against feminism because it destroys families, that being a housewife is thankworthy, etc.
Also within the contingencies of ‘misandry’ (the most common term, present in 42.15%
of posts) and other terms we find the pair of terms is ‘misandry’ – ‘rape’. The real value of
contingency is of 0.058 and the computed one of 0.043. This association highlights an alarming perception as WAF contributors blame feminists for rape and believe that men do not
have any guilt as not all men are rapists. So rape is disregarded by anti-feminist supporters
which consider that the fault lies with the abused person, not the rapist – which also corre-
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lates with the following pair of terms: ‘rape’ – ‘responsibility’ which has a value of real contingency of 0.024 (and expected of 0.013). Through this association, the WAF group illustrate their representation of rape as a subjective fact where women catalogue as rape a sexual
act that they regret and for which would rather not be hold accountable, preferring instead to
play the victim and blame men. This is illustrated clearly by the value of real contingency
(0.063) – almost three times higher than the expected value (0.023) between the terms ‘responsibility’ – ‘victim’, representing another alarming association because it disregards facts
and emphasises the perception of the victim, who, in the eyes of WAF, refused to take responsibility for her actions and resorts to demonizing men to justify any mistake, failure or regret.
Moreover, the value of real contingency of the association between ‘victim’ and ‘men’s
issues’ fall into the pattern above, which is two times higher (0.029) than that calculated
(0.014). The group analysed thus rejects feminism because it limits the victim status as belonging exclusively to women, ignoring situations in which men are placed in disadvantaged
situations, men being also victims of physical or emotional violence. Moreover, we encounter
a value of real contingency three times higher (0.029) than the calculated one (0.008) between the pair of terms ‘rape’ –’men’s problems’, which shows again the representation of
feminism as focused on demonizing men and ignoring their difficulties.
Also linked to the idea that feminism promotes the victimization of women we can notice
a considerable difference between the real value of contingency (0.044) and the calculated
one (0.021), the former being double, between the pair of terms ‘victim’ – ‘special treatment’.
Thus, feminism is blamed because it promotes the disadvantaged situation of women as being determined exclusively by men and thus appeals to demands which violate the principle
of equality, by demanding to compensate those situations in which women are or have been
victims. WAF contributors believe, as mentioned above, that the victimizing attitude is an
unreal construct, that patriarchy is imaginary and thus that the call for special treatment (understood in the form of affirmative action) for women is not justified.
Another difference between the calculated and actual contingency value we find between
the terms ‘family and traditional roles’ and ‘femininity’, the computed value is nearly two times
lower than the real one, respectively 0.014 and 0.024. So, in justifying the rejection of feminism, WAF supporters often mention their attachment to traditional values and that feminism destroys families (because it opposes to the dynamics of the traditional family in which
the husband is the head of the family where he deals exclusively with the support of the family, and women handle household work and raise children), and that feminism proposes the
masculinisation of women in the sense that rejects femininity and the importance of how
women look and how they dress.
We encounter another significant difference in the case of the pair of terms ‘equal’ – ‘special treatment’, where the calculated contingency value (0.030) is more than two times lower than the real contingency value (0.078). This can be explained by frequently resorting to
supporting equality – which can not be found in the feminist doctrine according to WAF contributors, as they consider that feminism promotes the opposite of equality, namely special
treatment in favour of women, which in the view of the WAF group leads to discrimination.
It can be noted, however, that I did not find any appearance related to sexuality in any of
the 204 units included in the analysis. Thus, the conception of WAF contributors on feminism
include: feminism does not support equality but positive discrimination of women in virtue of
their victimization, WAF supporters consider that patriarchy is fictional, that not all men are
rapists, that rape is often an excuse to run away from responsibility, that feminism opposes suc-

Revista_comunicare_40.qxd

6/19/2017

1:04 PM

Page 18

18

Revista românã de comunicare ºi relaþii publice

cess on individual merits and proposes instead a collective effort to generate unjustified privileges for women, that feminism destroys families because they want to redefine the concept
of family through the feminization or demonization of men and masculinisation of women.

III. Debate: the social representation of feminism within the
analysed group
A brief note on the different types of feminism

As feminist core ideas have varied over time and as feminist movements have not manifested constantly, most theorists prefer to classify feminism into three waves. First wave feminism was also called equality feminism because it marked the first mass feminist movements
that managed to obtain the equal legal status for women and men (Miroiu, 2004). The first
wave corresponded to the period between the middle of the nineteenth century until 1920s
mostly in the U.S., U.K, New Zeeland, Australia and the Scandinavian countries. It is worth
mentioning that the global context (First World War – women were needed on the employment market) played a key role as feminism demanded and obtained, in most part, equality
in the public sphere, such as full voting rights and equal treatment in employment.
The second wave feminism lasted from the middle of the twentieth century (1949 in France,
when Simone de Beauvoir published The Second Sex, and 1963 in the U.S., when Betty
Friedan published The Feminine Mistique) until the end of the 1980s. Its main feature consisted of the shift from equality to difference, and this difference between men and women
was mostly encountered in the private sphere (Miroiu, 2004). The second wave came as a complementary part to the first wave as it was focused on the private sphere. As such, one of the
main mottos of the movement was “the personal is political”, which stressed that aspects
which were previously absent from the political and public discourse should be addressed so
that women to be treated on equal terms as men. Second wave feminist considered that, although women gained their public rights, equality was not achieved because their private
lives reinforced inequality. Based on Friedan’s de Beauvoir’s ideas, the movement endorsed
the view that biology was not destiny. Among the achievements of second wave feminism
we can count: access to contraceptives, access to careers previously granted only to men,
equal pay, state support for childcare, sanctions against rape, against sexual harassment and
against domestic violence. The major deficiency of both first and second wave feminist movements was their exclusive focus on issues specific solely to white, middle class women, while
ignoring in most part the situation of poor women, of women of colour, of Asian women, etc.
This deficiency represented one of the triggering factors of a new movement, which
emerged in the end of the 1980s and which is currently still developing: third wave feminism. However, the late 1980s marked also the rise of another trend: post-feminism. Although
these two approaches appeared in the same period and both are still ongoing today, they cannot be equated. Moreover, at first sight, the differences between them often seem difficult to
grasp as they both emerged as a reaction to second wave feminism. Third wave feminism focuses on differences between women that belong to different economic, social and cultural
environments. Thus, the accent is put on the differences between women, not between men
and women. Compared to the previous two waves, third wave feminism distances from the
academic, rigorous discourse and embraces, instead, a narrative discourse (Miroiu, 2004) so
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that the voices and experiences of women from various environments reach a larger audience. In the academic field, third wave feminists address gender issues by considering intersectionality.
In order to describe its view on the aftermath of second wave feminism, mass-media introduced in the late 1980s the term post-feminism (Miroiu, 2004). Given its relationship with
mass-media, post-feminism was often associated with the backlash against feminism, through
which the achievements of the 1970s and 1980s feminist movement is undermined (McRobbie, 2006). Post-feminism supports the idea that feminism is an outdated concept and promotes
the “myth of choice” (Faludi, 2006, p. 84): nowadays women can achieve any kind of lifestyle
or career path they want, as they (supposedly) benefit from equal treatment and have equal
rights. Thus, post-feminism relies on a fundamental contradiction: feminism is both incorporated and mocked (Budgeon, 2011, p. 281), as it selects certain feminist views which are presented then in a simplified, mass-media-friendly manner (McRobbie, 2010, p. 31). As Faludi
(2006, p. 86) stresses, advertising industry encourages the self-emancipation of women and
disguises freedom of consumption as genuine autonomy. During the late 1980s, there was a
backlash against feminism in the U.S. mass-media. During this period, “the term feminist
was turned into the f-word and discouraged many from claiming the label” (Evans and Bobel, 2007, p. 218). It is worth mentioning, given the discussion below, that this backlash was
mostly focused on the feminist identity, not on the feminist movement.
The social representation of feminism within Women Against Feminism
on-line movement

One of the specific features of the study of social representations is the analysis of the “continuities and discontinuities between current and past representations” (Joffe, 1998, p. 26).
Regarding the social representation of feminism in the studied group, it is worth remembering how Moscovici describes the connection between past and present within representations:
“in many respects, the past is more real than the present. The strength and clarity of social
representations derive from the success with which they control today’s reality through yesterday’s reality” (Moscovici in Hoijner, 2011, p. 6). Thus, we see that there is no shortage of
terms that characterize the first wave of feminism, namely ‘equal rights’, ‘right to vote’, ‘access to education’, ‘freedom to choose one’s profession’. The characteristics that are raised
are specific to the first wave and are considered already reached, which, in the view of the
analysed group does not justify the presence of feminism today. Here we meet the rejection
of feminism based on the idea that it has fulfilled its purpose many decades ago, and so the
presence of feminism today is considered irrelevant, as it is an obsolete trend, a thing of the
past – a perspective that is also contained in the current agenda of post-feminism. If we correlate this rejection of feminism with WAF supporters’ demographics, we can partly explain
their attitude towards feminism: because they were born in a world build by their mothers and
grand-mothers’ (second wave) feminist engagement.
The frequency of terms such as ‘special treatment’ ‘privileges’, ‘contraception’, ‘traditional family’ denotes that the WAF group motivates its position by understanding feminism
as a simplified version that contains only the characteristics of the second wave (also called
the difference feminism). While the ideals of the first wave are accepted (equal rights in the
public sphere), but considered as fulfilled and therefore irrelevant, this is not the case for the
ideas promoted by the second wave. The analyzed group explicitly favours equality (which
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is considered the status quo in the U.S.), and vehemently rejects any trend towards tinting policies in favour of women. WAF contributors bring two separate arguments to support this
view: firstly, every individual, including women, is solely responsible for his and her success
and failures, secondly, policies of affirmative action for women rely on and at the same time
perpetuates the idea that men are guilty of any negative issue having to do women from rape
to wages and professional ascension. This opposition to the ideas of the second wave feminism can be considered a result of the reaction against feminism encountered in the mass-media sphere in the 70s and 80s.
Thus we can notice that the WAF group assigns to feminism mainly the characteristics of
the second wave. There is no reference in distinguishing between the feminist waves. Many
posts refer to ‘modern feminism’, but it is not clear what it means – the analysis above shows
that this modern version strongly resembles the second wave. In reality, nowadays’ feminism
belongs to the third wave and its agenda is different from the second wave. First of all, present feminism distinguishes itself through a moderate attitude, and thus is less visible in the
media or in social movements. Secondly, the third wave does not aim to continue the controversial aspects of the first two waves (namely its limited focus on the white, middle class
women) but rather tries to include in its objectives all women and also their particular context – including family and, thus, men.
The general attitude of the WAF contributors is, as its the name implies, against feminism.
Because attitudes are an expression of social representations (Bidjari, 2011, 1595), a detailed
analysis of their arguments helps in understanding the social representation of the concept of
feminism shared by the studied group. Furthermore, analyzing the posts on the WAF website
is particularly relevant as it involves global communication, specific to the on-line environment – the posted pictures do not belong exclusively to the public from the United States, messages from other countries also appear, although rarely (of the total of 204 posts included in
the analysis, two are signed by contributors from Poland and Spain). According to Markova
(in Moscovici & Markova, 1998, 392), the study of social representations means the study of
of language and communication – which validates the methodology used in this paper.
Recalling Moscovici’s position (in Howarth, 2006) that an individual’s reality is largely
determined by what is socially accepted as realityexplains why more than a quarter of the arguments against feminism is based on the idea that equality has been achieved, that wage differences between men and women is strictly the effect of the unwillingness of women, either
on the idea that feminism has an inegalitarian approach at the expense of men (almost half
of the arguments raised in the posts). It also is worth noting Joffe’s (1998) observation that
the imposition of cultural perspectives shapes the opinions on any new phenomenon and this
has the aim of maintaining the status quo in a society.
The feminist otherness and the anti-feminist identity

The theory of social representations takes into account their interdependence with the
identity of individuals who form a representation of an object. In this regard, several authors,
including Wagner (in Markova, 2007, p. 216), believe that social representations and social
identity define each other. Regarding the issue of the order between the two notions, Markova (2007, p. 217) stresses that social representations are prior to individual identity since people are born into a world that existed before them. Thus, social identity operates with existing
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representations, but as it is detailed above, social representations are formed largely on antithetical themes (themata), especially concerning representations of notions, concepts, etc.
However, we must not confuse social and personal identity. Personal identity refers to
characteristics of people as unique individuals, while social identity emphasizes the characteristics that humans share with other members of a particular group based on categories such
as gender, ethnicity, profession or political preferences (Zucker, 2004, p. 423). Thus, the shaping of the individual’s social identity is determined by two types of categories: social (oriented towards the others, evaluating the groups to which they belong) and individual (personal
self assessment) (Markova, 2007).
Social identity is specific to a group comprising individuals based on their similar preferences. Philogene (2007, p. 32) highlights the groups’ tendency to define themselves based on
the model “us vs. they” and that groups “have a tendency to define themselves in juxtaposition to others who manifestly do not belong because they are different. […] Groups define
their collective Self by presuming superiority over the Other whom they do not allow to belong”. This is precisely why ‘the other’ plays a key role in the construction of social identity.
In the case presented herein, the WAF group appeared and has become increasingly popular
due to the positioning against the excluded group, namely feminists. WAF contributors define
themselves in opposition to feminism and feminists. Moreover, they refuse any form of communication with feminists. This refusal to communicate with the opposed group can be explained in terms of the dual nature of alterity, as described Philogene (2007, p. 33) – “implies
a dual meaning: of unfamiliarity and exclusion” where while the lack of familiarity is frequent
in developing cultural otherness, exclusion is encountered in shaping social otherness.
As it can be seen from the analysis above, the WAF group appeals to stereotypes about
feminism originally promoted by the media backlash against second wave feminism, namely misandrism, a threat to families and femininity, the violation of principles of equality
through affirmative action policies and so on. For WAF contributors, the feminist Other proves
Philogene’s (2007, p. 34) idea – otherness becomes a carrier of stereotypes and prejudices.
Another set of arguments frequently encountered on the WAF website, also used by 80s
mass-media against feminism, it is the appeal to individualism and the fact that women enjoy equal rights. While the WAF contributors promote merit on its own and are reluctant to
be represented by another group of women that demands rights on their behalf, at the opposite corner we encounter the feminist identity – more research revealed that feminism is positively correlated with support for collective action (Zucker, 2004, p. 424). Moreover,
exemplified in the data above (the call to individualism occurs in 23% of the 204 posts), feminists believe that women are a group who face common discrimination whereas anti-feminists believe that each individual is responsible for himself/herself (Liss et at. 2011, p. 125)
and that any problem can be solved by the concerned individual (Aronson, 2003, p. 905). The
refusal to take part in a collective action for solving problems specific to women is linked, in
addition to individualism, to the interpretation of feminism as an anti-egalitarian movement
(the invocation of the equality as an argument for rejecting feminism occurs in 25% of the
204 posts included in the analysis).
The egalitarian prospects in gender issues and their correlation with activism are often
identified in other research, either qualitative or quantitative. Thus, Aronson’s research was
based on in-depth interviews and identified four types of attitudes towards feminism: feminist, egalitarian (often characterized by the phrase ‘not a feminist, but …’), undecided and
neutral (Aronson, 2003, pp. 915-917). Egalitarians refuse to associate themselves with the la-
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bel ‘feminist’, although they support many of the ideas of the movement. In addition, Aronson (2003, p. 916) noted that egalitarians do not have a collective orientation, and correlates
this with the fear of being negatively perceived as aggressive, man-haters or lesbians. Zucker’s (2004, p. 432) quantitative research reveals the same trend, namely even in favourable
conditions and activism, egalitarians do not distinguish from non-feminists.
Thus, the anti-feminist group Women Against Feminism builds its identity by referring
to feminists, the unaccepted opposite otherness. This is exemplified by the presence in over
13% of the analysed posts of arguments directly addressing feminists, not necessarily the
feminist movement. Feminists themselves become a reason for rejecting the notion of feminism, being put forward on grounds of an unpleasant personal interaction between them
and WAF contributors.
The disputes in the on-line medium on the term ‘feminism’

The reactions of feminists (activists and/or experts) on the views expressed on the WAF
website quickly appeared – especially in the mass-media from the United Kingdom and the
United States. The tendency of the feminists who have published articles in the media as a
response to the views presented by Women Against Feminism is moving towards correcting
them. However, the arguments used are typical for reification, thus having a monological
character and not allowing the negotiation of the meaning, as explained by Castro and Batel
(2008). Deac (2008, p. 26) stresses that the aim of the sociologist “is not to educate a social
group, but to summarize some of its features depending on the representation someone holds
at a particular point in time, in a particular context”.
The criticisms against the arguments raised on Women Against Feminism wesbite were
mostly developed by editors and academic staff and fit into the reified universe. Because of
this, they disregards the arguments through which the WAF contributors justify their antifeminist position. Moreover, the numerous feminist or mainstream websites disapproving the
way WAF contributors understand feminism recommended that the supporters of the website
should document better on the term before positioning against it. The observed reaction on
the WAF website was the increased mentioning of two sentences: “I know what feminism is”
and “feminist does not have to tell us how to define feminism”, the latter statement being often accompanied by the antinomy equal – special treatment.
As pointed out by Castro and Batel (2009, p. 418), the existence of the two universes of
knowledge, the reified and the consensual, often depends on the premise that there is a “hierarchical relation in which the universe of science is higher in value and power”. According
to the two authors, the main feature of reification is “establishing prescriptions for representations”(Castro& Batel, 2009, p. 423) and that it has “monological consequences, while the
use of consensualisation arguments has a more clear potential for achieving dialogical understandings” (Castro & Batel, 2009, p. 419).
The dispute over a definition of feminism or of how it should be interpreted does not have
a constructive outcome, the two adverse groups end up taking the characteristics of the reified universe, where meanings of the term can not be negotiated. At the content level, the
feminist critiques can be included in the scientific universe of knowledge while WAF contributors in the common sense universe of knowledge, because they use the meaning of feminism as it is employed in the lay world, where gender studies or women’s issues are not
known in depth. However, in both cases the communication model corresponds to the reified
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universe, and involves a monological communication, which is more pronounced in the WAF
posts where the contributors explicitly reject any intention to discuss the term, whereas most
response-articles suggest that these anti-the feminists need to have a proper discussion with
a true feminist.

Conclusion
The research above surprised how WAF contributors represent their notion of feminism,
against which they categorically position themselves. Because of the reactions of the media
mentioned in the paper that criticized how this group understands the concept of feminism,
I chose to analyse this case through the frame of social representations theory, in order to
capture what is the social representation of the concept of feminism across the group which
declares against it.
The use of the content analysis led to the identification and isolation of each term that is
used as an argument for rejecting feminism. The method allowed me to observe which are
the links between the terms – an aspect otherwise not intelligible by simply visiting the website. The research has revealed that the social representation of feminism in the on-line group
WAF has numerous common elements with the way the second wave was stereotyped by the
80s media backlash against feminism, such as: feminism is an ideology that demonizes men
and does not wish equality (which is a goal already accomplished), but special treatment and
privileges for women, thereby ignoring the individual contribution in shaping success or decision-making. Moreover, in the same direction in common with the negative illustration of
the 80s, feminism is seen as a threat to family and womanhood, and as a promoter of promiscuity. Compared to the media lynching directed against the feminist second wave, we have
not met in the analysed units feminism associated with lesbianism. In addition, we can observe the call to the cult of individualism, WAF contributors mentioning in nearly a quarter
of posts that they do not need to be represented by anyone else and that women must resolve
their own problems and build their success on merit, not on the basis of their gender.
In sum, the paper showed that the social representation of feminism for the studied group
relies on four, often coexistent, pillars: (1) feminists are aggressive misandrists, (2) feminism
destroys traditional gender roles and through this also endangers society at large by rejecting
the traditional family, (3) feminism does not mean equality, but preferential treatment for
women, (4) feminism promotes a lack of responsibility and considers women unable to solve
their own problems and instead supports solutions from a collective movement.
By assuming an explicitly attitude against feminism (all posts begin with the syntagm “I
am not a feminist because”), WAF contributors do not quality as post-feminists, although at
the first sight the two categories share some similarities. While post-feminists can be easily
identified and characterised by the already famous expression “I am not a feminist, but …”,
WAF contributors categorically reject any feminist resemblance and instead prefer either to
be labelled as “humanist” or “egalitarian”, either to be strong supporters of the traditional
gender roles.
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Abstract
This paper discusses four nation branding post-communist campaigns initiated by the Romanian
Government, from a cultural semiotic perspective, as developed by the Tartu-Moscow-Semiotic School.
In so doing, it focuses on analyzing advertising and national identity discourses inside the semiospheres. Moreover, the paper investigates how elements of neoliberal ideology are addressed in the governmental campaigns, considering the “marketization of public discourse” (Fairclough, 1993). Nation
branding in post-communist Romania is a distinctive phenomena, compared to other countries, especially from Western Europe. In transition countries, nation branding is often mentioned because of the
constant need to reconfigure national identity by dissociating from the communist past (Kaneva, 2012).
In Romania, nation branding is also a public issue discussed in the media, connected to the ways in
which the international press portrays the country or to the migrants’ actions. In this context, Romania’s nation brand represents a cultural space and the campaigns mobilize cultural symbols as systems
of signs necessary for the existence and functioning of advertising discourses.
Using a semiotic analysis linked to the field of cultural semiotics (Lotman, 2005/1984), this article analyzes four nation branding campaigns initiated by the Romanian Government (Romania Simply
Surprising – 2004, Romania Land of Choice – 2009, Explore the Carpathian Garden – 2010, and Discover the Place Where You Feel Reborn – 2014), considering elements such as semiotic borders, dual
coding and symbols.
The results show that the campaigns are part of four different semiospheres, integrating discursive
practices both from advertising and public diplomacy when communicating the national image to the
internal (citizens) or external (international) audiences.
Keywords: semiosphere, nation branding, semiotic borders, dual coding, national identity

Introduction
The 2015 campaign promoting Romania as a destination invites people to “escape” to a
country where “nature meets history, and castels and mansions match majesty for splendor”.
The commercial initiated by the Government and broadcasted on National Geographic shows
images of Bran Castle (also known as Dracula’s castle), Peleº Castle (known for its Bavari* National University of Political Studies and Public Administration, Bucharest, Romania. E-mail:
bianca.cheregi@comunicare.ro.
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an architectural style), Prahova Valley, the Sphynx from Bucegi Mountains and images of the
Carpathian Mountains. This is how a Romanian “escapade” looks like. The last frame presents the country’s green leaf logo, symbolizing a fresh, new Romania. Hence, the nation is
built as a brand and promoted through a logo, a slogan, and advertising commercials, with
the aim of attracting tourists and increase economic development. The techniques used to
promote Romania as a touristic destination are inspired from marketing. In this case, nation
branding is an effect of the “marketization of public discourse” (Fairclough, 1993).
Nation branding in post-communist Romania is a distinctive phenomena, compared to
other countries, especially from Western Europe. In general, in transition countries, nation
branding is often mentioned because of the constant need to reconfigure national identity by
dissociating it from the communist past. If in Western Europe nation branding is an instrument connected to state power, which uses branding practices to promote the image of a nation in a positive way, in Eastern Europe nation branding is an instrument used to promote
the reconfiguration of the political landscape. The campaigns are not just simple instruments
to attract investors or tourists, managing to redefine discourses on national identity by refering to myths and national symbols.
One of the most controversial topics in the Romanian media over the past few years is the
country image. Soon after the fall of communism in 1989, this issue became part of the public debate about the international perception of Romanian people, about the ways in which
Romania is depicted in the international press, or about the country’s position in the process
of Europeanization. The context in which nation branding is invoked in Romania is linked
with the country’s democratization process, which started after the anti-communist revolution.
“Does Romania need a country brand?” is the headline of an article published in 2010 in
ziare.com, one of the most read Romanian news portal. As we can see, in Romania, nation
branding is a public issue discussed in the media, raising the question of why a country brand
is needed. Romanian journalists started debating about the nation brand soon after the country started to promote its image in order to attract potential investors, diplomats or tourists
(Cheregi, 2015, p. 296). Nation branding was also related to a different debate, about the
country image of Romania individually and within the European Union. Therefore, the theme
of Romania’s country image has launched an intense debate in the media about the promotion campaigns launched by the Government, about the ways in which the international press
portrays the country, and about the migrants’ actions.
This issue is also a public problem, considering the sociology of public problems (Boltanski, Cefai, Gusfield, 2001), because social actors (such as journalists, consultants, and elites)
provide their own definitions and interpretations of the country image in different contexts,
some of the explicit (such as nation branding), and some implicit (such as migration as an intensively debated theme in the public sphere). In fact, nation branding is a step in the process
of discursively constructing the country image as a public issue (Cheregi, 2015).
Another aspect related to nation branding in transition countries is national identity. As a
matter of fact, the post-communist transition provided a discursive framework of reference
within which the need for nation branding could be legitimated. In this regard, “nation branding was charged with two tasks: it had to first create the new national identity and then communicate it to the outside world” (Kaneva, 2012, p. 113).
A semiotic approach is necessary to study the discursive construction of nation branding
in post-communist Romania, revealing the universe of symbols and meaning employed by
the campaigns promoting the country image overseas. In this case, the nation becomes “a
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collection of different rhetoric, images, symbols, and rituals operating at different moments
in time and in a variety of spaces” (Aronczyk, 2007, p. 114). As a cultural construct, the national image of a country is related to the symbols promoted internationally. However, does
cultural semiotics bring a new way of understanding nation branding in post-communist Romania? If so, how are the advertising discourses related to this new understanding?
In order to answer these questions, this article discusses four nation branding campaigns
initiated by the Romanian Government after 1989: Romania Simply Surprising (2004), Romania Land of Choice (2009), Explore the Carpathian Garden (2010), and Discover the Place
Where You Feel Reborn (2014). The nation brand is investigated as a sign functioning as a
dual code: one dominated by the advertising convention and one of social experiences.
The article starts with a discussion about how nation branding can be investigated from a
semiotic perspective. It continues with an overview of the semiosphere concept, understood
in the context of the semiotic study of culture. An important issue is the relationship between
nation branding and the concept of semiosphere. This theme is discussed considering research
in the area of nation branding from a cultural studies approach.

Towards a semiotic analysis of nation branding
Research investigating nation branding from a semiotic perspective concentrate on spatial semiotics (Giovanardi, Lucarelli & Pasquinelli, 2013), on social semiotics (Thurlow &
Aiello, 2007), and on modality (Koller, 2008). Thus, their focus is not on the nation brand
per se, but more on nation brand’s forms of manifestations, such as destination branding
(Pike, 2009), country-of-origin effect (Schooler, 1965), or city branding. Methodologically,
the studies follow an interpretive approach, involving interviews, examinations of official
and promotional texts, participant observation, critical discourse analysis, and case studies.
A semiotic analysis of nation branding permits an in-depth investigation of meanings employed in the campaigns promoting the country image to an international audience. In this
regard, the nation brand is understood as an advertising sign, and the campaigns mobilize
cultural symbols as systems of signs. Moreover, the nation as a brand is also a semiotic artifact, because nation branding campaigns mobilize a symbolic universe, based on types of national identity discourses and cultural symbols. This article draws on Siefkes’ (2012)
understanding of artifacts as “culturally shared principles of meaning attribution, without a
completely fixed outcome” (p. 62), being invested with different kinds of meaning when used
in cultural representations. In the same way, the nation brand becomes “a sign vehicle whose
content is its function” (Siefkes, 2012, p. 65), while adopting a certain meaning in a culture.
In this paper, nation branding will be analyzed from a cultural semiotics perspective (Lotman, 2005/1984). From all the semiotic approaches, cultural semiotics offers a proper conceptual framework to analyze nation branding campaigns in post-communist Romania,
precisely because the campaigns mobilize cultural symbols as systems of signs. In this regard,
the discursive practices and national symbols invoked in the nation branding campaigns of
post-communist Romania will be examined in-depth. Secondly, there is a strong connection
between the nation brand and the semiotic process related to it. The nation brand is, foremost, an advertising sign, which refers to certain meanings and national symbols.
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The nation brand and the semiotic space of culture
What does nation branding mean from a cultural semiotic perspective? Is the nation brand
part of a semiosphere, considering Lotman’s (2005/1864) approach?
Following the Tartu-Moscow-Semiotic School (Lotman, 1984, 1990; Lotman & Uspensky, 1978; Lotman M., 2002; Kotov, 2002; Kull, 1998, 2005; Torop, 2005), culture appears
as a system of signs and rules are a necessary minimal condition for the creation of culture,
in the same way as teaching of language as a system of grammatical rules or as a set of usage (Lotman & Uspensky, 1978, p. 218). The central idea is that culture is built on natural
language and represents a “secondary modeling system”, because it provides an ongoing model for human knowledge and interaction. The “primary modeling system” is the language capacity, considered to be a natural system. In this context, the sign is any reality drawn into
the sphere of culture.
In 1982, Juri Lotman, founder of the Tartu-Moscow Semiotic School, formulated the concept of semiosphere, under the influence of Vladimir Verdansky’s (1967) concept of biosphere. As a cosmic mechanism, the biosphere occupies a special place in the planetary unit,
a space filled with living matter, which is “the totality of living organisms” (Verdansky, 1967,
p. 350). Therefore, the biosphere is also the condition for the continuation of life. In the same
way, the semiosphere is the result and the condition for the development of culture. In Lotman’s opinion, the semiosphere is the “semiotic space necessary for the existence and functioning of languages” and “outside the semiosphere, there can be neither communication, nor
language” (2000/1990, pp. 123-124). Furthermore, semiosphere is “the semiotic space, outside of which semiosis cannot exist” (Lotman, 2005/1984, p. 205).
In fact, the idea of semiosphere is based on the fact that “dialogue precedes language and
generates the language”, which means that “without semiosphere a language does not only
not work, but does not even exist” (Lotman, 2005/1984, p. 216). In order to illustrate the
semiotic universe, Lotman gives the example of steaks: if one sticks together individual steaks
it will not result a bigger steak. Therefore, by sticking together separate semiotic acts, a semiotic universe will not be obtained. On the contrary, “only the existence of such a universe –
the semiosphere – makes the specific signatory act real” (Lotman, 2005/1984, p. 208).
Kalevi Kull (2005) mentions sixteen different definitions in order to present the concept
of semiosphere. Some of them are related to the meaning-generation process, while others consider the space of diversity and multiple worlds: “semiosphere is a web of sign processes, or
semiosis”, “semiosphere is the sphere of communication”, “anything from the (endless) web
of interpretations”, “the space of semiosis”, “the space of whole-part relations” or “the world
of multiple truths, of multiple worlds” (Kull, 2005, pp. 179-180). Furthermore, Kull argues
there is a connection between the concept of semiosphere and that of Umwelt, considering
Jakob von Uexküll’s perspective. Umwelt means the personal semiotic space and semiosphere becomes “a set of all interconnected Umwelten. Any two Umwelten, when communicating, are a part of the same semiosphere” (Kull, 1998, p. 305). Umwelt is also the semiotic
world of organism, uniting all the semiotic processes of an organism into a whole.
Semiosphere is characterized by a specific structure of space and time whose organization is established through the workings of the semiosphere itself (Kotov, 2002, p. 47). The
outside world is subject to semiotisation and it is divided into “domains of objects which signify, symbolize, indicate something (have meaning), and objects which simply are themselves” (Lotman, 2000/1990, p. 133). Peteer Torop (2005) argues that the concept of
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semiosphere is very close to the concept of symbol in symbolism. For example, the symbol
is suitable both for “conveying the cognition of incongnizable” and for “having an enormous
semantic volume as a reduced myth” (Torop, 2005, p. 161). Notwithstanding, for Mihhail
Lotman (2002, p. 35), the concept of semiosphere is based on the crisis of identity: “for its
own existence, every semiotic entity (sign, text, mind, or culture as a whole) needs the other”. Put simply, sign, text, culture can exist only among other signs, texts, and cultures.
In this article, the concept of semiosphere is based on Lotman’s definition, understood as
the semiotic space necessary for the existence and functioning of advertising discourses and
as the space of meaning generation. The concept is applied to investigate the nation branding campaigns, and particularly the commercials promoting the country image overseas. An
interesting fact here is that nation branding campaigns integrate discursive practices both
from advertising and public diplomacy when communicating the national image to the internal (citizens) or external (international) audiences. These campaigns mobilize a symbolic universe, based on types of national identity discourses and cultural symbols.
Asking whether there could be several semiospheres, Kull (1998, p. 308) argues that this
may be possible only if there are no semiotic processes to connect the semiospheres, but
“when communication takes place between the spheres, they evidently form one and the same
semiosphere”. The communication is realized through the semiotic borders, which function
as translation mechanisms. The point of contact between two elements of the semiosphere can
also lead to the emergence of new meaning. Based on the same logic, the advertising messages from the nation branding campaigns can communicate only through the semiotic border, understood here as translating mechanisms between the nation as a brand and the audience.
The semiotic borders function as integrating principles, because they facilitate the contact between the semiospheres. The most important feature of the borders of semiosphere is
their role as translation mechanisms. They have the function of separating and creating identities by juxtaposing the own and the alien (Torop, 2005, p. 164). In the case of nation branding campaigns, the own identity is given by the national symbols employed, while the alien
is the neoliberal commercialism, which relies on the commercial mechanism to promote the
country. This is the situation in post-communist countries, different compared to the Western
approach on nation branding, because of the countries’ need to dissociate from the communist past.
The borders of semiosphere are double-coded systems of translation filters. This way,
“any text to be translated should be at first recognized by a previous text”, and the “outcome
of translation will influence the recognition process” (Kull, 1998, p. 304). The advertising messages are also double-coded, being embedded in a specific convention that influences the outcome of translation. Another concept related to the borders of the semiosphere is semiosis,
understood as a process of translation. In this context, semiosis “always requires a previous
semiosis which produced the translator” (Kull, 1998, p. 304). Also, the text used for translation is the product of previous semiosis. This leads to the fact that semiosis is turned into an
endless chain and every metal ring is a semiosis that comes from semiosis. Considering this
facts, the advertising discourses are based on a previous semiosis, translating the national images into commercial objectives.
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Semiosphere and nation branding. A cultural semiotic approach
The most important feature of the semiosphere is the border and its role as a translation mechanism. Thus, the process of creolisation between two systems may lead to cultural homogenization, because when “two systems are relatively similar, translation filters may fail and the
element of alien culture may enter given culture unnoticeable” (Kotov, 2002, p. 51). For example, in Estonia there is a confrontation between the national values and the policy of multiculturalism, emerging after the 1990s. The alien culture is the cultural diversity or the
multiculturalism, while the national values are connected to the country as a whole. The same
thing has happened in Romania, after the Revolution of 1989, when there was a confrontation
between the national identity in communism and the national identity in post-communist. Consequently, a reconfiguration of the political landscape was neccessary, so dictatorship was
changed to democracy and an open market economy emerged, along with a liberated media.
If the semiosphere is the result and the condition for the development of culture, then the
nation brand is a part of it, because of the national myths employed by the tourism campaigns.
In this case, nation branding campaigns function as a semiosis, understood as a process of translation. The question that arises here is whether there is communication between the nation
brand and the audience outside of the semiotic space. Certainly, nation branding campaigns
use translation mechanisms in order to position a nation internationally. Moreover, the text
and images used for promoting a tourism campaign are part of the translation process.
Corbu (2009, p. 59) discusses the concept of semiosphere (Lotman, 2000/1990) considering the emergence of global brands, introducing the concept of advertsphere, defined as
“the semiotic space outside of which no decoding of advertising sign is possible”. The advertising signs are understood as triadic entities: a sign stands for an object (or representamen) to an interpretant (Peirce, 1990).
In contrast with commercial advertising, nation branding campaigns are preoccupied with
positioning a nation on the global stage and with consolidating the country’s reputation. In
this context, the nation brand can be investigated as a cultural space. At the core of the semiosphere lay the most developed and structurally organized advertising discourses, while at the
periphery lays the semiotic world of the audience, based on personal experience and cultural background (Linton, 1945). In the case of nation branding campaigns, the border of semiosphere is between different meanings employed through national symbols. Furthermore, the
translation mechanism is present when decoding the advertising message. The audience, either if it is internally (the citizens of the state), or externally (other countries’ Governments,
potential tourists, potential investors, etc.) will decode differently the nation branding campaigns, according to their own semiotic worlds.
Therefore, this article draws on a semiotic analysis linked to a theoretical framework from
the field of cultural semiotics (Lotman, 2005/1984), in order to investigate four nation branding campaigns initiated by the Romanian Government after 1989. The campaigns constitute
an indicator of how nation branding initiatives are employed in the particular case of postcommunist Romania. The research questions underlying this semiotic analysis are:
RQ1: What are the necessary semiotic conditions for constructing nation branding campaigns initiated by the Romanian Government as semiospheres?
RQ2: How do the advertising discourses function as systems of signs inside the semiospheres?
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RQ3: What types of national identity discourses are employed in the nation branding campaigns (symbols, myths, language)?
RQ4: What is the ideological meaning of the nation branding campaings initiated by the
Romanian Government? To what extent are elements of neoliberal ideology addressed?
In order to answer to these questions, the analysis is based on indicators such as semiotic
borders, dual coding and symbols.
The semiotic borders function as translation mechanisms, separating and creating identities by juxtaposing the own and the alien. In the campaigns analyzed, the semiotic borders
translate the nation brand into images and texts about the country’s values.
Dual coding is another indicator, insisting on the advertising messages being embedded
in a specific convention that influences the outcome of translation. For instance, the nation
branding campaigns employ the same myths in different ways, so the symbols are embedded
in the cultural values, and also represented as advertising discourses.
The symbols are the ones generating meaning inside the semiosphere, suitable both for
employing national identity values and for representing a country through myths and national patrimony.
The unit of analysis is the tourism campaign promoting Romania’s country image overseas. In this regard, four primary units of analysis are taken into account: Romania Simply
Surprising (2004), Romania Land of Choice (2009), Explore the Carpathian Garden (2010),
and Discover the Place Where You Feel Reborn (2014). The context is necessary to see how
nation branding initiatives are employed in the particular case of Romania. The corpus was
selected considering the moment when nation branding has become a public issue in Romania, being intensely debated in the public space. Furthermore, since 2005, the country image
has been an important topic discussed in the Romanian media as well, raising the question of
why a country brand is needed.

“Romania Simply Surprising”
Since 1996, the Romanian Government has started to promote Romania’s country image
overseas, and one of the first initiatives was the launch of “Eternal and fascinating Romania”
project. Nevertheless, only since 2005 the “theme of Romania’s country image is being the
object of an institutionalization process” (Beciu, 2011, p. 110), so the Government assumes
responsibility for promoting the country internationally, working with consultancy agencies
in order to initiate campaigns such as Romania Land of Choice (2009) and Explore the
Carpathian Garden (2010). The last one generated a reaction from the media, which started
to criticize the Government for the lack of professionalism. Moreover, nation branding is not
just a concept, being also a type of public issue (Cheregi, 2015, p. 296) which “passes from
the area of institutional and expertise discourses into the area of the public sphere, and generally, in the public discourses, including the quotidian life” (Beciu, 2013, p. 43).
In fact, Romania’s first branding activities at governmental level were more isolated actions that integrated communication campaigns (Dolea & Þãruº, 2009). Put simply, the first
approaches “have promoted tangible objects: places to visit in Romania, food, and only after 2005 appeared integrating concepts to present a more complex picture of the country and
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also to embrace customs, traditions, theatre plays and documentary films” (Dolea & Þãruº,
2009, p. 84).
Hence, in 2003, the Romanian government “launched the country’s first long-term branding effort” (Kaneva & Popescu, 2011, p. 196). The “Romania Simply Surprising” campaign
presented touristic attractions such as Bucharest, Transylvania, the monasteries of Bukovina
and Maramureº, and the Black Sea coast. It consisted of five television commercials: a ‘master-ad’ and four ‘explanatory’ ads (Kaneva & Popescu, 2011, p. 198). The ‘master-ad’ begins
with an image of a woman playing the violin in the lobby of the Romanian Athenaeum in
Bucharest. The woman is dressed in a long white dress decorated with red tassels, looking
like a traditional costume. She also wears a coral and silver coin necklace, known as the Romanian salba1. The following frames present a larger-than-life model walking on Victoria
Avenue and displaying clothes in a fashion show. She rises above the old buildings of the
Bucharest centre, gently blowing under the wings of a biplane flying above the city. The commercial alternates traditional motifs with modern ones, presenting a cosmopolitan Bucharest
as a touristic destination.
The story is continued with images from the Danube Delta, where a fisherman throws a
net in the water. Next, an over-sized model is walking on the beach, near long chairs and sun
umbrellas. The visual with the Romanian seaside is continued with an image of the Sphinx
of Bucegi from the Carpathian Mountains, where a peasant boy, dressed in a folk costume,
shoots a burning arrow into the sky. This is a well known symbol in the Romanian national
imaginary. Legend says that Stephen the Great (the prince of Moldavia and one of the best
army commanders in Romanian history) shot an arrow from a mountain top and built Putna
Monastery where the arrow landed. The mountain is named the “Hill of the Cross”
(“Cruciºorul”) and lies south-east of the monastery. After each medieval battle, the prince of
Moldavia would build a church, considering that particular place sacred. Stephen was not the
only one shooting arrows. The children bailiff and two messengers shot their arrows too, and
the gate of the monastery was erected where the children’s bailiff arrow landed. Furthermore,
the bell tower was built where the messenger’ arrow landed.
In the campaign ad, the peasant boy is the symbol of the children’s bailiff. His arrow leads
to the Voroneþ Monastery, where a priest plays a semantron (toaca)2 to summon the monastics to prayer or to suggest the start of a procession. In the monastery there is a little girl wearing a white dress which opens the palm of her hand to reveal Bran Castle, also known as
Dracula Castle. Further, Dracula appears and covers himself with a red veil, changing the
frame back to the interior of the Romanian Athenaeum. There, a large screen shows images
with the Carpathian Mountains. A smiling woman jumps of the screen, inviting people to visit Romania with an open palm hand gesture.
The other four ads from the “Romania Simply Surprising” campaign reveal the complete
stories of Danube Delta, Bukovina monasteries, the Black Sea Coast, and of Bucharest. For
instance, in the Danube Delta commercial, a boat is floating near white water lilies, framed
followed by images with a lot of birds that also float on the water. Then, we can see the fisherman throwing a net into the Danube. He catches a lot of fishes, and the birds fly above the
river. The visuals show pelicans particularly because the Danube Delta is home of the largest
colony of pelicans outside Africa. Two children run after the birds in this peaceful place and
the fisherman is paddling slowly on the water.
Another commercial is promoting the Bukovina Monasteries. Here, a messenger is shooting a burning arrow which travels through time, passing by Voroneþ and Suceviþa monaster-
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ies. This is linked to the legend of Stephen the Great, who would shot an arrow from the top
of a high mountain and the place where the arrow fell was chosen for a new church. The commercial ends with an image of a nun playing the semantron, a ritual specific to the Eastern
Orthodox Church.
As for the Black Sea Coast, the ad shows images with a larger-than-life woman walking
on the beach, followed by a young woman jumping off a yacht into the sea. Next, we can see
wind-surfers and youngsters running and playing volleyball. The last frame presents two dolphins playing with the ball in the Black Sea. Finally, the fifth commercial introduces a classical and yet modern Bucharest, interesting because of its beautiful buildings such as the
Romanian Athenaeum, the Arc of Triumph or the House of Parliament. There are also visuals with new corporate buildings, interfering modern motifs with traditional ones. The music
from the spot is romantic, suggesting Francophile aspirations of the capital city, also known
as “little Paris”. In the end, we can see a bride holding a bouquet of flower, also leading to a
romantic ritual.
In the “Romania Simply Surprising” campaign, the nation brand functions as a cultural
construct, promoting the national image of the country through symbols such as the traditional Romanian “salba”, Bucharest as a “little Paris”, the fisherman throwing a net into the
Danube, the peasant boy shooting a burning arrow or the semantron (toaca) played at Bukovina monasteries. The nation brand is part of the semiosphere (Lotman, 2005/1984) because
of the national myths employed by the campaign, as it can be seen in Figure 1. In this case,
they function as a semiosis, understood as a process of translation. The repertoire of symbols
in the commercial encompasses a “profound coding mechanism” (Lotman, 1990, p. 101).
Referring to the Romanian national imaginary, the symbols also have “an enormous semantic volume as a reduced myth” (Torop, 2005, p. 161). For instance, the tale of Dracula
fits perfectly in the “Romania Simply Surprising” campaign because “the Romanian space
represents, for the West, the first circle of otherness: sufficiently close for the curious configurations and disturbing forms of behavior which Westerners find there to be highlighted all
the more strongly” (Boia, 2001, p. 9). The image in the ad shows Dracula appearing from Bran
Castle, covering himself with a red veil. This leads to a wider discussion about nation branding and the audience’s semiotic worlds. There is a preference to the Western audience specifically, because they are familiar with the Dracula story. The internal audience (Romanian
citizens) is not so impressed by this tale, especially because it has nothing to do with national history.
The Dracula myth is a cultural treasury of humanity because the novel written by Bram
Stoker in 1897 was a successful work of literature. Dracula is also known from the films
based on Stoker’s novel. In the Romanian history, Vlad Þepeº, the prince of Wallachia from
1456 to 1462, was called Dracula by foreigners. His cruelty was out of the ordinary, since he
impaled people on stakes. Thus, the novel written by Stoker was a work of fiction which is
not connected to the real Vlad Þepeº, because the vampire Dracula is not a transfiguration of
the prince of Wallachia. An interesting fact here is that the same historical figure “has given
rise to two such different myths: on the one hand, a national and political symbol for the Romanians, and on the other, the gothic legend of the vampire” (Boia, 2001, p. 230). Actually,
for Romanians, Vlad Þepeº defended the country against Turkish invasion and his cruelties
are explained by reasons of state, ensuring order and justice. Foreigners are more familiar with
the bloodthirsty Prince, because of Bram Stoker’s successful novel.
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Figure 1. Romania Simply Surprising campaign as a semiosphere.

Another myth promoted by the tourism commercial is the myth of Bucharest as a “little
Paris”, inspired from the city’s architecture. Some corners of the capital city do have a Parisian
look. Buildings such as the Romanian Athenaeum, the Arc of Triumph or the Justice Palace
are French inspired, along with the Victoria Avenue (Calea Victoriei), one the symbolic axis
of the capital. In the ad, the over-sized model walks on the Victoria Avenue displaying new
clothes design, like in a Paris fashion show. Considering the nation brand as part of a semiosphere, the semiotic border interferes here a translation mechanism between the Romanian
and French cultures. The point of contact between elements of different cultures enables the
emergence of new meaning. Bucharest looks like a “little Paris”, with a similar architecture
and interesting fashion shows. This new meaning is appealing also to an international audience, interested in discovering a romantic city.
The fisherman and the bucolic Danube Delta suggest a peaceful place to visit. It is possible to relate the image of a fisherman throwing a net into the Danube with the fairy tale of
the fisherman and the fish. “Golden fishes” are waiting to be caught in order to fulfill any wish
in exchange for their freedom. The nation brand as discursively constructed in the “Romania
Simply Surprising” campaign can be investigated as a cultural space. At the core of the semiosphere lay the national myths, while at the periphery lays the semiotic world of the audience, based on its cultural background (Linton, 1945). The campaign also uses national
identity discourses, implying that there is a relationship between nation branding and national identity. Notwithstanding, Kaneva and Popescu (2011, p. 201) believe that putting “interbellum Bucharest, Parisian fashion, Danube fishing, Dracula and monasteries into the same
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ad results in a confusing concoction of disparate myths”, indicating “the lack of internal consensus over the meaning of national identity in Romania”. Thus, the campaign appeals to
symbols only familiar to an internal audience, such as the traditional Romanian “salba” or
the burning arrow. The symbols appeal to the Romanian traditions and imaginary and may
not be fully understood by an international audience. For a foreigner unfamiliar with Romanian history and myths, these elements are not so well integrated in the narrative logic.
The touristic objectives of Bucharest, Danube Delta, Bukovina monasteries, and of the
Black Sea Coast function as signs in the “Romania Simply Surprising” campaign. As Lotman (1978) argues, “any reality drawn into the sphere of culture begins to function as a sign”
(p. 229). These signs are dually coded: first, they have a code dominated by the advertising
conventions (every place is linked to a specific story, images are selected in order to sustain
the national myths); second, the touristic objectives as signs have a code dominated by the
social experiences of people visiting Romania (fashion shows, bucolic nature, smiling women,
symphony concerts). The nation branding campaign aims at attracting other countries’ Governments, potential tourists, potential investors along with the citizens. The master ad from
“Romania Simply Surprising” campaign ends with a large screen showing images with the
Carpathian Mountains. A smiling woman jumps of the screen, inviting people to visit Romania with an open palm hand gesture. This indicates a commercial inside the nation branding
commercial, or a metalanguage. Being a system of a secondary order, the metalingual phenomenon is concerned with signs of signs. The screen showing images with the Carpathian
Mountains has its own functions in the commercial, completing the touristic objectives of
Romania. The woman jumps from the screen inside the Romanian Athenaeum, connecting
the two signs.
Overall, in Romania Simply Surprising campaign national identity discourses are constructed by appealing to traditions (the Romanian salba, the fisherman throwing a net into
the Danube), history (the peasant boy shooting a burning arrow), architecture (Bucharest as
a “little Paris”), and religion (the semantron played at Bukovina monasteries). To some extent, elements of the neoliberal ideology are addressed by presenting the legend of Dracula
and a cosmopolitan Bucharest as a touristic destination. In this regard, there is a relation between nation branding and neoliberal ideology, taking into account the fact that nations are
perceived as brands in the age of globalization. This happens because of the capitalist logic,
which puts an emphasis on competitive markets. In the case of Romania Simply Surprising
campaign, the competitive advantage is given by Francophile aspirations, international myths
(the tale of Dracula), culture, and tourism (the touristic objectives of Bucharest, Danube Delta,
Bukovina monasteries, and of the Black Sea Coast). Moreover, Bârdan and Imre (2012) consider that we are dealing with “vampire branding” when promoting Romania, because of the
multiple uses of Dracula story in the tourism campaigns. A possible explanation for using
Dracula myth in nation branding campaigns is that they aim to attract Western audiences.

“Romania Land of Choice”
In 2009, the Ministry of Tourism launches the “Romania Land of Choice” campaign, in
collaboration with the advertising agency ADDV Euro RSCG in co-branding with BRD –
Groupe Societe Generale. The videos were broadcasted on CNN and Eurosport, promoting
Romania as an international tourism destination. Three brand ambassadors were chosen to rep-
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resent the country image: Gheorghe Hagi, Nadia Comãneci and Ilie Nãstase. The campaign
consists of two television ads: the official tourism commercial and the mocking one, featuring the same three brand ambassadors.
Foremost, the official video starts with an image of Nadia Comãneci (the first female gymnast to be awarded a perfect score of 10 at the Olympics) introducing herself: “Hi! I’m Nadia Comãneci and this is Romania!”. Next, the visual shows an image with Suceviþa monastery
and two nuns walking in the monastery’s court. Another frame presents a shepherd leading
his sheep in a pastoral landscape. This could be related to the ballad of Mioriþa, one of the
best known Romanian folk creations. The tradition of gliding down the sheep for wintering
is also represented.
The picture of a rural Romania is followed by an urban one, showing Sibiu, the European
capital of culture. The following frame brings back the rural in an image of a Romanian village house. Ilie Nãstase (former World number one professional tennis player) appears in the
commercial, landing down in the house garden by using a parachute. He also introduces himself: “Feeling sleepy already? I’m Ilie Nãstase and this is Romania”. We can now see a different Romania, where people are partying in the club. The story continues with visuals of
the Carpathian Mountains and of Vidraru Lake. A coloured ball hits Ilie Nãstase and returns
to Gheorghe Hagi (considered the greatest Romanian footballer of all time). After introducing himself by saying “I’m Gheorghe Hagi and this is Romania”, he throws the ball to the
Black Sea Coast, where people are playing and jumping in the water. Next, the images present the Danube Delta, a fisherman floating on a boat, birds flying and wild horses from the
Letea Forest running. The commercial ends with Gheorghe Hagi running on the Black Sea
Coast and a voice-over saying: “One country, so many experiences. Come to Romania, the
land of choice”.
Compared with the “Romania Simply Surprising” campaign, the commercials from “Romania Land of Choice” campaign have a discursive component. Visual images are reinforced
by the brand ambasadors’ comments, and also by the voice-over ending the spot. The three
celebrities function as narrators, introducing different stories about Romania. From a cultural semiotic point of view, Nadia Comãneci, Ilie Nãstase and Gheorghe Hagi are translators,
connecting different elements of the same nation brand. Moreover, Romania’s nation brand
is part of a semiosphere, because it is the space of meaning generation and of whole-part relations. In fact, the whole is the country as a “land of choice”, while its parts are Bukovina
monasteries, the pastoral landscapes, the European cultural capital, the Carpathian Garden,
people partying, the Black Sea Coast and the Danube Delta (Figure 2). These elements are
also signs revealing national identity symbols.
For instance, the shepherd leading his sheep in a pastoral landscape sends to the mythballad of Mioriþa, one of the best known Romanian folk creations. The bucolic image is a symbol of the “mioritic space”, defined by the Transylvanian poet and philosopher Lucian Blaga
(1968) as the stylistic matrix of Romanian culture. Furthermore, the “mioritic space” is connected to the Romanian identity, being a way of locating the Romanian poetic spirit. Besides
national identity symbols, the commercial also introduces the openness to Western values, when
presenting images with Sibiu. If in “Romania Simply Surprising” campaign, the focus was
on Francophile aspirations, portraying Bucharest as a “little Paris”, addressing mostly to a Western audience, here the focus is on European values. Further, the “Romania Land of Choice”
campaign constructs a „superficial, performative discourse of a stable and homogeneous national identity, suitable for external consumption, that does not necessarily reflect the popu-
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lar sentiments of the citizenry” (Kaneva, 2012, p. 118). This can be explained by the postcommunist countries’ need to redefine their national identity, seeing the Western model as a
successful one. The slogan from the end is suggesting unity in diversity: “One country, so many
experiences”, which leads to the need for a European identity. The semiotic border marks the
place of Romania in a European context, implicitly expressing the country’s desire to join the
European Union.
Figure 2. Romania Land of Choice campaign as a semiosphere.

The mocking commercial of “Romania Land of Choice” campaign challenges fictional projections about Romania. It begins with the image of a happy bride in the company of four
men dressed in suits. Nadia Comãneci presents this scene by explaing that “this is Romania,
the only country where a woman has the right to marry four men at the same time!”. Next,
we can see an image with people riding zebras in front of the Bucharest’s House of People.
Ilie Nãstase invites potential tourists to discover Romania, the place where people are riding
zebras. Last, Gheorghe Hagi talks about fish fruits and the visual shows a tree full of hanging fish. A voiceover says: “You know nothing about Romania, do you? It’s time to come and
discover it: real sites, real experiences, real people”.
This commercial is addressing to an internal and external audience, inviting potential
tourists to discover the real Romania, not the one from the fictional projections. The nation
brand is constructed through a mocked discourse, trying to function as a platform for con-
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sumer identification. In this case, “nation branding is promoted, paradoxically, in the guise
of a post-national order that magically relieves individuals on nationalism’s ideological burden and converts its pleasures into a platform for consumer identification” (Bârdan & Imre,
2012, p. 186). At the core of the nation brand lay the most developed commercial discourses, while at the periphery lay the semiotic world of the audience, which will decode differently this parody ad. The Romanian citizens may find the ad ridiculuous, because it is based
on a fictional portrait of Romanian people. On the other hand, an international audience may
be confused about this mocking ad, especially if they are not familiar with Romania at all.
The last frame revealing a tree full of hanging fish is implicitly suggesting people not to believe everyting they hear about Romania. Actually, the ad invites potential tourists to visit Romania in order to improve their knowledge about this country.
The Romania Land of Choice campaign presents different stories about Romania, introduced by three celebrities that function as translators, connecting different elements of the same
semiosphere. In this cultural space, national identity discourses are constructed by appealing
to the psychological profile of the Romanian people (the mioritic space, the inalienable matrix of the national spirit; Romania people partying), to traditions (a Romanian village house),
religion (Bukovina monasteries), geography (pastoral landscapes, the Carpathian Garden)
and modernization (images with Sibiu, the European Cultural Capital). Moreover, the campaign defines Romania’s nation brand by using a language from commercial discourses (“One
country, so many experiences”, “Land of Choice”, “This is Romania”). As a matter of fact,
the campaign title “Land of Choice” is a cliché representation of what capitalist economies
like to represent themselves as offering, addressing the neoliberal ideology as well. This is
connected to the “marketization of public discourse” (Fairclough, 1993), so Romania’s nation brand is part of a semiosphere where the capitalist logic of the market is an important element. Besides this, the commercial ad presents the country in a European context, insisting
on images with Sibiu, the European Cultural Capital in 2007.

“Explore the Carpathian Garden”
Three years after Romania’s EU accession in 2007, the Ministry of Regional Development
and Tourism has launched the ’Explore the Carpathian Garden’ tourism branding campaign at
the World Exhibition in Shanghai, aiming to create a positive image of Romania. The development of Romanian tourism was financed with European funds (75 milion Euros until the end
of 2013), such as the European Fund for Regional Development. The Spanish agency Asesores
en Turismo y Hotelera Recreacion – Taylor Nelson Sofres has created the new country brand
with the green leaf logo. Romanian bloggers have criticized the logo, because of its resemblance
with the logo of the British company Change Transport. The information first appeared on a blog,
with the headline “Discover the differences between the two images. The Ministry of Tourism
is stealing images for the nation brand logo”.3 The Romanian media has rapidly disseminated
this information, debating about the necessity of a country brand. The Tourism Minister Elena
Udrea was criticized for the nation branding campaign, and several articles in the press mentioned “Elena Udrea’s leaf”. Citizens had the opportunity to express their opinions about the campaign, in the context of a high media attention to the nation brand issue.
The “Explore the Carpathian Garden” campaign consisted of commercials, media campaigns, as well as websites for potential tourists which include a trip planner. A trilogy of
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documentaries entitled Wild Carpathia was also launched, supported and recommended by
Prince Charles. The documentaries were broadcasted on Travel Channel and presented Romania’s natural beauties. Compared to the first nation branding initiatives (“Simply Surprising” – 2004, “Land of Choice” – 2009), this campaign used various communication channels,
including the Internet. The analysis will insist only on the three TV spots: a general one, a
nature and a cultural themed one, promoted on CNN, Eurosport and Euronews. The ads show
images accompanied by words, while the voice-over uses all the words from the visuals in
the discourse. In the general commercial, the voice-over says:
“From the moment you start your journey to the adventure it becomes, from the inspiring architecture to the discovery of traditions, from nature’s finest moments to the feeling of being lost amongst
them, for everything Romania has to offer. To the experience you’ll take away. Romania, explore the
Carpathian Garden”

It starts with a foggy, dark forest that becomes brighter. The word “explore” is associated with this image, inviting people to discover what is behind the foggy forest. A beautiful
mountain landscape is revealed, followed by another slide show defined by the word “adventure”, reinforced by the images of a village house and people riding horses. The “inspiring
architecture” is the Romanian byzantine style, shown in visuals with Snagov Monastery, one
of the alleged burial sites of Vlad the Impaler (also known as Dracula). The traditions are to
be seen in the church painting and in the image of a man creating a traditional clay pot. Nature is connected with wild mountain landscapes and a picture of yellow flowers. The story
continues by revealing images reinforced by authenticity: the Merry Cemetery and children
wearing folk costumes.
The commercial also insists on the uniqueness attribute of the touristic brand, showing Peleº
Castle, a masterpiece of German new-Renaissance architecture, and the historic centre of
Sighiºoara, the medieval town known as the Saxons of Transylvania. The image of the
Sighiºoara citadel is completed by the word “experience”. The final frame shows a stage with
opening curtains from the National Theatre Bucharest, a public cultural institution. This leads
to the social experiences that the audience can enjoy such as the medieval festival and the theatrical plays. Compared to the “Romania Land of Choice” campaign, where three celebrities
introduced different stories of the destination brand, here the narrator is explaining the story
behind images, like in a film documentary. He introduces the audience into a different world,
one of “adventure”, “architecture”, “traditions”, “nature”, “authenticity”, “uniqueness” and
“experiences”. The words from the spot are also attributes of Romania’s nation brand, involving the consumer or tourist identification.
From a cultural semiotic point of view, the narrator functions as a translator, connecting
different elements of the same nation brand. Moreover, Romania’s nation brand is part of a
semiosphere, because it is the space of meaning generation and of whole-part relations. The
whole is the country as a Carpathian Garden, an idea connected to its geographical position.
Romania is an Eastern European country situated in the “Carpato-Danubiano-Pontic” space,
with the Carpathians at the center. In this case, the nation brand parts are the mountain landscapes, Snagov Monastery, the Merry Cemetery, the European cultural capital, Peleº Castle,
the medieval Sighiºoara, and children dressed in folk costumes. These elements are also signs
revealing national identity symbols (Figure 3).
For example, the Merry Cemetery is a cultural artifact, a place where dead is represented
in a joyful manner and each cross is colorfully-painted, with a poem for an epitaph. It is a
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cultural artifact that entails the idea of life after death, according to which individuals continue to exist symbolically in their communities even after they die. The “epitaphs summarize the core normative system of the community and thus help to preserve social norms: the
epitaphs become the embodiment of the shared worldview in this community” (Curºeu &
Pop-Curºeu, 2011, p. 384). The joyful aspect of the monument sends to a Dacian tradition.
For Dacians, death is the moment when they meet with Zalmoxis, being a motive of joy and
celebration, and not one of mourning, black veils, or regrets. Conversely, after the Roman Empire conquered Dacia, the Romanization also changed the funeral rites into public representation of grief. Thus, the humorous epitaphs from Merry Cemetery entail a very old Dacian
myth, also mentioned in the Romanian ballad Mioriþa, where death is represented as a wedding. Moreover, the “dark carnival of death is allegorized as the luminous carnival of wedding” (Eliade, 1972, p. 242). Imagining death as a happy event is deeply rooted in one of the
Romanian most profound myths. The commercial presents the image of the Merry Cemetery
reinforced by the word “authentic”, because its symbol explores a very old Dacian tradition.
The national symbols are culturally connoted, revealing also deep-rooted myths. In a qualitative analysis of the “Explore the Carpathian Garden” campaign, Creþu (2011, p. 36) argues
that the videos are built on four myths: myth of rural space and traditions; myth of mysterious, mystical space (Dracula myth); myth of wild nature and myth of culture and traditions
related to the church”. These myths are employed in the nation branding campaign to seduce
the audience with a story they can identify with.
Second of all, the cultural themed spot of the campaign explores images of the Transfãgãrãºan, of Sibiu, of painted monasteries and people dressed in a traditional outfit. The
voice-over is the narrator that explains the visual story: “from the moment you start your
journey to the adventure it becomes, from the unique culture to the discovery of France, from
the first look at the past to everything Romania has to offer.” It starts with a visual from the
Carpathian Mountains, followed by Transfãgãrãºan and the quote from Top Gear, who named
it the most beautiful road in the world. Next, Sibiu is presented as an idylic town, also known
as the European Capital of Culture. The third commercial from “Explore the Carpathian Garden” campaign is showing the Danube Delta, mountain landscapes and a pastoral image of
sheep. This sends to the myth-ballad of Mioriþa, revealing a “mioritic space” as as the stylistic matrix of Romanian culture (Blaga, 1969).
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Figure 3. Explore the Carpathian Garden campaign as a semiosphere.

At the core of Romania’s nation brand lays the advertising discourses (presenting Romania as an adventure, as a take-away experience), while at the periphery lays the semiotic world
of the audience. “Explore the Carpathian Garden” addresses to the potential tourists, inviting
them to visit Romania and experience “nature”, “authenticity”, “uniqueness” or the “mystical”. On the other hand, at the periphery lays the international audience, which will decode
the advertising message according to their own social experiences. The commercial insists
on experiences, presenting Sighiºoara’s medieval festival and theatrical plays from the National Bucharest Theatre, inviting potential tourists to enjoy them.
Furthermore, the semiotic analysis of the Explore the Carpathian Garden campaign shows
that national identity discourses are constructed by appealing to traditions (children wearing
folk costumes, a man creating a clay pot), religion (painted monasteries), modernization (images with Transfãgãrãºan, the mountain paved road crossing the southern section of the
Carpathian Mountains), geography (the Carpathian Garden), architecture (Peleº Castle, the
medieval Sighiºoara, Snagov Monastery) and the psychological profile of Romanian people
(Merry Cemetery – a place where death is represented in a joyful manner). In this cultural
space, elements of the neoliberal ideology are addressed by commercial discourses (“for
everything Romania has to offer”, “to the experience you’ll take away”, “Romania, explore
the Carpathian Garden”), reinforcing the cliché representation of capitalist economies as of-
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fering. In fact, the experiences of Sighiºoara’s medieval festival, of visiting Peleº Castle, a
masterpiece of German new-Renaissance architecture and of seeing the humorous epitaphs
from the Merry Cemetery are interpellating the Western audiences, inviting them to “explore
the Carpathian Garden”.

“Discover the Place Where You Feel Reborn”
Discover the place where you feel reborn campaign was launched in 2014 and is part of
the “Explore the Carpathian Garden” governmental campaign. Compared to the other three
nation branding campaigns, here we have a first person narrator that describes his own experiences:
“Here, in these places is where I wish I was born.
Every time I discover the traditions and the culture from these places I feel alive, I feel reborn.
Romania, Explore the Carpathian Garden”.

Furthermore, the campaign addresses mainly to the internal audience, in order to encourage Romanian people to visit their country. The story follows a man passing through different places in Romania. We can also see him old.
The commercial starts with a frame showing a young man with long hair drinking water
from a traditional clay pot. He is wearing a backpack and travels to different places in Romania. Next, the visuals show a frame with the man visiting Voroneþ monastery, one of the
painted churches of Moldavia listed in UNESCO’s list of World Heritage sites. The frescoes
at Voroneþ feature an intense shade of blue known in Romania as “Voroneþ blue”. The young
man is touching the wall of the monastery featuring the “Last Judgement” theme. In the next
frame we can see a nun playing the semantron right in front of the monastery.
Further, the man is making a traditional Romanian clay pot, with the help of a village lady. The next frames insist on preseting one of the most important Romanian cultural symbols, Brâncuºi’s Endless Column. The column is linked to the infinite sacrifice of the Romanian
soldiers during the First World War. Besides this, the Endless Column is also the axis mundi
or the axis of the world, expressing a point of connection between Heaven and Earth. This
space serves as a microcosm of order. For Mircea Eliade, “every microcosm, every inhabited region has a Centre, that is to say, a place that is sacred above all” (1991, p. 39). The rhomboid shapes of the column represent the idea of infinity, connecting Heaven with Earth. In
the commercial, the young man is touching the Endless Column, a sculpture linked to the
mythical past and a distant cultural memory of the Romanian folkloric tradition (Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Discover the Place Where You Feel Reborn campaign as a semiosphere.

In the following frames, the man is visiting Sighiºoara, a medieval Romanian city listed
by UNESCO as a World Heritage Site. The image of the Bran Castle is present in this commercial as well, showing the “Dracula castle” from a panoramic view. Therefore, Dracula’s
myth is reinforced in this campaign, appealing to foreign audiences by interpellating neoliberal commercialism. As I mentioned before in this article, this myth is not representative for
Romanian people, even though foreigners are more familiar with the bloodthirsty Vlad Þepeº,
because of Bram Stoker’s successful novel. An interesting fact is that the young man is
charmed by beautiful Romania women when discovering the castle. They symbolize feminine mythical creatures in Romanian mythology, known as “iele”4. Similar to the samodivas
in Bulgaria, the Romanian fairies have great seductive power over men and magic skills.
They are also known as singing and dancing fairies of the night.
In fact, the semiotic analysis of the Discover the Place Where You Feel Reborn campaign
shows that national identity discourses are constructed by appealing to traditions (a man creating a traditional clay pot, the presence of the Romanian “evil fairies” know as “ielele”), religion (painted monasteries, a nun playing the semantron), culture (Brâncuºi’s Endless Column)
and architecture (the medieval Sighiºoara, Bran Castle). In this cultural space, elements of the
neoliberal ideology are addressed by commercial discourses (“Romania, Explore the Carpathian Garden”), reinforcing the cliché representation of capitalist economies as offering.
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Conclusion
The results show that investigating nation branding from a cultural semiotic perspective is
very useful in understanding the universe of symbols defined by Romania as a destination
brand. This article investigated the particular case of advertising commercials, but future research should take into account the relationship between the country image campaigns (including websites, tourism exhibitions, special events, cultural diplomacy, etc.) and the
semiosphere. The advertising spots promoting Romania construct a world by appealing to a
system of signs and dominant codes. For instance, during the period 2004-2014, Romania was
presented as a destination brand through the use of national identity symbols, such as the traditional “salba”, the burning arrow, the semantron (toaca), the “mioritic space”, and Brâncuºi’s
Endless Column. These symbols are connected to the Romanian history (“salba”, the burning
arrow), religion (the semantron), culture (Brâncuºi’s Endless Column) and the psychological
profile of Romanian people (the “mioritic space”). That is why they appeal to the national
imaginary, inviting the citizens to identify themselves in the symbols promoted in the nation
branding campaigns. Thus, for a foreign audience, the symbols are not known beforehand,
which means that the meanings should be constructed through the commercials. In the case of
the four campaigns analyzed, a context explaining the symbols is not provided explicitly.
The nation branding campaigns are part of four different semiospheres, integrating discursive practices both from advertising and public diplomacy when communicating the national image to the internal (citizens) or external (international) audiences. The same national
symbols (the mioritic space, the semantron, traditional Romanian costumes, painted monasteries) are invoked in different semiospheres, leading to different meanings of the advertising signs. Therefore, Romania’s nation brand can be investigated as a cultural space,
considering that the campaigns mobilize cultural symbols as systems of signs.
In the Romania Simply Surprising campaign, the touristic objectives of Bucharest, Danube
Delta, Bukovina monasteries, and of the Black Sea Coast function as dual coded signs: first,
they have a code dominated by the advertising conventions (every place is linked to a specific story, images are selected in order to sustain the national myths); second, the touristic
objectives as signs have a code dominated by the social experiences of people visiting Romania (fashion shows, bucolic nature, smiling women, symphony concerts). There is a preference for the Western audience specifically, because they are familiar with the Dracula story
and attracted by a French inspired Bucharest. The neoliberal ideology is present in these Western appealing symbols, attracting the tourists to come and visit Romania. On the other hand,
only the internal audience (Romanian citizens) is familiar with the traditional Romanian “salba” or the burning arrow, as they send to the Romanian traditions and imaginary. For a foreigner unfamiliar with Romanian history and myths, these elements are not so well integrated
in the narrative logic.
As for the Romania Land of Choice campaign, visual images were reinforced by three
celebrities functioning as narrators, introducing different stories about Romania. From a cultural semiotic point of view, Nadia Comãneci, Ilie Nãstase and Gheorghe Hagi are translators, connecting different elements of the same nation brand. Moreover, Romania’s nation
brand is part of a semiosphere, because it is the space of meaning generation and of wholepart relations. In fact, the whole is the country as a “land of choice”, while its parts are Bukovina monasteries, the pastoral landscapes, the European cultural capital, the Carpathian Garden,
people partying, the Black Sea Coast and the Danube Delta. If in Romania Simply Surpris-
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ing campaign, the focus was on Francophile aspirations, portraying Bucharest as a “little
Paris”, addressing mostly to a Western audience, the focus is on European values in the Romania Land of Choice campaign. The semiotic border marks Romania’s position in a European context, implicitly expressing the country’s desire to join the European Union
In Explore the Carpathian Garden campaign, the narrator introduces the audience into a
different world, one of “adventure”, “architecture”, “traditions”, “nature”, “authenticity”,
“uniqueness” and “experiences”. He also functions as a translator, connecting different elements of the same nation brand. At the core of Romania’s nation brand lays the advertising
discourses (presenting Romania as an adventure, as a take-away experience), while at the periphery lays the semiotic world of the audience, which will decode the advertising message
according to their own social experiences. The Sighiºoara’s medieval festival and theatrical
plays from the National Bucharest Theatre are used as social experience symbols, inviting potential tourists to enjoy them.
Discover the Place Where You Feel Reborn campaign is based on a first person narrator
functioning as a translator. The man with long hair travels though different places of Romania, discovering Bukovina painted monasteries, traditional clay pots, Brâncuºi’s Endless Column and Bran Castle.
Consequently, national identity is an important component inside the semiosphere, reinforced by national symbols and cultural myths. As for the neoliberal ideology’s influence on
the construction of the nation branding campaigns, the results show that the campaigns are
trying to appeal to Western values by using commercial discourses and the Dracula myth in
promoting Romania on the global stage. If Romania Simply Surprising campaign is presenting Bucharest as a “little Paris”, insisting on the French inspired architecture, in the Romania Land of Choice and Explore the Carpathian Garden campaigns, the impact of the neoliberal
ideology is to be seen in the use of European symbols: Sibiu, the European cultural capital,
Peleº Castle, known for its German renaissance architecture, Sighiºoara, a medieval city listed by UNESCO as a World Heritage Site. The neoliberal commercialism is more powerfull
in the campaign from 2011 (“Explore the Carpathian Garden” campaign), because the objectives were oriented specifically to tourism growth, economic development, and to increasing
the competitive advantage on the global stage.
Analyzing Romania’s nation brand from a cultural semiotic perspective is only a starting
point in finding out how are the cultural symbols and national myths connected to the nation
branding campaigns and how do they influence the discursive construction of the nation brand.
Future studies should consider cross-cultural research between Eastern European countries,
to see if there is a significant resemblance between the campaigns and the cultural imaginary
employed. An interesting point would be also to investigate the audience’s response to the
nation branding campaigns, in terms of their “cultural background”.

Notes
1

A traditional Romanian necklace made of gold, silver and copper coins.
A percussion instrument made of a long, thick and well-planned piece of timber which is hit in different rhythms by one or two wooden hammers, with a special technique. It is used mostly in Orthodox Christian monasteries.
2
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3
The blog article stating the resemblance between the two logos can be found here: http://www.piticu.
ro/descoperiti-diferentele-din-cele-doua-imagini.html.
4
“Iele” is the name of “evil fairies” of the Romanian mythology. They are mentioned in old Romanian
folktales and legends and they have been a constant source of inspiration for many Romanian writers.
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Abstract
In design and learning studies, an increasing amount of attention has been paid to experience. Many
design approaches relate experience to embodiment and phenomenology. The growth in the number
of applications that use the Internet of Things (IoT) has shifted human interactions from mobile devices
and computers to tangible, material things. In education, the pressure to learn and update skills and knowledge, especially in work environments, has underlined the challenge of understanding how workers
learn from reflection while working. These directions have been fuelled by research findings in the
neurosciences, embodied cognition, the extended phenomenological–cognitive system and the role of
emotions in decision-making and meaning making. The perspective on experience in different disciplines varies, and the aim is often to categorise experience. These approaches provide a worthwhile view
of the importance of experience in learning and design, such as the recent emphasis on conceptual and
epistemological knowledge creation. In pragmatism, experience plays a considerable role in research,
art, communication and reflection. Therefore, I rely on Peirce’s communicative theory of signs and
Dewey’s philosophy of experience to examine how experience is connected to reflection and therefore
how it is necessarily tangible.
Keywords: experience; qualitative immediacy; common ground; reflection; habit change.

Introduction
The need to reconsider design and learning emerged from the increasing use of mobiles,
wearables and ideas related to the Internet of Things (IoT) or the Internet of Everything (IoE).
A common emphasis has been on re-evaluating and structuring human interactions in environments that require sense-making processes (e.g., activity theory, see Kaptelinin & Nardi,
2012). In learning, other specific needs have been considered, such as the pressure to re-learn
and to update skills and knowledge, especially in work environments (e.g., Eraut, 2000, 2004;
FitzGerald, 2012; Oppermann & Specht, 2006; Welsh, Wanberg, Brown, & Simmering, 2003).
This research has underlined the challenge of understanding how workers learn from experience and how they reflect while working. These changes have been fuelled by findings in
the neurosciences, embodied cognition (Shapiro, 2014; Clark, 2003), the extended phenomenological–cognitive system (Silberstein & Chemero, 2012), as well as the deep role of feel* University of Helsinki, Finland. E-mail: merja.bauters@helsinki.fi.
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ings and emotions in decision-making and meaning making in conscious activities (Hassenzahl, 2010; Damasio, 2001; Norman, 2004). Different disciplines provide worthwhile but varied views of the importance of experience in learning and design. However, only a few studies
have focussed in depth on previous discourses on experience, such as pragmatism. The point
I want to make is that it is not possible to overlook the tangibility of learning and meaning
making. In this article, I challenge the Cartesian view. I also consider that the embodied aspects of learning and meaning making should be taken seriously. I describe the learning
process from the perspective of the extended phenomenological–cognitive system because both
phenomenology and the cognitive sciences are based on pragmatism. The contribution of this
article is that it combines Dewey’s two types of experiences, which are present in his reflection cycle, and Peirce’s phaneroscopic categories, which emphasise doubt and collateral experience. Experience is seen from two perspectives: non-reflective experience is based on
habit as a dominant form of experience; and reflective experience, which is mediated by intelligence and knowledge, and which grows from the inadequacy and contradictions of habitual experience and ways of action. Understanding experience sheds light on the roles of
the environment and interactions in environments, as well as the role that feeling while acting has in reflection and in meaning making. I will first briefly describe the main design approaches that take into account experience. Next, I will discuss the current approaches to
human learning that combine experience with reflection. Finally, I will combine the approaches because in order to support and enhance the potential to learn and reflect, tools and environment need to be designed differently. My claim is that in designing tools for learning the
focus should be on aiding the process of human reflection, not on removing reflection from
the process, which most currently used tools tend to do.

Design and Experience
In design research, the idea of experience, namely user experience, has been present since
the interest in usability was first raised (Wright & McCarthy, 2010). However, this view has
been vague, reduced and fragmented, and it has related more to methods than to providing a
framework for design. In addition, in practice, experience is rarely taken into account in design, and the understanding of the meaning of experience for design varies greatly. Wright
and McCarthy (2010) described a qualitative and interpretive approach to experience-based
design, designing for experience, user experience design, or “experience-centred design”.
Wright and McCarthy (2010) reviewed the history of using experience in design, thus supporting their own framework for experience-centred design. During the 1990s, the idea of
understanding users in design included the user’s experience in a particular context. Updated methods for investigating and understanding work practices were introduced, such as Suchman’s (1987) situated action theory and Nardi’s (1996) activity theory. Because it is value laden
and democratic, participatory design focuses on users and their experience, thus empowering workers to design their work. This approach is also called the Scandinavian participatory design approach (Greenbaum & Kyng, 1991; Ehn, 1988; Bødker, 1996). Scandinavian
participatory design is rooted in post-war political movements that strived for industrial
democracy. It included forms of co-determination by unions and “shop floor” workers to enhance decision-making and the quality of work life. The aim of participatory design is to increase democracy in the workplace by giving the members of organisations the right to
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participate in decisions that would affect their work. According to Ehn (1993), participatory
design is considered in the interests of emancipation, and a deliberate choice was to side with
workers and their organisations in order to support the development of their resources in
achieving democracy in the workplace.
Participatory design emphasises the changing of artefacts, people, organisations and communities. Such changes require the ability to envision future usage, new tools and transformed
infrastructures and interactions. Participatory design requires that users are included in the design process, even as co-designers. The values that exist in social settings are included because the values that are implicit (tacit) and explicit in imagined future practices make a
difference in the design. Taking into account these values enhances trust, reciprocity and mutual learning in working relationships (Gregory, 2003).
Cartesian models of cognition were challenged by Winograd and Flores (1988) in their
book, Understanding Computers and Cognition: A New Foundation for Design. Dourish
(2001) relied on phenomenology to formulate the idea of embodiment in emphasising the
physical and social context and the interaction with artefacts and people in a situation. Norman (2004) set forth the idea of emotions in his book, Emotional Design. There is no correct
way to categorise or summarise these approaches. One could emphasise different aspects of
the design approaches, such as by using participatory design as an umbrella concept in design research. Hence, in many of the above-mentioned approaches would be included participatory design (e.g., Spinuzzi, 2005). Forlizzi and Battarbee (2004) stressed that the role of
experience varies in the design disciplines and that the authors of the various approaches categorise experiences in different ways. According to Forlizzi and Battarbee (2004), multidisciplinary teams should use the most suitable methods to select frameworks of user experience.
Table 1 presents categories of the types of experience and the methods used by the authors
discussed above.
Table 1. Various Categories of Experience.
Types of
experience

Description

Types of user
product interaction

Examples

Experience

Reflective experience

Cognitive,
reflection at hand

Figuring out how something
works, e.g., odd toilet in
foreign country

An experience

Non-reflective experience
based on habits

Fluent

Riding a bike

Co-experience

Shared experiences

Expressive, joint
meaning creation

Creating a Prezi presentation
together

Source. Forlizzi and Battarbee (2004, p. 263)

In Table 1, the perspectives on experiences are modified to fit the two types of experiences
described by Dewey in relation to the types of user–product interactions. types. However, the different experiences are based on main emotions, such as joy, frustration, annoyance and so on.
Only a few previous studies have investigated systematically the benefits of pragmatism
although their foundations are non-Cartesian.1 Because design is rightfully related to educa-
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tion and learning, in the next section, I will introduce some learning approaches and theories
in which experience plays an important role.

Learning Approaches in Which Experience Plays an Important Role
Kolb’s ideas have been frequently mentioned in discussions of experience and learning
particularly in the field of adult education and organisational learning. I will first briefly discuss problems in Kolb’s approach. Although these problems are well known, they are not referred to in recent research.2 Moreover, few studies have conducted critical analyses of Kolb’s
work. Miettinen (2000) pointed out that Kolb’s quotations about and descriptions of experience and learning from experience and reflection provide a misleading perspective on Dewey’s
work and thought. In his experiential learning theory, Kolb (1984) described the learning circle as consisting of the following steps: (a) concrete experience, (b) surveying and reflection
on the experience, (c) forming abstract concepts and (d) active experimentation with newly
acquired knowledge. Kolb regarded learning as a process in which knowledge is created by
transforming experience through these four steps (Kolb, 1984, p. 41 cited in Beckman & Barry, 2007, pp. 28–29). The problem is that the approach combines multiple theories to construct
the experiential learning theory such that the theories conflict. John Dewey, Kurt Lewin and
Jean Piaget are considered the founding fathers and developers of Kolb’s approach. Other
approaches and thinkers that influenced Kolb’s writing include therapeutic psychologies based
on psychoanalysis (Carl Jung and Erik Erikson) and humanistic psychology (Carl Rogers and
Abraham Maslow) as well as radical educationists such as Paulo Freire and Ivan Illich. Kolb
also utilised the results of research in neurophysiology, which reported the functional differences between the right and left hemispheres of the human cortex. Kolb used the results of
research that applied the theory of world models presented by the American philosopher
Stephen Pepper. Kolb united terms and concepts that were extracted from their idea–historical contexts and purposes. His approach is not critical or interdisciplinary but the construction of an attractive collection of ideas that substantiate the usefulness of Kolb’s learning
style inventory (Miettinen, 2000, p. 56). Miettinen explained thoroughly how the eclectic
combining of parts of theories and concepts without relating them to their historical background
results in theoretical and epistemological inadequacy (2000, p. 61). Contrary to Kolb’s attempt,
Dewey resolved the relationship and tension between experience and reflection by distinguishing between the non-reflective experience and reflective experience. Non-reflective experience is based on habit as a dominant form of experience and reflective experience is
mediated by intelligence and knowledge, and it grows from the inadequacy and contradictions of the habitual experience (Miettinen, 2000, p. 62).
Dewey’s model of reflective thought is central in current learning approaches, some of
which are inquiry-based learning, problem-based learning and progressive inquiry (PI-Model). In addition to Dewey’s influence, their antecedents are in constructivist learning theories,
such as the works of Piaget and Vygotsky. Recent thought in education relies on the cognitive research in educational practices, and it is closely associated with Carl Bereiter and Marlene Scardamalia’s (1993) knowledge-building approach and Jaakko Hintikka’s (1999)
interrogative model of inquiry. Furthermore, the metaphor of knowledge building and knowledge creation (i.e., trialogical learning; Paavola & Hakkarainen, 2005) is based on Bereiter’s
thought, which emphasises the collaborative process of advancing and creating knowledge.
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The approach draws on Popper’s (1981) distinctions between physical reality (World 1), the
mental world (World 2) and the cultural world (World 3), as well as on Peirce’s notions of
mediation, which emphasise working in a sustained manner using shared artefacts that are developed in collaboration. It emphasises that consciousness is mediated by artefacts, tools and
signs (Vygotsky, 1978). These approaches underline the collaborative work on shared artefacts through which knowledge creation occurs.
The common issues that emerge from the above approaches are as follows:
– Collaborative work, bringing forward the social aspect of experience and sharing of experiences;
– Combined use of material and conceptual artefacts;
– Acting in an context/environment–situatedness;
– Reflection triggered by problems, challenges and doubt.
The aspects of collaborative work, the intertwined nature of the materiality of concepts,
the situatedness and reflection triggered by doubt are connected to the understanding of the
role of experience in design and learning, which are the focus of the present article. I attempt
to show how acting in the context with material artefacts allows reflection that is triggered
by doubt, that is, the feeling that “something is not right” or “something is odd”. The two types
of experience described above are key in understanding how experience is used in action reflection. I will show how doubt provokes reflection through a moment of “halt”, and I will
situate the Peircean notion of doubt into Dewey’s reflection process. I will begin by explaining the role of experience in pragmatism before examining Dewey’s reflection process.

On Pragmatism, Dewey and Peirce
In pragmatism, the role and form of experience in research, art, communication and reflection is relevant for design and learning. The increasing interest in experience is considered as well as the connections between Dewey and Peirce (on experience and education, see
Stables, 2008; Olteanu, 2015, 2015). In the social sciences, education and user experience design, pragmatism is increasingly emphasised. For example, in 2015, The European Journal
of Pragmatism and American Philosophy published a special issue called The Pragmatist
Method: New Challenges for the Social and Human Sciences. Another example is the Interaction Design Education Summit 20163 Conference where pragmatism, specifically in Dewey’s
thought, was presented as a central theory. In short, experience was emphasised. Experience
has been seen both to promote reflection and to emerge in reflection (Beck, 2015; Baltes &
Staudinger, 2000). Two types of experience can be distinguished in Dewey’s writings: 1) experience that is felt, thought and perceived; and 2) experience that is formed through reflection. The problems and dynamics of life activity pertain to both habitual non-reflective
experience (1) and reflective experience (2). Although neither the recent conference, nor the
special issue on the pragmatist method explicitly connected the ideas of Peirce and Dewey,
it is not misleading to state that Peirce’s thought motivated Dewey (see Philström, 2004; Innis, 2004; Brenstein, 1961; Kilpinen, 2000; Dewey, 1946). According to Philström, Dewey’s
1923 essay, “The pragmatism of Peirce”, which supplemented Peirce’s Chance, Love and
Logic, provides one of the best insights into Dewey’s understanding of Peirce. Despite the
often-mentioned connections to James, Philström explains that Peirce and Dewey were clos-
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er in some aspects of their thought than Dewey was to James, such as in favouring the dynamics of science rather than structures (see Dewey, 1946, pp. 156–157). In short, it could
be said that Dewey had a tendency to psychologize his principles of scientific inference. For
Peirce, Dewey attempted to describe a “natural history” of experience, and pragmatism was
a method for clarifying ideas and a maxim of logic (Philström, 2004, p. 43). Philström explained that it was possible to see that Dewey continued some Peircean ideas, such as the reflexivity of habit of action and rationality (see Kilpinen, 2000). An important issue is that
Dewey did not completely reject Peirce’s realism of generality (Philström, 2004, p. 43). Dewey
(1946, p. 228) acknowledged Peirce’s emphasis on habits, in which the generic propositions
of the universals of science take effect only through the medium of habit. Philström (2004,
p. 43) added that one difference between Peirce and Dewey is that Dewey saw science as
“socially responsible” rather than purely science. Dewey’s approach was constructivist with
regard to his view that the actions of inquirers were aimed at building knowledge (see Shook,
2000). (On the relation of social constructivism and trialogical learning, see Hakkarainen &
Paavola, 2005.). However, if Peirce’s theory of signs is viewed from the perspective of communication (Bergman, 2005, 2013), it is possible to find similar social and collaborative
stances, which is emphasised in trialogical learning. The connections between Peirce and
Dewey provide the basis for my approach, in which Peirce’s phaneroscopic categories of
Firstness, Secondness and Thirdness exemplify the role of experiences, doubt and common
ground in the first phases of Dewey’s reflection process. Hence, the emphasis is on experience and reflection triggered by doubt.

Reflection as a Process
Dewey’s understanding of experience is generally better known and more frequently used
in design and learning studies than are Peirce’s ideas on reflection and experience. Therefore, I first discuss experience as a cyclic process. Experiencing is the active interaction that
being has with the environment. The constant interaction changes being, and being changes
the environment. In Dewey’s Late Works ([EN] pp. 13–14), he explains that experience stretches: it is neither static nor stable; instead, it stands in the relations between all things in physical and social environments. For Dewey, the experience is not something that happens inside
the subject; it is not something from which the subject forms representations of the things in
the environment. It is a continuous interaction with the environment, in which the “inside
and outside” are not separate but form a unified whole (Dewey, LW 12 [LTI], pp. 73–74.) The
interaction changes the environment as well as the awareness, experience and meaning of the
environment. Thus, as the extended phenomenological–cognitive system assumes, our brain,
body and niche are coupled in a non-linear manner. The term niche originates from biology,
where niche is organism’s ecological role and way of life. Shortly defined, niche is an imaginary hypervolume whose axes correspond to several ecological factors affecting the welfare
of the organism (Hoffmeyer, 2008). Current on-going experiences are scoped by past experiences in the same way that Peirce’s collateral experience can be understood. Therefore, existing habits, tools, institutions and mediating artefacts affect the current situation in which
experience occurs as “qualitative immediacy”. However, the past makes a difference in attention in terms of where the focus will be and how the experience forms meaning. Felt ex-
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periences are not impressions; they are real even though they are hallucinations because they
are felt as real (Dewey, MW 9 [DE], pp. 16-21; MW 12 [RP], p. 133; LW 12 [LTI], p. 52).
Dewey distinguished between two kinds of experience, which however are intertwined.
In Experience and Nature Experience, Dewey expresses that experience is composed of a
material interaction with the physical and social environment and consists of “[O]bjects to
be treated, used, acted upon and with, enjoyed and endured, even more than things to be
known. They are things had before they are things cognized” (LW 1, p. 28).
The second form of experience is reflective and perceives the environment and its things
as objects of reflection and knowledge: “The secondary experience is a reflective experience
that makes the environment and its things as objects of reflection and knowledge. It is the failure and uncertainty of the primary experience that gives rise to reflective thought and learning” (LW 1, p. 28).
The responses of doubt or uncertainty to an experience give rise to reflective thought and
learning, thus promoting a change in habit, in other words, a change of practice. Following
Peirce, Dewey considered that people are guided by their sets of experiences (habits). We direct our attention and act based on our experiences. Such awareness widens the perception
of “unusual” details and cues, which provide new insights, allowing the perceiver to be flexible enough to change habits, which are value laden (Dewey, MW 14 [HNC], pp. 16-33; LW
2 [PP], pp. 334-338; LW 7 [E], pp. 169-174, p. 185). In his Middle works, Dewey formulated the following:
Habits are conditions of intellectual efficiency. They operate in two ways upon intellect. Obviously
they restrict its reach, they fix its boundaries. They are blinders that confine the eyes of mind to the
road ahead. They prevent thought from straying away from its imminent occupation to a landscape
more varied and picturesque but irrelevant to practice […]. Habit is however more than restriction
of thought. Habits become negative limits because they are first positive agencies. The more numerous our habits the wider field of possible observations and foretelling. The more flexible they are,
the more refined is perception in it’s discrimination and the more delicate the presentation evoked
by imagination. (MW 14 [HNC], p. 122)

This passage expresses the potential to consider the two experiences in relation to Peirce’s
phaneroscopic categories. The experience with material interaction (1) relates to Firstness:
“qualitative immediacy” occurs in Firstness, not forgetting Secondness as establishing the interaction within environment. The second experience (2) Miettinen terms secondary experience, (1) being the primary, relates to Peirce’s conception of Thirdness, which includes
reflection and habit change. I will discuss these forms of experience using Dewey’s cycle of
reflective thought and action (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Presentation of Dewey’s model by matching Peirce’s phaneroscopic categories
into first three steps on the reflective thought and action cycle.

Figure 1 present a modified model of Miettinen’s (2000, pp. 65–70) explanation of Dewey’s
model of reflective thought and action. The modified model maps Peirce’s phaneroscopic
categories to the stages in Dewey’s cycle. I will focus on the openings that connect both
thinkers to the current discourse on embodiment and the extended phenomenological–cognitive system based on the assumption that experience is a process.

From Firstness to Thirdness
Peirce’s concept of doubt is related to investigation, that is, to the scientific process. It is
the force that starts and drives the inquiry: “ [R]eal inquiry cannot begin until a state of real
doubt arises” (Peirce, CP 6.474, see also Peirce, CP 7.78 and Peirce, CP 7.324). Despite this
emphasis on inquiry, Peirce describes how doubt feels in order to distinguish, for example,
between real doubt and doubting only for the sake of doubt (Peirce, CP 7.322 and CP 7.313):
“Doubt is a certain kind of feeling. It has not only grades of intensity, but also varieties of
quality” (Peirce, CP 7.109). In the grades of intensity, we find the threshold of the levels of
consciousness, was explained by Telkänranta (2015). Namely, the first level of cognitive consciousness emerges from the fact that an animal knows when it is in pain, which is called emotional awareness. It could be assumed that this is the moment when Firstness aspires to
Thirdness: it is not yet there, but it is a journey toward reflective thinking. The second level
is cognitive awareness, which is the ability of perception, reasoning and insights based on the
perception; the third level is self-awareness, and the fourth level is awareness of the awareness, that is, metacognition, which the ability to estimate one’s own understanding. All these
levels have been found in animals (see Telkänranta (2015).
Doubt is something that pauses an experience (1), where the expectation, which is based
on the habit, turns out differently, and the emotion of surprise occurs (Peirce, CP 8.270). This
pause creates irritation, annoyance, suspicion and the feeling that something is not as it should
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be. The feeling is not graspable: one has to think and try to locate what it is that causes the
feeling, which correspond to stages (1) and (2) in Figure 1 and the phaneroscopic category
of Firstness. It triggers the process of reasoning and reflection. However, before reflection occurs, there is wavering: what if or “What can it be” (Peirce, CP 8.270). Doubt forces the subject to pay attention to the environment, to find a reason for the pause. Dewey’s cycle begins
with uncertainty, disturbance and habit, which do not work, that is, it starts with doubt and
wavering. The feeling of doubt is marked by the feeling of quality: to distinguish and name
it moves the process toward Thirdness. However, Firstness provides the potential to become
consciously aware of the feeling albeit irritatingly so. Firstness, according to Peirce, is composed of the feeling of qualities:
The typical ideas of Firstness are qualities of feeling, or mere appearances. […] You think of it as a
degree of disturbance of your consciousness […] If you ask a mineralogist what hardness is, he will
say that it is what one predicates of a body that one cannot scratch with a knife. But a simple person
will think of hardness as a simple positive possibility the realization of which causes a body to be like
a flint. That idea of hardness is an idea of Firstness. The unanalyzed total impression made by any manifold not thought of as actual fact, but simply as a quality, as simple positive possibility of appearance,
is an idea of Firstness. Notice the naïveté of Firstness. (Peirce, CP 8.329, see also CP 8.328).

Firstness is also a potential: “That is to say, it is a possibility” (Peirce, CP 1.527). It could
be said that ideas manifest in the feeling of quality, that is, qualitative immediacy. Bernstein
defined Dewey’s meaning of the quality in experience and its relation to Peirce. According
to Bernstein (1961, pp. 6–7), three points can be distinguished regarding the immediacy of
experience: The first point is that the quality is not directly known (as stated by Peirce), which
means that one cannot have immediate, non-inferential, logically indubitable knowledge of
the quality. Qualities are directly felt or had. As stated above, to know means to reflect, name,
classify, or connect the quality to something. Bernstein (1961, p. 6) added that experiencing
qualities is not a sufficient condition for knowledge, but it is necessary. With regard to the
second point, it could be claimed that the next point provides a view of the embodiment and
extended phenomenological–cognitive system (Thompson & Stapleton, 2009; Telkänranta,
2015 and Silberstein & Chemero 2012) of quality. Dewey embeds qualities in the context,
that is, he sees qualities as belonging to a situation. Being in the situation distinguishes the
qualities according to their functions:
The qualities never were ‘in’ the organism; they always were qualities of interactions in which both
extra-organic things and organism partake. […] They are as much qualities of the things engaged as
of the organism. For purposes of control they may be referred specifically to either the thing or to
the organism or to a specified structure of the organism. (Experience and Nature, p. 259 cited in
Bernstein, 1961, p. 7)

Therefore, qualities can be seen as mental or physical or both, depending on the occasion.
The third point emphasises that through feeling, we do not define or identify qualities; instead,
immediate qualities are in a relation with feeling when it is an experience. The quality of experience pertains to transaction between an organism and the environment. The three points
clarify that the moment of recognizing an immediate quality is at the threshold of Secondness and Thirdness. For this reason, an immediate quality seems numinous and difficult to
describe. In Dewey’s model of reflection thought and action, it is the momentum from dis-
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turbance to intellectualization and definition of the problem, which clearly involves reflection (see Figure 1.).
Bernstein (1961) criticised Dewey in this respect. He pointed out Dewey’s ambiguous usage of terminology and the meaning of immediacy and quality as experienced or as intrinsically possessed by all natural existence. Bernstein concluded that such ambiguity originated
in the different approaches that Dewey used in attempting to resolve the opposition between
idealism and realism. He added that Dewey failed to reconcile this opposition. The result is an
unholy alliance (Bernstein, 1961, p 14). Although Bernstein’s claim is important, it is beyond
the scope of the present article. I have taken the view that Alhanen (2013, p. 14) provides in
his book on Dewey’s philosophy of experience, namely that the nature of experience is “ecological”, which means that people or any living organism are to be understood through their
interdependent relationship with their environment. The importance lies in acknowledging that
qualitative immediacy belongs to experiencing a specific time and place, that is, a particular
experience. It could be said that qualitative immediacy is doubt prone because becoming aware
of the immediate quality pushes the conscious to change the situation, habits and/or understanding. This resistance to act as one has been used to acting brings about hesitation, delay
and wavering (Dewey, LW, 8, p. 201). The reflective thought appears to aim to define the problem, that is, what is wrong in the situation (stage 2 in Figure 1.). The problem directs awareness and future reflection for acquiring new practices (habits) (Dewey LW 12, p. 112).

Weak Form of Inference
The process of reflection and making meaning starts with Secondness in the form of resistance (i.e., brute force). The habit falls short, that is, it does not work. It is also the interaction based on awareness directed toward the environment that supports the reflection.
Silberstein and Chemero (2012, p. 35) described this “system” as a heterogeneous composition of brain, body, and niche, which are non-linearly coupled to one another. It is a system
that is relational and dynamic, and interactions take place among the heterogeneous parts on
multiple spatial and temporal scales. The spatial and temporal scales underline the situation
of the process and the continuous interaction with all non-linearly linked parts. The interaction is Secondness: when the interaction does not work, the pause caused by doubt emerges
(Firstness). Making sense of the situation occurs as reflection in the form of abduction (Thirdness in the stages of 2 and 3 in Figure 1) (see Paavola 2004, 2004a, 2006). Abduction provides the first pinpoint and definition of the problem, leading to preliminary questions such
as “why”. In the form of abduction, the interrogative model of inquiry (I-model) and the model of trialogical learning are similar. These models are worth discussing in relation to Dewey’s
model on reflection and action. Paavola, Hakkarainen and Sintonen (2006) described the relations between the I-model, trialogical learning and distributed cognition. The similarities
are summarised in the following manner based on Paavola et al. (2006):
– Abductive inference is closely connected to the questioning in the interrogative model.
The basic pattern is a kind of a dialogue where Nature provides hints and clues, and the inquirer tries to find new hypotheses to explain the phenomena.
– Abduction is triggered when a “surprising or otherwise perplexing state of things” occurs (Peirce, CP 8.229) or by “an extraordinary combination of characters” (Peirce, EP 2:898899; see also CP 5.189).
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– Abductive models are intended to develop a conceptual means for analysing the dynamics of inquiry by focusing on the first phases: namely, the forming of new ideas (Paavola, 2004).
According to Paavola and Hakkarainen (2005) and Arrighi and Ferrario (2008), abductive inference is a “weak” form of inference. It selects and uses clue-like signs to proceed toward tentative hypotheses. These hypotheses are tested in subsequent inquiries. To be able to
direct attention, recognising the clue-like sign requires a tight interaction with the environment. This relation with environment, signs and humans is found in trialogical learning. The
weak form of inference uses distributed cognition according to three perspectives: 1) physically distributed (use of external objects, affordances, artefacts and tools to support intelligent activity); 2) socially distributed cognition (social interaction, collaboration and social
practices enhancing the activity); 3) temporally distributed cognition (use of representations,
tools, methods, etc.). However, the aspects of distributed cognition can be extended to involve embodied aspects, which were discussed by Magnani (2004). For Magnani (2004), manipulative abduction brings forward “information” about the senses and implicit meanings that
derive from the body proper (i.e., tacit knowledge). The model of manipulative abduction
emphasises thinking “through doing”, in which external representations (mediators/signs) are
sensed and experienced by the body (see Magnani, 2004, p. 229, 233–242; Magnani, 2001).
Manipulative abduction is a specific kind of cognitive manipulation in which the organism
(agent) that uses embodied knowledge begins to structure the clues (affordances) perceived,
some of which the organism is not consciously aware, into meaningful structures or signs. In
the four levels of cognition described by Telkänranta (2015), manipulative abduction occurs
in the two first levels—emotional awareness and cognitive awareness. Abduction, from the
point of view of embodied and distributed cognition, indicates that experience is at the core
of potential reflection. The socially distributed aspect emerges through the ability to share experiences and construct knowledge in collaboration, for which a common ground is required.
Peirce indicated the same requirement by using concepts such as common ground, common
experience and collateral observation:
The universe must be well known and mutually known to be known and agreed to exist, in some sense,
between speaker and hearer, between the mind as appealing to its own further consideration and the
mind as so appealed to, or there can be no communication, or ‘common ground,’ at all. (Peirce, CP
3.621; see also Peirce, CP 8.179)

Paavola and Hakkarainen, (2005a) emphasised the role of the object or artefacts in interaction, wherein common and mediating objects of activity within a common ground provide
the basis for interaction. The interpretation of signs occurs through social processes (Bergman,
2004, pp. 40–80). In similar experiences, social processes and the relationship to the shared
“world” are intertwined. Paavola et al. (2006) described the role of indices in the process of
sharing experience as based on a common ground. The use of indices help to point toward
the shared artefacts, experiences, and processes that are necessary to reach a common understanding (see Peirce, CP 3.621; CP 5.212; CP 6.490; Bergman, 2004, pp. 370–386). Hence,
it can be said that signs augment human intelligence. Peirce’s semiotics and the augmentationism view of signs provide the means to understand abduction as a part of distributed and
embodied cognition.
In Dewey’s model (Figure 1), trialogical learning, distributed cognition, augmentationism and the extended phenomenological–cognitive system are insinuated in the first three
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stages in the cycle of reflective thought and action. From the perspective on which this article is based, these three starting stages are the most important in considering experience,
awareness and reflection. These three stages incorporate a flow from Secondness to Firstness
to potential Thirdness and back to Secondness. This flow includes reflection when Thirdness
comes into play. The description of the model often begins with doubt when the action and
resistance are gone, and the feeling of disturbance is present. However, when it commences
in routinised habit, doubt emerges because things do not seem right. In both, the feeling of a
moment in which the environment seems clear is the moment in which awareness and attention are heightened. The distinct meanings that Dewey provides for the concept of experience
can be seen to occur within the three first stages because routinised experience is broken and
the “weak from of inference” steps in the form of an intellectual reflective experience:
The term experience may thus be interpreted with reference either to the empirical or to the experimental attitude of mind. Experience is not a rigid and closed thing; it is vital, and hence growing.
When dominated by the past, by custom and routine, it is often opposed to the reasonable, the thoughtful. But experience also includes the reflection that sets us free from the limiting influence of sense,
appetite, and tradition. (Dewey, LW 8: 277)

The shifts among different kinds of experiences and the formation of a tentative working
hypothesis using abductive means occurs in stage (3) (see Figure 1) when the conditions of
the situation are studied and a working hypothesis is formulated. In this phase, the analysis
and diagnosis of the conditions take place. The conditions include both material and social
conditions and the means and resources with which the problem is supposed to be resolved.
It is where negotiations and sharing of experiences using indices occur, and the common
ground of the participants expands and deepens (Figure 2). Shared understanding is formed,
and hypotheses and solutions for research, work life or practices are created. A working hypothesis is a guiding idea or a plan. The working hypothesis, like the problem, is tentative.
Figure 2 displays the first three steps of the reflection in-action process from another perspective, namely that of experience, doubt, reflection and shared experiences. The area where
the ellipses overlap is the common ground of the participants. In sharing experiences or finding meaning, and understanding the uncertainty (e.g., the reason that a habit does not work),
previous similar experiences are sought, and the material artefacts aid in this process. The material artefacts are also used to point to experiences by using indices.
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Figure 2. Three first steps of the reflection in-action process.

The last phases of Dewey’s model (Figure 1) are less interesting from the point of view
of numinous experience. The stages of (4) reasoning—in a narrow sense—and (5) testing the
hypothesis by action are well discussed and explained in most of the learning approaches
considered in this article: inquiry-based learning, problem-based learning and progressive inquiry (PI-Model). The point I want to make is that in design and learning, the focus should
be on the weak form of reasoning in the first three phases in Dewey’s cycle of reflective
thought and action. Hence, the environment and artefacts are taken into account as essential
elements in making meaning and sharing experiences.

Weak Form of Inference as the Basis of Design and Learning
The design of places, spaces and environment (i.e., the context) creates a difference in the
learning processes. How people interact in an environment and with each other can support
experiencing, sharing experiences and triggering reflections. Experiences are the core of making meaning and learning. Considering the artefacts through which, by which and within
which we interact is essential in (re-)designing things, items, tools and spaces. The constraints
and potentials of contexts should be investigated to determine whether they could be used or
designed as promoters of experience. The spatial arrangement, the salience of selected things
in space, and interactions of the space and artefacts are important to consider in designing smart
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items (IoT and IoE) in a context. The enhanced contexts can be directed toward self-controlled experiencing, which supports thinking and reflection, such as the three in the first
phases of Dewey’s cycle of reflective thought and action and Peirce’s notion of Thirdness
where self-controlled agency in habit change comes into play by using the weak form of inference. View in this manner, experience resembles Schön’s (1995) epistemology, which highlighted the potential for research and the practice of reflection in-action. Reflection in-action
emphasised the weak form of inference as an artful improvisation that professionals learn
and use in practice. In designing for learning, attention should be paid to the following:
– Catching the moment of wavering to support reflection-in-action at its highest level to
allow for habit change;
– Enhancing and supporting self-controlled agency by helping to direct attention to specific clues, indices and affordances for sharing experiences;
– Using context and situatedness in the design to allow for multisensorial and tangible reflections in which the ubiquitous experiential process is not seen as stable but as stretching
to include the past and future.
This framework will affect the design. Current design is drifting away from the natural
interaction within the environment, and the respect for experience is future directed, ubiquitous, multisensorial and self-controlled, thus changing the ways in which design is approached
and practised. However, the methods may remain the same. The benefits will include being
able to address the right kind of issues in design and learning, especially when taking into account the potential that IoT (IoE) provide for the relational and dynamical interactions among
heterogeneous parts. Designing tools for learning can then enhance holistic human reflection-in-action and support attempts to reflect. Hence, design should consider the doubting
moment that emerges in actions, work or practices and supporting reflection and sharing of
experiences.
The current era provides the potential for enhancing the environment not only because of
the new understanding of cognition and consciousness but also because of technological development that allows increasingly ubiquitous possibilities for design (see e.g., Bauters, Purma, & Leinonen, 2014). It should not be design a particular experience, or designing for
particular kind of emotions and feelings, but for different manners to notice, become aware,
use, and support the moment of hesitation from which reflection, habit change and learning
grows. Hence, according to Dewey, “the central problem of an education based upon experience is to select the kind of present experiences that live on fruitfully in and creatively in
subsequent experiences” (Dewey, 1938/1997, p. 27).
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PP: The Public and Its Problems, LW 12
E: Ethics, revised edition, LW 13
HNC: Human Nature and Conduct, MW 14

Notes
1

I am aware that many others (e.g., Sanders & Stappers, 2008; Garrett, 2011; Prahalad & Ramaswamy
2004) should have been cited in the discourse, but I could not include them because of the limited space allotted to this article.
2
I was asked whether it is relevant to comment on Kolb’s approach because the challenges are known.
However, my review of the literature and participation in discussions at conferences confirmed that that
many have not questioned Kolb’s theoretical claims. A simple search in, for instance, Science Direct resulted in around 400 papers that do not refer to Kolb’s work critically.
3
A conference on the topic of design education Retrieved from http://interaction16.ixda .org/interactiondesign-education-summit/
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Abstract
The present study investigates perceived gender differences in the producion and social use of humor in the interpersonal communication of Romanian older women, aged 60 and above. The study is
a qualitative investigation, based on semi-structured interviews. The aim was to understand the perceptions and motivations that women have when using humor in social interactions, and to explore the functions that humor serves in their day-to-day communication. A previous quantitative investigation found
statistically significant gender differences between Romanian older men and women on a sense of humor scale, and suggested that the use of humor in interpersonal communication had stronger social
benefits for women (Schiau, 2016a). Drawing on these findings, and keeping in mind other studies that
discuss the different use of humor by men and women, this study aims to investigate specific gender
differences in the production of humor, as perceived by the participants.
Keywords: gender, humor, older adults, women, Romania, interpersonal communication

1. Introduction
Literature Review: Gender Differences in the use of Humor

The field of interpersonal communication investigates the way humor functions in social
contexts, its role in our communication strategies and its contribution to the success of our
social interactions (Lynch, 2002). Ziv (2010) highlights that interpersonal humor “oils the
wheels of communication” (p. 13), allowing us to build interpersonal relationships with minimum effort. The social and psychological advantages of humor, for all age and gender groups,
are well documented by a growing body of studies. Morevoer, research suggests that the appreciation of humor can play a key role in maintaining an overall sense of wellbeing throughout the process of ageing (Damianakis & Marziali, 2011), and a number of studies indicate
that older people can make use of humor to more easily overcome the psychological effects
of ageing (Berk 2001, Capps 2006a, Dziegielewski et al. 2004).
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The research literature on humor also discusses gender differences regarding the way men
and women produce humor and can benefit, socially and psychologically, from its use. Greengross (2013) suggests that women, more often than men, use humor as a coping mechanism.
Early studies on gender specific uses of humor found that women prefer to listen to and share
amusing tales regarding everyday life (Crawford & Gressley, 1991), as this creates a sense
of communion and solidarity (Coates, 1996; Hay, 2000, 2002). Maltz and Borker (1983) also noted that the type of humor used by women creates social bonds and a feeling of solidarity. Conversely, Martin and colleagues (2003) highlighted the fact that men use more aggressive
humor than women, while the type of humor used by men has been found by several studies
to primarily serve the goal of status affirmation (Maltz & Borker, 1983; Shuster, 2007). Kotthoff (2000) also found that, in informal conversations, women use more self-defeating humor, while men tell more jokes, use more humor directed at others and produce more humor
on sexual topics. These findings are in line with studies discussing gender differences regarding interpersonal communication practices, in general. For example, a study by Kuhn and
Villeval (2015) found women to be more focused on cooperation, while Gneezy and colleagues found that women were more likely to avoid competitive activities (Gneezy, Niederle, & Rustichini, 2003; Niederle & Vesterlund, 2007). Research by Dunbar and colleagues
suggests that the conversations of women are directed in a manner that builds bonds and social networks, while the conversations of men are based primarily on “self-promotion” (Dunbar, Duncan, & Marriott, 1997).
Other researchers discuss the different topics that men and women address in their use of
humor. A series of early studies proposed not only that women cannot produce humor at all
(see Lakoff, cited in Bing, 2007, p. 340), but also that women do not use, produce, or reproduce humor on topics regarding sex and sexuality. These presumptions were contradicted by
studies that indicate women, especially in all-women groups, do appreciate sexual-themed humor, as long as it is not aggressive towards women (see Bing, 2007). Lundell (1993) maintains that it is unlikely for women to appreciate humor on sexual topics that have a hostile or
aggressive component, a type of sexual-themed humor created by men, for men; he concludes
that women appreciate humor on topics related to sex and sexuality as much as men do, when
it is not hostile towards women. Dunbar and colleagues (1997) found that the conversations
of women are often dominated by topics pertaining to family and children, while men do not
approach these subjects as often. Against this background of thematic distinctions and similarities, it seemed relevant to investigate the opinions and perceptions of the participants in
the present study in terms of topics for humor production.
Other studies have highlighted a gender difference in the way men and women self-evaluate their sense of humor. Ruch, Proyer and Weber (2010) found that, on the humor scale
employed by their study, women evaluated their own sense of humor lower than men did, for
all the age groups except for the oldest participants. This result was also obtained by Thorson and Powell on the Multidimensional Sense of Humor Scale (1993), and it was replicated by Schiau (2016a) on a group of Romanian older adults. One potential explanation for this
finding replicated across the literature could be the widely spread social perception that men
are funnier than women, an impression that is also reflected by research studies: for instance,
a 2007 study by Shuster connected humor to higher levels of testosterone in the organism,
which are characteristic of men.
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The Present Study

The present study departs from the research by Schiau (2016a) who investigated the use
of humor in the interpersonal communication of Romanian older adults, aged 60 and over, in
a quantitative approach, using the Multidimensional Sense of Humor Scale (Thorson & Powell, 1993). Women in the sample obtained lower scores than men on three of the four subscales of the instrument (humor for negotiation, production and social use of humor, adaptive
humor). This could equally be a matter of perception, as the data was self-reported, but it can
also point to relevant gender-specific communication abilities and styles. The study also found
that, for the women in the group, but not for the men, the production and social use of humor
contributed to the reduction of the feeling of social loneliness. This could suggest that women’s
use of humor has social and emotional benefits, and the potential of managing the feeling of
social loneliness – a mechanism that was not found in the case of men in the sample, despite
their higher scores on the humor scale. This gender difference was not found in two other
methodologically identical studies, one conducted on a group of English older adults aged 60
and older, and one with a group of Romanian students aged 18-30 (Schiau, 2016b), which
could suggest both cultural and cohort differences. In order to explore these findings, and to
better understand the connection between use of humor and the experience of loneliness for
older women, a follow-up, qualitative, interview-based study was necessary. The aim was to
explore the motivations of women aged 60 and older for using humor, their self-evaluation
of the sense of humor, and perceived gender differences in the production of humor in interpersonal communication.
Consequently, the reseach questions of the present study regard perceived gender differences in the use of humor. Do older women identify and explain gender differences in the use
of humor? Do women perceive humor-based communication as different in same-gender
groups, compared to mixed-gender groups?

2. Methodology
Method

The present study was based on semi-structured interviews conducted during the month
of February 2016. The interview guide contained questions about the production and social
use of humor in interpersonal communication, the humor styles and topics used, and sense
of humor and perceived gender differences in the use of humor.
The interviews primarily took place at the home of the participants. They were audio
recorded, with the consent of the participants, and then transcribed to analyze the data. The
interviewer also took notes about socio-demographic data and context information. Study
participants came from varied socio-economic backgrounds in terms of income and level of
education. However, most of the participants had benefitted from access to higher education.
Participants

A convenience sample of 11 Romanian older women, aged between 60 and 83, participated in the present exploratory study, giving their consent to be interviewed, after having understood the research objectives.
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3. Results and Discussion
Three primary perceived gender differences emerged in the data analysis: type of humor
produced (canned or spontaneous/experience-based), topics for humor production, and communicational behaviours connected to humor production (gossip and bragging).
Older Romanian Women and Experience-based Humor

The women who participated in the study were asked to recall and describe a humorous
interaction with another woman, or in a group of women. The findings were consistent with
previous studies by Hay (2000), and suggested that, in interpersonal communication instances
that make use of humor, women prefer to share stories and everyday events from their own
lives, retold for the amusement of the other participants in the conversation. Hay suggests that
sharing such humorous personal stories offers information that allows the source and the receiver to know each other better and increase solidarity.
“Women don’t really tell jokes. They generally tell stories that are most often about themselves. Situations in which they were faced with a funny event, or something that someone else
has told them. (…) I did this many times, listened to women’s stories, events they were involved
in, something happened to them, they were involved in a situation, happy or less happy, but
the resolution of the story is that they came out of it all right.” (woman, 70, higher education)
One other implication of this finding is that women perceived themselves as using less canned
humor, such as telling jokes, and relying more on spontaneous, experience-based humor.
“With another woman? Something silly, something trivial. Well, the moment the cat fell
off the shelf into the dog’s water bowl, which broke, and the kitchen was filled with water,
and we laughed about it. Or… I don’t know, we laugh continuously. When we laugh, we really laugh.” (woman, 67, higher education)
“For everyone, even if you go to the market, something always happens to give you a reason to laugh, and when you meet other [women] you start to tell them, «hey, look at what soand-so did», or «listen to what someone said», and everyone starts to laugh and enjoy themselves,
or there are also family problems, someone will say «listen to what my child said to me», it really is surprising how clever children are these days”. (woman, 83, primary education)
One other finding regarding gender differences is the degree to which women reported discussing topics related to family and children, topics which previous studies found to be very
present in the conversations of women, but less so in those of men (Dunbar et al., 1997). Gender roles have arguably changed in recent times, allowing us to speculate that, for younger
adults, the topics of conversation and humor production could no longer be clearly deliniated. However, the finding seems relevant for the cohort under analysis, which clearly assigned
gender roles.
Humor Production: Women Gossip and Men Brag

Women in the group reported that they use gossip in the interactions that they perceive as
humorous. The topic of gossiping came up spontaneously during the interviews, when discussing the use of humor in same-gender groups.
One woman talked about her weekly meetings with a group of women who shared funny
stories about their everyday life, but who also gossiped, an act that the participant described
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as indispensable to women. “It varies, sometimes we talk about human types, and, yes… it’s
normal to also make fun of others, but mostly… for example, for two years I went to the gym,
but it was far away and we didn’t do much there, I could have done those things at home, but
I also went to socialize. I went twice a week, but every week we also went out for coffee afterwards. And that’s where, of course… we talked about books we read or things like that…
I am not one for gossip, but I am not obtuse either. We talked about things that happened, everyone has a funny story to tell. And a little gossip, it’s not possible for women to not gossip.”
(woman, 70, higher education). Studies that deal with the phenomenon of gossip suggest that
it plays an important role in the social group, contributing to its functionality and to group
cohesion by creating social bonding (Dunbar, 2004). One study found that only less than 34% of conversations classified as gossip were malicious, but that gossip in the form of exchange of social information can take up to 65% of dialogue time (Dunbar et al., 1997).
While women declared to use gossip in their humorous conversations, their perception
was that men use humor to brag. This is in line with Dunbar and colleageus (1997), who suggest that, generally, the conversations of men are based on self-promotion – a quality that we
can speculate extends to their social production of humor, too. “Men, especially after they’ve
had a drink, then they start telling, each more than the other, adventures from their lives,
where they have been, things they did, each more boastful than the other, because bragging
is a man’s disease, women do it less, they are more modest, it is rarer to find a woman like
that, but men like it: «Oh, I went there, I did that », or «I do this, I am so and so ».” (woman,
83, primary education). The women’s perception of male-specific humor is consistent with
studies that have found male humor to be based on status affirmation (Maltz & Borker, 1983,
Shuster, 2007). Studies about boastfulness in communication did indeed find gender differences, with women using a gentler way of self-praise, which is closer to simply sharing positive information, while the way men engage in bragging involves a more extreme way of
presenting information and using more superlative terms, usually about one’s own person
(Miller, Cooke, Tsang, & Morgan, 1992).
Gender and Sexual-themed Humor

The study participants were asked about the gender differences they perceive in the use
of humor, in terms of preferred topics for humor production. The idea that men primarily create humor on topics regarding sex and sexuality emerged. The explanations that the women
offered for this male-specific type of humor ranged from a crisis of masculinity in later life,
to simply classifying men as vulgar.
“Yes, men, most of them, have more… worldly topics… There are men who are wellknown for being vulgar, for telling dirty jokes and what not…” (woman, 70, higher education)
“Men laugh a lot about sex-related topics, and women about men’s flaws.” (woman, 61,
higher education)
“All these sexually themed jokes, I do not encourage them and I do not participate in them,
especially not at my age. Men make such jokes, about potency, about this, about that, I think
they are out of line. Men our age proably reach a crisis and then feel the need to make a joke
about virility, stuff like that, which I think are, I don’t know, frustrations…” (woman, 60,
higher education).
This perceived difference is in accordance with findings that suggest men are more prone
than women to use aggressive humor and to produce humor on sexual topics (Kotthoff, 2000;
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Martin et al., 2003). Moreover, we could speculate that this perceived gender difference is in
line with the rather traditional gender roles that are still predominant in Romania (White,
Vanc, & Coman, 2011), which may lead to men being socially permitted to discuss members
of the opposite sex in an aggressive and sexualizing manner. Lundell (1993) suggested that
it is unlikely for women to appreciate such humor on sexual topics that is produced by men,
for men, and has a hostile or aggressive component.
Studies that have investigated the use of humor in all-female groups challenge the idea
that women do not appreciate sexual-themed humor, but rather value it just as much as men
do, provided it is not aggressive and offensive to women (Bing, 2007). The fact that women
do in fact engage in the production of humor on such topics is illustrated by the women who
took part in the study. One participant, a former school teacher, said that “There are men who
say dirty things; we also make filthy jokes, it’s not a problem, in front of men and women.
But if a man says «Look at her tits!», like students used to say in the school courtyard, with
a certain tone, a certain facial expression … Yes, usually men are more trivial than women,
women are more delicate. Usually!” (woman, 67, higher education)
“Women do this very rarely, I have met women who tell such jokes with licentious terms,
and some of them even tell them very well; I met a woman at a class meeting with former
colleagues, we used to meet every five years, and one of our collagues had a wife who was
very funny, she told jokes with extraordinary talent and everyone laughed, and she did use
such terms… but she did not seem… as vulgar as men.” (woman, 70, higher education).
Therefore, the idea emerged that women do, in fact, produce sexual-themed humor, but, in
doing so, they perceive themselves as remaining “more delicate” and not “as vulgar as men”.

4. Conclusions and Study Limitations
The study identified a series of perceived gender differences in the use of humor by a
group of Romanian older women aged 60 and older, in terms of humor styles, topics and language, and use of canned versus experience-based humor.
The current study found evidence to suggest that women are more likely to use humor in
a manner that creates solidarity, a sense of community and social bonds. They do that by sharing humorous personal anecdotes based on their own, everyday life experiences (rather than
using canned humor in the form of jokes), and by exchanging social information in the form
of gossip, which, studies maintain, has social bonding advantages. Conversely, women perceived male humor as a form of status assertion and self-promotion, likely using a style of
aggressive, sexually-themed humor. These are instances of communicational behaviours that
are not conducive to social bonding, but rather to competitiveness.
The women indicated that they do not reject humor about sex and sexuality per se, but
rather were opposed to the men’s approach to the topic, which they perceived as aggressive
– a type of humor used by men, for men. The women confirmed that they also produced and
appreciated “filthy” jokes, but they noted that, in doing so, they were not as vulgar as men.
There are some obvious limitations to this study. A limitation is the very topic under investigation, namely humor. Having a sense of humor has high social desirability and it is not
unlikely that study participants have, to some degree, adjusted their answers in order to represent their use of humor in communication more favourably. Future studies investigating
gender differences in the use of humor should take the next logical step and go beyond the
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study of perceptions, by analyzing actual episodes of humor-based communication, in samegender and mixed-gender groups.
Despite these limitations, the current study identified a series of relevant perceptions and
behaviours in the interpersonal communication of Romanian older women. Investigating the
perceptions of a group that has been largely neglected in mainstream research studies (older
adults from Romania, and Eastern European populations generally) can lead to a better understanding of the functions of humor in older age.
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This edited volume explores a topic that is generally under-investigated inside the broader field of research on populism, namely its communicative aspects. The book originates from
a research project funded by the European Cooperation in Scientific and Technology (COST),
and includes examinations of 24 European countries, by focusing on three thematic areas: populist actors as communicators, the media and populism, and citizens and populism. The relevance of the topic for both scholars and the general public is constantly increasing, since in
recent years populist leaders, political parties and movements have gained significant momentum in Europe. A frequent assumption is that communication (especially through mass media) plays an important role in the amplification of populism. However, the study of populist
political communication lacks conceptual clarification, as well as systematic empirical support. It is the aim of the volume to advance knowledge and research in the field.
The editors are reputed scholars with a strong academic background. Toril Aalberg is Professor at the Department of Sociology and Political Science at the Norwegian University of
Science and Technology. Frank Esser is Professor of International and Comparative Media
Research at the University of Zurich, Switzerland. Carsten Reinemann is Professor of Political Communication at Ludwig-Maximilians-University Munich, Germany. Jesper Strömbäck is Professor of Journalism at University of Gothenburg, Sweden. Lastly, Claes de Vreese
is Professor and Chair of Political Communication in The Amsterdam School of Communication Research, University of Amsterdam, Netherlands.
The book is structured in six parts. In Part 1, “Introduction and Conceptual Challenges”,
the editors acknowledge the growing need to explain and dissect the phenomenon of populist
political communication. They argue in favor of the books’ objective to offer the first systematic, large scale, comparative review of existent research on populist political communication
in Europe. Furthermore, an introduction to the central debates related to the topic is provided. Previous studies are centered around three actors: the political parties/candidates/movements, the media, and the citizens (which are both voters and audience). The main insight in
this respect is that the media may amply populism under certain conditions. However, the
authors emphasize in the introductory section that scholars failed to look at all the key ele* National University of Political Studies and Public Administration, Bucharest, Romania. E-mail:
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ments in an integrated way. Three challenges are associated with this endeavor: to define populist political actors and communication and to determine communication success; to establish the media’s role in the promotion of populist politics; and to understand the effects of
populist messages on citizens.
The second chapter of the first section outlines some major theoretical lines of thought and
proposes a working definition of populism and populist communication. More precisely, populism, as understood for the purposes of the book, is a form of political communication whose
main elements are the people (the in-group), as opposed to the others (the elites and the outgroups). The editors present a preliminary model of the causes, forms, and effects of populist
political communication to be used as a heuristic for the national literature investigations for
the rest of the book. The four key elements of the model are: a). structural and situational contexts on the macro level, b). parties, movements, and their representatives at the meso-level,
c). journalistic and social media on the meso-level, and d). individual citizens in the microlevel. The model is explicitly depicted in a graphic form (see p. 22).
The amplest part of the book (Part II-V) is dedicated to individual country chapters, organized geographically around four main areas: Northern, Western, Southern, and Eastern
Europe. All chapters follow a similar structure, beginning with the overview of the countryspecific literature on populism and the related pillars (populist actors as communicators and
populist communication by political actors; the media and populism; and citizens and the effects of populist messages). Each national contribution ends with a summary of recent developments that are not yet included in the literature. The 24 countries taking part in the study
are: Denmark, Finland, Norway, Sweden, Austria, Belgium, Germany, Ireland, The Netherlands, Switzerland, The United Kingdom, France, Greece. Israel, Italy, Portugal, Spain, Bosnia
and Herzegovina, Croatia, Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, Romania, and Slovenia.
The sixth and last part of the book draws cross-national conclusions related to the aforementioned pillars of populism. The three concluding chapters (“Populist Actors as Communicators or Political Actors as Populist Communicators”, “Populism and the Media”, and
“Citizens and Populist Political Communication”) place emphasis on the key national findings, the current state of research, and the new directions of investigation that open up. Similarities and differences between countries and geographical regions are discussed.
In what populist actors are concerned, it is concluded that a wide variety of populist actors and political parties are entering the mainstream, in some occasions even becoming part
of the government coalition. The facilitating factors include: real world events (such as immigration or the economic crisis), particular national circumstances, and the populist parties’
ability to exploit people’s fears, antagonisms between the in-group and the out-groups, and
anti-establishment feelings.
Chapter 28 focuses on three perspectives on media populism that result from the literature: populism by the media, populism through the media and populist citizen journalism.
Additionally, five factors that favor the media dissemination of populist messages are deducted from the national chapters: media logic, politically motivated media ownership, commercially motivated media ownership, party issue ownership, and event environment and national
issue culture.
Findings related to the relationship between citizens and populist communication are systematized in the last chapter. Its authors emphasize that more is known about the characteristics of populist party voters than about communication effects. The scarcest information on
voters can be found in some eastern and southern states, such as Bosnia and Herzegovina,
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Croatia, Czech Republic, Portugal and Slovenia. In order to clarify the areas that are less investigated, an individual-level model of uses and effects of populist political communication
is proposed (p. 386). Some points in need of thorough investigation are identified: the role
of certain predispositions, the effects of direct versus mediated populist communication, the
effects of media coverage of populism versus coverage-fostering populism, the part played
by different message elements, the role of factors moderating message reception, and contextual factors. Lastly, the authors signal the great need for studies investigating such effects
in a comparative manner, possibly though cross-national experimental studies well suited for
improving the general picture.
Since this review is to be included in a Romanian journal, we would like to provide additional details regarding the chapter “Romania. Populist Ideology Without Teeth”, authored
by Nicoleta Corbu, Delia Balaban-Bãlaº, and Elena Negrea-Busuioc. The study begins by
outlining the distinct features of post-communist countries, including relative instability, as
well as “the radicalization of the left-right divide”, and “the rise of populism […] at the electoral expense of traditional parties” (p. 326). In what Romania is concerned, research on populism multiplied after 2000, prompted by the populist party’s leader Corneliu Vadim Tudor
relative success in the presidential race.
Scholars focusing on the phenomenon position themselves within two main conceptualizations of populism as “a «thin»-centered ideology, or as a communication style” (p.327).
The authors of the Romanian chapter identify the key elements of populism in the country,
such as people-centrism, anti-elitism, anti-establishment, reactionary attitude, and absence of
the classic left-right ideological cleavage. Furthermore, the populist rhetoric in Romania is
centered around several myths, such as “the myth of the savior”, “the nation under siege”, or
“the country’s modernization” (p. 332).
The authors note a few significant conclusions on the profile of Romanian populism in
comparison with other European counterparts. For instance, Romanian populism and Western
populism are both people-centric, anti-elite, and anti-establishment. Nevertheless, the former
preserves its uniqueness by largely ignoring ideological differences between the right and left
extremes of the spectrum, and by refraining from anti-Islamic attitudes and Euroscepticism.
Overall, the volume Populist Political Communication in Europe is remarkable in more
than one respect. Firstly, it successfully manages to depict the past and current evolutions of
the populist movements and parties across Europe, in a condensed and systematic manner appropriate for both experts and novices in the field. Secondly, it provides a broad and comprehensive overview of the state of research on populism and populist communication. The
comparative approach provides insights of what is common and what is different for each cluster of states. As the editors conclude, in Northern Europe, the focus has been on typical rightwing, neo-populist parties, whereas the southern part of Europe has a strong focus on left-wing
populism and prominent leaders. Western Europe is characterized by a strong influence of populist parties on the mainstream ones. In eastern and central Europe, populism is less focused
on immigration and more on ethnic and religious minorities. Thirdly, the cross-national structure of the book allows the identification of research gaps that are relevant for both individual countries and regions, and the European continent as a whole. Such research gaps include,
but are not limited to: the investigation of populist actors as communicators and on political
actors as populist communicators, the existence of systematic empirical research, the existence of comparative studies in which various actors are compared (not only the ones openly deemed as populist), the multiplication of theory-driven studies with the aim of identifying
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the strategies, tactics, styles and rhetoric of populist political communication. Lastly, the volume expands theoretical knowledge in the field by: providing useful conceptual clarifications
on populism as a form of political communication, proposing a heuristic model for the analysis of populist political communication and an individual-level model of the uses and effects
of populist communication, by discussing the three pillars (political actors, the media and the
citizens), by identifying factors favoring the symbiosis between populist discourse and the media, and many more.
To conclude, we welcome this in-depth incursion into what can be considered a difficult
topic, through consistent and rigorous national analyses. We expect the volume Populist Political Communication in Europe to inspire and urge scholars in the field to fill in the gaps in
knowledge the contributors successfully identified in the pages of this book.

Revista_comunicare_40.qxd

6/19/2017

2:38 PM

Page 83

Call for papers

Romanian Journal of Communication and Public Relations
www.journalofcommunication.ro
The Romanian Journal of Communication and Public Relations (RJCPR) is now seeking
manuscripts for its upcoming issues. We welcome scholarly contributions from the broad
field of communication studies, from public relations research, as well as from related areas.
RJCPR also accepts relevant contributions for its permanent book review section.
Prospective authors should submit original papers which meet the customary academic
standards in the social sciences. These materials should be methodologically sound,
thoroughly argued, and well crafted. They must not have been published elsewhere, or be
currently under review for any other publication.
All manuscripts are subject to a blind review process before publication. The author(s)
name(s) should not appear on any page except the title page of the submitted paper, and
electronic identification data should be removed before submission.

Important Dates:
The Journal is issued three times per year, in April, July, and December. Here are the
submission deadlines:
• April issue: March 1;
• July issue: May 1;
• December issue: October 1.

Submission
Submissions must follow the Guidelines for Authors, available on the Journal’s website
(www.journalofcommunication.ro/guidelines). For further inquiries, please contact the
editor, dr. Elena Negrea-Busuioc, elena.negrea@comunicare.ro.
More information on the Journal of Communication and Public Relations can be found at
www.journalofcommunication.ro.

Revista_comunicare_40.qxd

6/19/2017

1:05 PM

Page 84

5/9/2017

9:16 PM

Page 1

ISSN 1454-8100

Romanian Journal of Communication and Public Relations

Vol. 19, no. 1 (40) / April 2017

Coperta_revista_comunicare_40.qxd

Romanian Journal of Communication
and Public Relations
Revista Românã de Comunicare
ºi Relaþii Publice
Volume 19, no. 1 (40) / April 2017

NUPSPA
College of Communication
and Public Relations

