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Abstract. In popular culture, the stereotypically iconized “geek” can be identified in different media narratives from mainstream
television to magazines. Drawing upon insights from sociolinguistics and business communication studies, this paper attempts to
identify the discursive constructs of “being geek” in Chinese digital business communication. By collecting the discourse data of
online customer reviews from amazon.cn and analyzing the data based on the framework of Critical Discourse Analysis, the study
investigates how linguistic mechanisms operate in the shaping of geek culture and the construction of “being geek” in the participatory
communication of business. The results revealed lexical variables and generic intertextuality are prominent in the discourse construction
of “being geek”, to create a stimulus for a promotional culture in business communication.
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1. Introduction

There is an increasing tendency in subculture scholarship to study “geek chic” as a phenomenon that has attracted the
attention of experts in this field. “Geek” was originally a derogatory term deriving from the German word “geek”,
meaning fool or freak (Konzack, 2014: 52). “Geek” is a term used to mean an insult to describe eccentric and non-
mainstream people and “to degrade and belittle intelligent outcasts”. However, recently, its meaning has undergone a
shift from being a derogatory insult (i.e., geek-as-sideshow-freak) to being a favorite term of endearment (i.e., geek-
as-intelligent-expert) (McArthur, 2009: 61).

The definition of “geek” on the online Oxford English Dictionary refers to “a person who is extremely devoted
to and knowledgeable about computers or related technology.” (“geek, n.” OED Online, Oxford University Press,
December 2018, www.oed.com/view/Entry/77307. Accessed 27 February 2019.). The psychological attributes of
“geeks” are generally associated with images of being “enthusiastic” and “expressing pride in their membership in
a media and computer-based subculture” (McCain et al., 2015: 2). Stereotypically, the iconized “geek” in popular
culture can be identified in different media narratives from mainstream television to magazines, or found within
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specific groups and spaces, including “geekish” characters such as “Sheldon” in the TV series The Big Bang Theory,
(Bednarek, 2012) cartoon characters in the comic books, or the eccentric fashion covers of lifestyle magazines. In
the reality of everyday life, many trendy youngsters who wear glasses without lenses or cosplay make-up on various
occasions, for example in subway stations, clubs, and metropolitan shopping malls, demonstrate geekish elements as
well. Due to the specificities of “space” and “occasions”, geeks can be classified into diverse categories (such as “sci-
ence geeks”, “game geeks”, “computer geeks”, and so on) with specific and prominent traits and qualities. Although
the stereotypical features of a “geek” can be realized in various media and by young people, one of the important
qualities of being a geek is a supposed expertise required in a certain field or on a certain topic. After all, on one hand,
the participants in the geek culture are identified to be active rather than passive (Sugarbaker, 1998) and on the other
hand, “a geek is one who becomes an expert on a topic by will and determination” (McArthur, 2009: 62). Thus, “to
be geek is to be engaged, to be enthralled in a topic, and then to act on that engagement. Geeks come together based
on common expertise on a certain topic” (McArthur, 2009: 62). Therefore, “geek’ can be roughly characterized as
actively belonging to a group of participants with a shared expertise in a communal discourse on a corresponding
field or topic. In other words, the social currency between self-proclaimed geeks is formed through “demonstrating
knowledge of or devotion to these interests” (McCain et al., 2015: 2) - such as sharing common themes; the use of
magic or highly advanced technologies; elements from history or foreign cultures, etc. (p. 2).

The social construction of geekish identities can be realized either in an explicit or implicit way. Some groups of
geeks, for example, in Chinese, are self-labeled to be ““##jxuéba” (learning geeks), “iA A\ d4 rén” (talented person)
(fi £tk \jianshen darén (sports geeks) or “FiA$%jishu kong” (technology geeks), and “Hifiii##dianndo kong”
(computer geeks); At times, the identity of “being geek™ is implicitly shaped through performance in interactional
encounters. This is because identity is not a static but rather a dynamic concept, which is usually situated in types of
discourses in social practice. Situated identities “are the attributions that are made about participants in a particular
setting as a consequence of their actions” (Alexander and Lauderdale, 1977: 225). Thus, situated identities are usu-
ally associated with participating in social activities. In the context of online customer reviews, reviewers reveal
varying amounts of personal information about themselves within the review text, whether they are conscious of it
or not, or whether they do so deliberately or not. After all, identity is “that part of an individual’s self-concept which
derives from his knowledge of his membership in a social group (or groups) together with the value and emotional
significance attached to that membership” (Tajfel, 1981: 255).

Thus, stereotypical and social identities offer opportunities to geeks to share their purchase experiences from ei-
ther the technical or practical points of view. Their commentaries not only provide a new way to show their personal
views on certain products in digital media, but also enhance strategic discourse practices, such as the discursive con-
struction of identity designed to persuade the members of e-commercial community into act of purchasing.

The study aims to explore how online customer reviewers discursively perform “being a geek” in relation to a
particular purchased product in the participatory context of digital communication. The two research questions that
guided the study are formulated as follows:

1) How is “being geek™ discursively constructed in the discourse of online customer reviews?
2) How does the construction of discursive identity perform in a promotional culture?

2. Online reviews as genre: narrative or commentary?

Online customer reviews refer to “peer-generated product evaluations posted on company or third party websites”
(Mudambi and Schuft, 2010: 186). These reviews are a “primarily text-based, asynchronous (and very often, anony-
mous) genre of computer-mediated communication” (Vasquez, 2014: 3). The discourse of online customer reviews
in the e-commerce context has developed into a prominent topic of interest for scholars of business communication
and discourse analysis.

Digital technologies provide opportunities for consumers to express their opinions about purchased products,
services, and purchasing experiences (Evans et al., 2001). The traditional way of marketing or communicating in re-
lation to business has changed due to the impact of Internet technology in people’s everyday lives. Instead of relying
on merely WOM (word-of-mouth) marketing or traditional advertising, businesses now make use of more digitalized
and networked communications between sellers and buyers. Seeking the online opinions of other consumers is in-
creasingly becoming a part of purchasing behavior (Pitta and Fowler, 2008). The power of the content generated by
consumers has become progressively stronger than the influence of “branding” the product in post-modern societies.
Consumers should have the option to make better consumption choices by considering the information available on
the network and having access to other consumers’ suggestions and opinions, thus reducing the power and control
of brands (Zureik and Mowshowitz, 2005). In addition, online reviews have had a massive economic impact on the
marketing of products (Piller, 1999; Chevalier and Mayzlin, 2006), and even the number of reviews available af-
fects the perceived informativeness of the review and the popularity of the product (Lee et al., 2008). Accordingly,
companies such as eBay.com and Amazon.com have taken actions to effectively increase the benefits of using online
reviews (Melnik and Alm, 2002).
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Among the diverse forms of contents generated by consumers on the Internet, online reviews have been evolving
into a communicative genre and are becoming a naturalized form in the discourse of online business communication.
The discourse of online customer reviews has aroused the interest of scholars from both marketing and discourse
studies. Marketing scholars are keen on the economic impact of online customer reviews, i.e., the relationship be-
tween the online review as a brand-new way of marketing and its massive influence in business practices (Cockrum,
2011; Ghose and Ipeirotis, 2011). Scholars of discourse and communication instead try to find the linguistic mecha-
nisms of online customer reviews in relation to their communicative values and social meanings within business
practices (Vasquez, 2014). One of these social meanings lies in the notion that the discourses of the online reviews
serve to create and perform participants’ situated identities in online communities because reviewers’ identities are
very much of interest and use to readers of online reviews (Sen and Lerman, 2007; Vermeulen and Seegers, 2009).
Therefore, this study intends to combine “geek” studies with digital discourse studies so as to identify the elements
of “being geek” in the discourse of online customer reviews, and then to explore the linguistic/textual features that
emerge in the participatory digital context.

Online customer reviews have been widely explored as a genre in discourse analysis studies (Racine, 2002;
Pollach, 2008; Taboada, 2011; Skalicky, 2013). Although adopting different perspectives, the previous studies
tend to regard the discourse of online customer reviews as having generic qualities. Based on a corpus of data,
Taboada (2011) identified the specific stages of online movie reviews as the Descriptive Stage and the Evalua-
tion stage. Skalicky (2013) explored the social and rhetorical processes of the most “helpful” product reviews
in the discourse of amazon.com. Moreover, the online product reviews of amazon.com have been found to be
characterized as conveying a personal style of writing (Racine, 2002), and as sharing similar rhetorical strategies
(Pollach, 2008). Mudambi and Schuff (2010) even suggested that product type could have an influence on the
style of reviews to determine whether or not a review was “helpful”. There are quite a few studies on the online
reviews of amazon.com in the Western context. However, there are few studies that are concerned with the dis-
course of online reviews in the Chinese context. Therefore, for the present study, the customer reviews of Kindle
(Paperwhite) available at Amazon.cn (a Chinese online shopping website acquired by Amazon.com) are selected
in order to study a Chinese case.

Although the online review takes the form of digital discourse, as a genre, it is still ambiguously demarcated. For
example, as noted above, Taboada (2011) attempted to apply the SFL approach to explore online movie reviews and
identified their stages as descriptive stages with an obligatory evaluation stage. De Jong and Burgers (2013) conduct-
ed a genre analysis of online film reviews showing generic differences between the online film reviews written by
consumer critics and those written by professional critics. They suggested that consumer critics mainly evaluated the
movies from a personal perspective, whereas professional critics largely described the movie instead of evaluating it.
From a different perspective and informed by sociolinguistic narrative (Labov and Waletzky, 1967; Bamberg, 2004,
2007; Ochs and Capps, 2001), Vasques (2014) preferred to consider online reviews as digital narratives which tell/
share personal experiences online, and even proposed a cline of narrativity as a framework to describe the continuum
of accounts of personal experience-sharing online (Vasquez, 2014).

However, in the present case study, the online review is preferred to regard as a genre of commentary, which
is essentially evaluative, rather than a genre of narrative out of the following considerations. First, online cus-
tomer reviews are “peer-generated product evaluations posted on company or third party websites” (Mudambi
and Schuff, 2010: 186). Thus, the primary performative function of customer reviews is to evaluate a product or
service. Second, the genres of online reviews have been closely examined in previous literature, indicating that the
identified generic structures carry out an evaluative function in whatever form they may take. For example, both
descriptive stages and evaluative stages have been identified in movie online reviews, but the evaluative stage is
compulsory (Taboada, 2011). In addition, Vasquez (2014) viewed online reviews as variations of a typical narra-
tive, thus suggesting that there is a cline of narrativity in the discourse of customer online reviews by combining
Labov’s framework together with Ochs and Capps’s (2001) approach. Indeed, Labov and Waletzky’s (1967) nar-
rative model consists of six components, i.e., abstract, orientation, complication, resolution, evaluation, and coda,
where the evaluation is generally a critical element because it helps to explain the relevance of the central and
reportable events of a story. Moreover, Cortazzi and Jin (2000) also observed that evaluation in narratives can be
analyzed from two perspectives which are complementary with each other. One is to evaluate the evaluation of
the narrative, which means that the teller structures his/her evaluations inside the narrative, while the other is to
evaluate the narrative as a performance, that is, to evaluate through narrative. This view approaches narrative as
a linguistic/textual mechanism to express authorial evaluations. On the basis of the studies reviewed above, it can
be asserted that online reviews are evaluative in nature.

3. Data and methodology
In order to respond to the research questions formulated for this case study, reviews of Kindle on the website of

amazon.cn were collected as data and sampled. The sampled data were analyzed within the theoretical framework of
Critical Discourse Analysis (hereafter CDA).
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3.1. Data sample

As the focus of the study was the discourse of amazon.cn (amazon.com@China), online customer reviews of the
Kindle product were collected as data and sampled within an approximately one-month period in 2015 from February
18th to March 20th. The data sample consists of 446 Kindle comments with 33,739 Chinese characters in total. The
online customer reviews were posted with diverse textual features as shown in Extract 1 (see the Appendix).

The examples in Extract 1 clearly show that there is a range of variation in text length. Examples 1-2 are concisely
composed, while examples 3-4 seem to be lengthy and well organized. Examples 5-6 present both verbal and picto-
rial instructions. Generally, the online reviews collected for the case study demonstrate some kinds of evaluations.
The short and concise reviews are evaluative, explicitly commenting on the purchases of the product, whereas the
longer ones are reflective of personal experiences.

3.2. Methodology: CDA and textually-oriented discourse analysis

The analytical approach adopted in the present study is “textually-oriented discourse analysis™ (hereafter TODA),
informed by Fairclough (1992, 2003) framework for CDA, which is rooted in critical linguistics (Fowler et al.,
1979; Hodge and Kress, 1993/1979) from the 1970s and developed into critical approaches to study the use of
language in the social sciences. The essence of this approach is that it is interdisciplinary (van Dijk 1997, 1998).
Differing from cognitive-social approach (van Dijk 1986, 1987, 1990, 1991, 1998; Chilton, 1996, 2004) which cen-
ters on the discursive production or reproduction of social issues or domination (cognitively and socially informed)
in society, and the discourse-historical approach (Wodak, 2001) where CDA is framed as interdisciplinary and
problem-driven (Wodak, 2001: 69), TODA tends to provide a detailed analysis of the language in use (the textual
analysis) in the discourse.

TODA (Fowler, 1991, 1996; Swales, 1990; Fairclough, 1992, 1995, 2003; Stubbs, 1996; Gee, 1999, 2014) is
based on the belief that texts are the central parts of social events because “language is an irreducible part of so-
cial life, dialectically interconnected with other elements of social life” (Fairclough, 2003: 2). Indeed, Fairclough’s
three-dimensional framework for CDA involves three thematic constructs, namely, the text (the study of texture);
the discoursal practices (the concept of order of discourse), and the sociocultural practices (the concepts of culture).
The three-dimensional framework aims to map the three separate forms of analysis onto one another: analysis of
(spoken or written) language texts, analysis of discourse practice (processes of text production, distribution, and con-
sumption) and analysis of discursive events as instances of sociocultural practice. Therefore, this approach tends to
combine the work inspired by social theory and work which focuses on the language of texts. However, Fairclough
(2003) suggested that text analysis is an essential part of discourse analysis because “texts are the causal outcomes of
the social agents in social actions, social events or social structures” (p. 8).

As Fairclough (2003) observed, texts are multifunctional and are associated with ways of acting, representing,
and being. Thus, as part of social events, texts can be analyzed through performing two actions: one is “looking at
them (these texts) in terms of three aspects of meaning, Action, Representation and Identification and how these are
realized in the various features of texts (their vocabulary, their grammar, and so forth)” (p. 28). The other is “making a
connection between the concrete social events and more abstract social practices by asking which genres, discourses,
and styles are drawn upon here, and how are the different genres, discourses, and styles articulated together in the
text” (p. 28). Fairclough argued that social and cultural phenomena “are realized in textual properties of texts in ways
which make them extraordinarily sensitive indicators of sociocultural processes, relations, and change” (Fairclough,
1995: 4). In other words, social and cultural analyses can be enriched by textual evidence. After all, what is “in” the
text and what is absent from the text can offer significant insights into sociocultural analysis.

Thus, Fairclough (1995) provides a framework to analyze discourse where the meanings are situated and cap-
tured from a bottom-up approach through examining the textual features linguistically, such as various grammatical
relations to the meanings, or intertextually, such as the text types or genres represented or inscribed in the surface of
the text (Fairclough, 1995: 4-5). TODA demands diversity of focus with respect to levels of analysis because it as-
sumes that any level of organization may be relevant to critical and ideological analysis (p. 7). Therefore, the analysis
“requires attention to textual form, structure, and organization at all levels (p. 7)”, including lower levels such as
the phonological, grammatical, lexical levels, as well as higher levels such as patterns of argumentation or generic
structures.

In contrast with other methods of CDA, TODA is concerned with the centrality of text analysis. However, as
Fairclough (2003) clarified, “the text analysis is an essential part of discourse analysis, but discourse analysis is not
merely the linguistic analysis of texts” (p. 3). Moreover, text analysis is not confined to mere linguistic analysis, but
also includes interdiscursive analysis, which regards “texts in terms of the different discourses, genres and styles they
draw upon and articulate together (Fairclough, 2003: 3)”.

Informed by Fairclough’s approach to discourse analysis, the present study aimed to uncover the identity of
“being geek” in the discourse of online customer reviews. Through exploring the textual features and the linguistic
mechanisms operating in this discourse, the identity of the “geek” can be discursively constructed within the promo-
tional culture.
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4. Data analysis

Informed by TODA, this section aims to apply textual analysis to map out how “being geek” is constructed through
linguistic or discursive mechanisms in the discourse practices of online customer reviewers. The textual features
manifested in the discourse which are conducive to the discursive construction of geekish identity include three vari-
ables: the use of lexis, lexical rhetoric, and generic intertextuality as discourse practice, as will be discussed in the
following sub-sections, respectively.

4.1. “Being geek” as identified through the use of lexis

There are several dimensions used to define “geek” or “nerd” in geek culture. As noted in the previous section, being
“geekish” is particularly associated with anyone characterized by fannish, technical, or subcultural interests and
pursuits in studies related to entertainment, academic, and computer culture. Thus, the main feature of being geek is
to recognize oneself as such, to express a sense of pride in having membership in a particular communal discourse,
and to be socially misfit in digital communication. Thus, “being misfit” suggests that the self is identified to stand
out or to belong to a particular membership. In the discourse of online customer reviews, the process of recognizing
a common self in the communal discourse is realized both explicitly and implicitly.
Examples 7 and 8 from Extract 2 illustrate this case.

Extract 2

(7) Username | As a bookworm(fF Jy—~15 Hizuowéi yige shiichéng), after getting it, I can’t put it down. I feel it runs fast and
(04/03/2015) | looks very comfortable, and the operation is convenient. It just isn’t that energy saving. I have to download the
e-books myself, or buy them. [ have recommended friends to buy three, haha!

(8) Username | After thinking for a long time, I finally got started and I can throw away my mobile phone. Honestly, I didn’t see any
(22/02/2015) | evaluation. The page turning speed was slower than I thought, but the sense of use can make up. No folder is a bit of a
hassle. I am a sorting control (3% /&t 575 wo shi fenleéikong), currently only use the favorites, a little troublesome.

In these cases, reviewers 7 and 8 explicitly name themselves either as a “book worm” or as “a sorting control”.
These references clearly assign a label that means they are especially skilled in a certain area and potentially “misfits”
with respect to other people.

While explicit realization of identity is through naming, implicit realization occurs through the use of pronouns.
Participants and their identities in digital communication are often linguistically marked by the use of personal pro-
nouns. “Being geek” is an issue that deals with discursive construction of “identity” in discourse practice. Thus, we
would like to explore how “self” is discursively constructed. The data from the case study show 288 instances of the
pronouns “Fkwd (I)” and “FfJwdmen (we) ” in the customer reviews. The use of “Fwo (1) and “F A Twomen (we)
“can be further classified into two types: the active use of ““Fkwo (I)”and the causative use of “Fkwo (I)” as shown
in Table 1 (see examples 9-12 in the Appendix).

Table 1. The distribution of the different types of “1”

Type of “Fwd (I)” use Number Frequency
Active use of “Fkwo (I)” 259 89.9%
Causative use of “Fkwo (1)” 29 10.1%
Total use of “Fwo (1)” 288 100%

Examples 9-12 demonstrate that the active use of “I” usually takes the structure of “I do” (with Kindle) or “I
think” (about Kindle), which indicates that Kindle users employ “I” to initiate activity in digital narratives that in-
volves “my”” own action. In addition, the causative uses of “I”” are usually shaped with the structure of “(using/buying
Kindle) makes me” (“iLFrangwo (make me)”, “Xf Fduiwd (for me)”, “F Fyawd (to/for me)”, “fifi T shiwo (make
me)” and “--- T Flewd (--- to me)”. This suggests that the use of Kindle is associated with experiential evidence of
“I/me being as a Kindle user”.

4.2. “Being geek” as identified through lexical rhetoric

The second discourse practice that contributes to the construction of “being geek” is lexical rhetoric, namely, the use
of insider languages and “code-switching”. Insider languages can be identified as the marked language that serves to
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construe the identity of self, which is then aligned to a speech community. For example, the insider language found
out in the discourse of online customer reviews is exemplified as “499” and “899”, both of which mean that the two
versions of Kindle are respectively sold at the price of RMB 499 (Kindle) and RMB 899 (Kindle Paperwhite). Simi-
larly, lay people cannot quite understand technical references such as “4Efjj i JJxuhang néngli (Battery life)”, “%
Zmobi 7% Jiimianfei mobi z1yuan (unprotected MOBI formatted contents)”, “Z ¥ijytinduan (Cloud collections)” and
trendy phrases such as “ 25 AN 5Z1¢ijiaobuai (I feel too tired to be loving it)”, “Vi#i A #E#Fminxing tuijian (recom-
mended with five stars)”.

4.3. “Being geek” as constructed through generic intertextuality

Generic intertextuality is another strategy used as discursive practice to construe the Kindle users as “geek”. “Generic
intertextuality” (Briggs and Bauman, 1992) refers to the phenomenon of online reviews as a genre of commentary
that is not rigidly confined to be customers’ evaluations for its own sake to the Kindles or their purchase of Kindle,
but that opens up possibilities for other communicative purposes in the digital communication of business. A canoni-
cal commentary as a highly evaluative text is usually subject to “bending” (Bhatia, 1993) in order to be differentiated
into different planes of discourse. These planes are summarized to be three types of generic intertextualities, includ-
ing the divisions between “formal writing vs. informal writing”, “experiential discourse vs. inspirational discourse”,
and “verbal discourse vs. pictorial discourse”.

4.3.1. Formal writing vs. informal writing

The genres specified in the discourse of online customer reviews are hybridized in terms of the distinction between
formal writing and informal writing. Some online reviews are formal and technically oriented to provide a specific
evaluation of the performance of the product or to explicate or illustrate step-by-step how to use Kindle. In contrast,
informal reviews are non-technically-oriented and they are more concerned with the elements of personal narratives
as well as general comments about the products and delivery services. Examples 13-19 (see Extract 4 in the Appen-
dix) provide illustrations of formal writing vs. informal writing.

Examples 13-15 reflect informal writing and consist of remarks that are less technical remarks in terms of their
content because the reviews are less informative and based on the reviewer’s general thoughts about the elements
of shopping experience or the product. The reviews in formal writings (examples 16-19) are instead lengthy and
informative stretches of discourse that elaborates of the performance of products. The discourse functions of these
formal writings can be summarized as follows. First, the geekish identity can be cued through formal writing since
these reviews show a command of technical expertise to some extent. The informative customer reviews seem to
be well sorted out with highly technical comments on the performance of Kindle (see the italics in example 16) and
they are well structured with numeral headings and points (as shown in examples 17-19). Secondly, the customer
reviews with formal writing seem to be thematically contractive, mainly focusing on the compositional qualities of
Kindle and its usage. Therefore, the tenor of these reviews is more technically instructive for fresh users among the
participatory community or among outsiders.

4.3.2. Experiential discourse vs. inspirational discourse

Geekish attributes seem to be identified through the discourse of sharing personal shopping experiences with other
participatory users, in which inspirational discourses are embedded. Thus, the discourse of online customer reviews
also features generic intertextuality demonstrated through their integration of experiential discourse and inspirational
discourse. Examples of such instances are shown in Extract 5 (see the Appendix).

Apart from the division between formal writing and informal writing, the second type of generic intertextuality
falls within a division between experiential discourse and inspirational discourse, which both seem to involve the
personal narrative. However, experiential discourse deals with the discourses on the plane of recounting personal
experiences, while inspirational discourse seems to involve the speech elements used in inspiring other Kindle users
to call for an action. Experiential discourse can be marked with the key elements identified in oral narratives such as
cause—effect relationships and happenings in the past (see the bold in the extracts), whereas inspirational discourse
carries the evaluative elements to stimulate a response from the affiliated audience such as offering a straight rec-
ommendation (bold + italicized) as shown in example 21 [+& 481 ) AR A shlquanxmde wdjiaode haizhi
(The replacement is brand new, and I feel It’s worth it)] and example 23 [PS: 5
AR, A HELE T jinshiyinderén tuijian, yinjinghioderén , hiaiyu bénqian zhéteng, jiu bu
qianglituijianle (People with myopia are recommended, people with good eyes, and the cost of tossmg, it is not
strongly recommended.], or giving a direct suggestion as in example 20 [# 1% jianyi A5 H ML “AEZR 087
K7 R W L& R, XA LRI . (I recommended to contact Amazon customer service directly
through “online chat” in the future, which is faster than the phone.)] and example 22 [ HF2899N £ A2 J M)
zhijie 899 ba, juébuhuihouhuide (go direct for 899; and you won’t regret it)]. Such a binary distinction usually
appears in a customer review and shows that experiential discourse usually claims an epistemic authority over the
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evidential standings of the inspirational discourse. In other words, the evidential reliability of calling for a certain ac-
tion is based on the first-person experiential talk. Thus, the custom reviewers are considered experienced users who
are qualified to offer reliable knowledge, suggestions, or recommendations to other participants or outsiders. In this
sense, the geekish identity of customer reviewers can be demonstrated through the workings of two different dis-
courses. Overall, experiential discourse and inspirational discourse perform different functions; i.e., the experiential
discourse tends to fulfill self-expression of personal experience or stories, while the inspirational discourse serves to
position the participants to be potential Kindle users.

4.3.3. Textual/verbal discourse vs. pictorial discourse

Notably, the geekish characteristics can be captured through placement of the pictures or photos to the verbal mes-
sages in the discourse of customer reviews. Thus, the third generic hybridity can be spelled out by distinguishing tex-
tual/verbal discourse from pictorial discourse. Textual/verbal discourse refers to verbally oriented messages posted
online, while pictorial discourse refers to the adoption of images that co-work with the verbal messages. Examples
of this usage are shown in Extract 6 (see the Appendix).

In these examples, customer reviews are verbally based, which tends to make claims about the use of the product,
while adopting images seems to co-work with the verbal message and provides a truer picture of using the products
over the claims made. Example 24 shows a general positive comment about Kindle with an image to support the
user’s comment as true. Similarly, in example 26, the expression of “T7 5%, [ EEAARLK & EL I Wi — %K shouxian,
yuedutiyanshizhénderushiiyiban [(first of all, it reads like reading real books)”, a metaphorical statement which as-
sociates “experience of reading on Kindle” with “experience of reading the real books”, appears with a picture of a
Kindle book in a hand. The interaction between the image and the verbal message represents a dual track for com-
municating about the purchase of product. On one hand, verbal message composes the Kindle user’s reactions and
attitude to the product; on the other hand, the pictures are visualizing the verbal messages how the verbal works. The
interplay between verbal and picture can be shown through the uses of the pronoun “&ta (it)” in the example 24 and
26, in which the referent of*“’¢£ta (it)” are directed to the picture of Kindle attached below the customer’s words. The
pictures seem to provide some degree of truth and evidentiality to the claims made by users. No matter what roles the
pictures will serve in the discourse of online customer reviews, the placing of the pictures shows technical presenta-
tion or involvement that Kindle users will be engaged with to show off potential attributes of being geekish.

In sum, the generic intertextuality discussed above serve to identify “being geekish”, which is classified into three
planes. First, formal writing can be distinguished from informal writing in terms of technical discourse vs. non-technical
discourse. Technical discourses embedded in the discourse of online customer reviews function to elaborate or explicate
the performance of Kindle. This kind of generic intertextuality positions Kindle users as “sophisticated” users rather than
lay users or even outsiders. Second, the experiential discourses converge with the inspirational discourses. Experiential
discourse serves as a means for self-expression to claim an epistemic authority in relation to using Kindle, whereas inspi-
rational discourse establishes an alignment with other Kindle users. Third, verbal information sometimes works together
with pictorial information. Pictorial information serves to provide hard evidence for elaborating the use of Kindle.

5. Conclusion

This present case study has explored how the geekish identity is constructed through a range of discursive practices in
e-business communication. It has identified the discourse mechanisms that underlie the formation of “being a geek”
in a digital business context and has examined the functions that the discourse features may perform in a promotional
culture.

Social scientists have suggested that people take on social identities in their social interactions and that there are
many ways for people to construct their identities through discourse (Butler, 1990, 2004; Goffman, 1959; Zimmer-
man, 1998; Benwell and Stokoe, 2006; Bucholtz and Hall, 2005). For example, identity work can be distinguished
as being transportable from situated identities and discourse identities (Zimmerman, 1998). Transportable identities
refer to the individual’s latent or invoked attributes or characteristics that he or she carries across discourse contexts,
whereas discourse and situated identities involve locally occasioned roles adopted in a speech situation (Page, 2012:
16-17). Therefore, identity can be understood as a dynamic concept, which is usually situated in social settings and
is closely connected with language in use. The discursive view of identity can also be applicable to digital discourse,
where online participants perform in order to exchange information in a situated community. The performance of
these participants “gives” or “gives off” (Goffman, 1959) their situated identity through a sequence of interactions
or articulations in digital communication. Echoing Page’s (2012) discursive view of identity, which “is ideally posi-
tioned to interpret the identity work that occurs in online contexts. Online interaction primarily takes place by means
of discourse: text that is created by its participants” (p. 17), this study has attempted to provide insights into the dis-
cursive construction of geekish identity in digital communication.

In terms of textual practice, the features of “being geek” can be located through identifying Kindle users as geek-
ish. This identification can be realized in either explicit or implicit ways. The identity of “being geekish” is verbally
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constructed through the use of lexis and grammar, such as reflexive naming or labeling oneself to be (or in a pursuit
of being) an expert or “geek”. However, some of the participants identified themselves in implicit ways by adopting
lexical strategies to show or to display “a skill” in using Kindle. Some implicit ways of discursive realization involve
the use of lexical rhetoric and generic hybridity. Code-switching and insider language are usually adopted to the
textual practice. This suggests that such strategies or devices are available and presumably technically oriented to
the insider participants of the digital business community. In this case study, generic intertextuality has been identi-
fied as a discourse practice that involves the discursive construction of being a geek. Genres are hybridized in digital
communication to implicitly form an identity of being a fannish or technical person in relation to the Kindle product.
In particular, the practices of generic hybridity were classified into three dimensions: formal vs. informal writing, ex-
periential vs. inspirational discourse, and verbal discourse vs. pictorial discourse. Moreover, the discourse functions
of these dimensional discourses were teased out to elaborate how they contribute to the formation of being a geek.

Indeed, both explicit and implicit ways of realizing the discursive identity of “a geek” reflect a process of self-
identification in belonging to a communal membership, where the roles of the participants are contextually presup-
posed and the digitally communicated topics and values are shared. In the context of social media, the interactions
among the users can also be bound with kind of shared identity. This seems to fit in with the concept of “ambient”
fellowship noted by Zappavigna (2012) and this form of online fellowship is “ambient” due to participants’ indirect
interaction with each other. Thus, the “ambient audiences” (Zappavigna, 2011, 2012, 2014) are affiliated to interact in
the digital context and to perform their relational identity to do things through digital platforms (Zappavigna, 2014).

In conclusion, in the business communicative context, there appears to be a tension between communicative pa-
thos and communicative ethos. The individual Kindle users can perform the “geek” identity to inform or interact with
other ambient audiences by posting reviews online. Thus, a bond between the digital participants (customers) and
other ambient audience (including the potential customers) is established. The online fellowship of customers enacts
the geek identity to potentially align with other customers through various practices of digital interaction.
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Appendix: Data Extracts

Appendix

Extract 1

Examples

Online Customer Reviews

Date

(1) Username

FIERET I, RES, B

3/20/2015

(2) Username

FRARLS, AR

3/19/2015

(3) Username

PaperwhitefR A% ! Tt New Kindle Z2 4R 2 BULEE i —=2 KU FIRERZ . HoMaE
FEIPURARE . AR S6Z 7o L (1 i T B de I AR &Y Al W6 b B e e ) I T
AR . R EENew kindleF [ il S BIE M2, VIS [ RE
HIEARZ o R INFZ 5 IR E~~P2 N K E K indle JCELVEL R Al tH 25105 — @ B e, A
SRIETR A S, A0 aiai B IR A Wit T H I8 3 T b 2 b

3/19/2015

(4) Username

Kindle Paperwhite MY A SE — AN ST B3 . M T4 T — AN RBUSCRIY 2838 4S5 F &
PEOUE T AT AT RFEL AR SR I — AN IRIE . TRA sl IR P 5288, TR T ok B2 A
AIRRSET . DR, S A SRR 1, RN AT R e SR I . DGR RIS
B, AR RS . Kindle 1 RGAAAIIE MRIE S —KE TG, LRt A b
FiLiX AT, kindle il 2 0HE 7 DX AR BIALE . UIURE S — A& BRI IR
SRR AN, —SHEEIE—T. JFE, WA Amazonik -5 2 I KA IR L
AT, URESETN, RESGHIRIEIRE GBS, A PRI R E
FEHIER IR RN o HAT, BRI (1 B 5 AR I A Kindle RiE, X B2 KA,
B AR e A B ANE AR I I 2 2] — T8, el S P SR A B SR IR R i 2
ASFEAUARIAEPHE X Fh 4l ) LI 2200 17K 12 Kindle dbH AR5 R (E Ik 25 Lh & 1528 i,
FR, Xray, 1AL, RS B E AT PR AR T EE . XSRS EOEAR S Tk B A
PR, B I 2 o A B R S35 1) JRTE R 2 R o o) 33 A0 R RSO S 2 A
Uf1 v 1 IR Fkindle paper white, T AL, SR L.

3/17/2015

(5) Username

FEHA FKkindleZ Hi, FRAFLGE, M HMHEZHERTE, FEERZ NS T, L85
kindlef{J A = ki 1, BRI, INE SR HEESIRN; i BT & RS
SAE, MRIE, 2, PR NSO R RO AL, R TTHR MUK, ST RN 2
HOAEYESC, M 7 SOE R, BRI L8, 3, TR ALC
e T, SROKEE AR SRR R A T, AFHLIN S ECAOAREE U X S Mg
W, SR AT LR, SRR T, i HACSRERE SR E B AR ERZ )
A€, ZDMSELFHO ! IR T MR B E~

" 5 Fﬂ;ﬁ\:;c" ~

03/06/2015

(6) Username

MKINDLEG 1Tt & A—H:, PAD L3¢ TKINDLE# A, {H—MG 3% 2 AR HZ A
To KPLBEFEME M, KA AMWIARTTE, HEARBET R, AL R iE
SERH AN MCRE, MIEREEME.

3/02/2015
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Extract 2

(7) Username
(04/03/2015)

EA—ADBR, ERGEART, RIVHR, HEWETMNR, #EETE, LA ERatg, 15
FHOT, 8%, CHFREINACK T =14, g

(8) Username
(22/02/2015)

KERALT NF, nTDFH T Z9BsAE AP, BUGESE RS g,
GRAN e BT SCPFIAT ROBRML, o 02885, H AT R BEAE T ORKR W RR A

{EAE T AT LA

Extract 3

(9) Username
(12/03/2015)

HEFE, JF—C AT MK, FRIL499, BA8994f
Recommended, and you must buy it on the official website. I used 499, not better than 899.

(10) Username
(12/03/2015)

S0 A 57 T LA SIEAT ™ B L B KM T e RRBN K . 4 Kindle BEE TS, AETF IR KA A RAT R
ke MHIIFH ATHE, U RBAT A T o TFANE K (I 3RIE — B2 LL A kindle 8 fi T -+ 3%
Wﬁ UR IR, ARLFCREMRE, BIRIMEURA SR T, A U IERE R D 5. BifRa, K
TN MK FEAR R T, BB BATIRLS, HZACKRIFF A JLiK, BAER 2 H R

(11) Username

MRERI - dh, KK MPPIRIR VR, FOAER 7, RINEZE, kindle paperwhite, {R{LFAFIAT !

(12/03/2015)
(12) Username 4"}?” T ~~FHTHT G 5 I T 3% kindle, A2 v DX Y By i B4 kindle () ] 14 5 /5.6, JEAN RE G
(15/03/2015) s AR BIXFADRR G FH 7 5 DA 2

%%%%m,ﬁﬂfﬁ FHOERANZHEATA? ?

Extract 4

Informal writings

(13) Username
(19/03/2015)

IR ARAS, M0 2 — AN S i Tan e

(14) Username

S K AT RASIE AN SZ U U A GECHUAT AR I AL HEIFASTFRER S 25

(19/03/2015) | >k fR#ET
(15) Username | 5L [T )45 IRI DA B 185 T2 JUHO& A B A ifdii, OKmi 1
(18/03/2015)
Formal writings
(16) Username | Kindle Paperwhite MY AX & —AN g1 T [ 3285 o b R4 T — AN RAUSRIY 208 1A 5 F &, 3 4E T AT
(17/03/2015) | b REEER I —ANRE . BRI 5 B MW B 388, ORI P e K B ARSI . TR, B A

PR RAECER A, RN A REAKE S S BRI . SRR AR A e R, (RN RIS . Kindle £ &
GACARIAE MRS 3k )5, EIRIRIEEAT A% 4% BRI A, kindle #4325y id X
APALE . AIRAE S — A% LRI S S A A — A PR, —& sl 20—, 3 H, WiRiRm
Amazonllk 5 S AGEIC AR ST A BT, MARER I IR, RESBIREERBEUAES T, A
P IVE SRR R S UE S IR MR R . H AT, R 1 T AR I A\ Kindle S, X HLE BT
Fke, B AR AK . BN N Z I d e S, MﬁﬁmFﬁwﬁLXMW%w#UQﬂTm
A AR AEBHEAEIX RIS ) LEE 28 500 i 7K -2 Kindle 443 / 4 bRvE, Xray, A
M, B IR B R T R @MWR%EMﬂTWu%FEﬁ BAMEEE, s
M. AR mﬁkigiﬂ i A RO A FILT L Y BRI Fkindle paper white, &
&%&%%,ﬁQW§A$O

(17) Username
(17/03/2015)

FEANSE S RAE, UAE B BN ZL, SXGF TP 5 7 B P5E R,
A NCR AR S

LJF B e, 2o, INHRIN R, P8I .

ARV, CRRELEWIFTH JT, %TLE%MﬁR>

3UNBEE R, WM N, BOEARTEE, JEOoRER T MR, MNERLNER 2 A, T

AR, g, RS NSRRI TT EE. sBiYKindless BHAZWGH, SR NI A RS T
P — i A S AR ?
SRS IR ).

6. MR T REIR &, BT

B IKPW2.

LHARLINE, Ao T
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(18) Username | SR BUARANET

(02/03/2015) | B—, HETESAWH. RACKEREB NN LLE, R—XEmEHNANHU L,

L W L. BERMEEAYH, FRLGE RSN T B4 (AR NH BRI T 25D
=, wEMREEN e . 4GNAE, ANNE G AEEES0- 100445, FHELRI S (K RHEST — 1 iAs
2, (HIERERES2, A JLH AT 25

FU, ST AN FE SRR T 80-90 A AN AL B IR s6 52 T, AW I (& — 8D

L, WL RENG, AN EXEE I B K P DRI, B SE 2 AT P TR B R T AR R
AL E

5575, RV PE0 T Il e v Rk i FUR T, B S T M O T e

B, BoRER, WHBRSEABRRAR, AR TBERAREN, AREBAEE, R EEN
P oA A B B BAT RIS O, T SUAELAE 28 A T 145

)\ BB RS, kindleft ARRAESCRF T SMABILHL T, ANBEER REH, WHELHME
i, ARAA AR EAIORRRE], B EAER T,

B2, AR SR T E AL

(19) Username | V¥ 2 F #8450 /b, H3RE Sl 7RI SR 2010 i 7 BA LA Sl 5 B M 520, 3t
(28/02/2015) | AR 111 HLBE b 1) KBRSk #RELE WV Ey i R3]

BAT20144F 1A SbeKindle 715, 1875 9204 T A . FRUCH IR FUE— i Zh BEA A1 REG 15 1Pk
RO, PE— 1 S AR N . TR T . 899 CHIKindle paperwhite2 CEJVE J5 T i)
paperwhite) , % T BRI AN LAY, 4INE Db i3 1 AT % %) HiKindle paperwhite3, B IEAT: [)Kindle
voyage. fEXXBEISH, FoF T ADIFE, 13%Ivoyage® DTHAEREA W, 1 HIhe s KRk, Tt
— AR AR A I E IR AN R . S5 R R 3R T kindle BRI S SR AN A g I . 355 Epwig 4
U T BRI, BV 2 AR ST e A A TR BN, T IS AR AR T

R (PUAD

1. R 7 K R RO R IT S 0 A — i, HE R AT B ST I ol N A AUR R mk s, AR R
BB HINIET e i, Fads AR PRt IR, 328 7 — B AU B Sk o B IRAS R, ME—
ASE WL, BITURME, W HBNRRESET —F GNBED o« “BIUUE” IXAN A U7 VRAEKR (R T i
N, ORI R B, (BT Lhvoyagesh N T B TR

23X ERpwATA FTW IB BT, 38 S AT D0 P Bz A3 W ACULFT BT i m LA L B S i
JLEDG, FLSEXAN R AN A R AR AR I, FEAC T L)L 200

3R N ST K& 12emx9em,  K/NEH, T8 5 .

AP, TINGEMW, B BAKE, UG EIRSCRAZ ORI, (N RS 2 A 2

1. Voyagedll A B s 23 #E %, AidA NN K 582 %A B2,

S BERF IR HI s, SRS, BeBi RO, KPR PR BRASIEST . PURRLE, (Rl
AR R

ZL AbsE (HAD

LEOEINLE, WGHIANE, 1SRRI, LieETE. 2

Bl IEARARET.

2B “amazon” (IS S, IE N2 kindle” AR, BT Sl o A e e B I A L (2

BT Ll T 2 AHA L B

JEEAEHR, BFRBABAER. .

LR (CRAD

LR TEI R, AMAZATEA T RBMENT .

2 R BT AT LAAS

M. fifi (A

LSEBR32GINAA X EARAS A AR, SEAEAT IR SGAH N L ui (IR S S AP

2.2 0 b P g8 I B o 2k W 4l AT LA{EKindle FF T

Ty AR (CHAD

TFVEDNNH T, Kindle B AF 583 2 PR BB . Kindlef) BP0 2 nl LLENE T3 7 9 % 2% N 3,
—ANH P BLREAESAN R P L, BAEFHL. BN, KindleS .

BAFRT DU AR, s, My, 0. AEMIhRE, Kagiidr, —fmid. R Jn B
S A TR 1

AL it i UG D)

LKindle P FEAEH R, K R STCLU N, “PEIRUL, REATEAU K33 F20~30 0 R LA E,
PApwit s K it,  HUT 2404 LA 1K 1ok B Flpwif 54N e Wit AR A EEAT RN T8R4, A
S EE RS S B AT WP (AR AT A, B IRR G, IO R e, HR BB AR LA L PR AR RS TR T

WA KRR, Th4EREES.

2HTFRMARE L, @R, T REREE . AR, E% . 7R HKindleM R, RSP
FERCR i TATAT—4F . fEE b 5 FAv R & A S AL B, BTLX — IR W T2 . U ®
P T S et i b, (R IRARAES A — R . ZE W ThEh R B A PR L e MW s S B A,

FEAA A T T P A M R R B Sk R REAE W 25 320 4% 3]

L. HERS (HE)

SR, ETEREICE SRR T
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W I AR S IR S5 B, BT AT B AR BAE R R 2R £, IBFERERRITT
BEAURAEEMD R X ASANENRE, XED T W DI R G IS . S AN, R AR T B ),
AL LAl W e PRI ) —— T E AR —— “ERRBATT . AR T g .
MRk fELR B R =P 0. fELR MM &L ARH &F, HITE R R AEMsesedr, B,
BIRENGFEZI IS, BRNE RS E Mg, WIE, SR ERwiA 5T i 4 [ S5 A
sendZ5 1/, Kindlef k4> 5 3h 5 5.

A&

L REEE S0, T Y 28858 /K ¥4 19 1 3#hKindle Paperwhite Bz {4745, ikt 5t, AT
TR, BUOHERT, EMSTRl. AR BN R, R MR T LR . AN T
PRYIE B U S R B, ME— A 2 B B Japw AR IR, AR, BRI BN EE
=pwiEE. M EXMNEE, $5 TG 28 pw IR TR BRI T . 3P Rt &5~
BN, BuETE R EE L, XAV R T« X ERERINE, TR E AL B
TR T &= B, HHIASHA . BF KRR NAZIRIR Y4000 A5Fh, W THRAR S ALK, HE35288
F T 491 65

T W (=45

Kindle R 7K I #E Sewifidfz, m] LA F AR AR, — et S Rewifidf e T . 50T,

PS: bV Shh e RS bR, i O AT, A7 ELRE AR .

+. mim (HAD

FEANTE 3 P HE A — N NISG Z3i, 5 TIR4, rpw LEEE B =i, 2 ol LU AT B 1
PogE, WHAEEN A SCRY . BAATT DAY ) 7 22 5 B

F—o AR CHAD

W B R AR Wiword 2 ZR AN A SCRY Bllpw.  HARME R s “E BRI AT S

%7 SRR, AT R A T IR SR #) ¢ (A% EKindle)] ETHREE” o RAFRIE
ML, AN N SCRIE 4 H sl likindle RS U RFESE . “ UARIEEKindle) HTHBFE” J&—Fh G4
@kindle.cnffIIBAE, HEEFIMEAEY, ANEESTIT.

T= gh (A

AESLIAAS, PIszh s T RMIE TR, H R R, PaperwhiteIVEN LA, A R= 2
BT, WAL T kindleWAR AR E I 2%, AT . 4993 kindle. AX3K89911)
paperwhite. 1499(¥voyage, AN F WA AFAN 25—k $F.

Extract 5

Experiential discourse vs. Inspirational discourse

(20) Username
(27/02/2015)

2412 H<time marker>% 7 Kindle PaperWhite 2, 76K %= [ T —F, <causal-effect> fil % jE 1R 2 Wi 77
MARMERT,  BFATHEHRI T HMANIRE. EW FECRT L% M. <causal-effect> flifi 155 K I
PRI —ANBIN, AR IR E .

WG HaE CAELIR 7 R sk, XA LR R AR Rk ge <9
Wy, ke cHEHAREE ¢, PREEE CBERIA] ¢, MANERAELIR T .

(21) Username

A 457 —FEF T <time-marker>. - H A7 —H: ) PAD, Andriod fIIOSI¥ . 1E1) T 1R 2 A\ A5 Ui kSR 4T PAD I 52

(26/02/2015) | Kindlefftft 4, A tie-ink G 15 S &7 IR.. 5 28 F PuOR S — 1, X2 45 /&Kindle, Paperwhiteid & Voyage. Rl 4
SATIE E T R HL AL £ <causal-effect>FT LLET IR 56 | T KPW, 5 A 2R Wi
B —RIL B, MR ARG AR BB BATTIE T, IR T . AR T A2 25
TG SR IO A 4 T A ) R A, IR W SRS refurnish 1, B3 (E S AMEZES &2 T A HHEix B
ANFEBE RN AT BERIRAET SN EE.

(22) Username | 24454990r899111 520 25 T IR AL Hil<time marker>K 14991 H J5 R ILAE T YE NAGFIR T 1B T 3£ 7899 &%

(03/03/2015) | RIS 899N 4 A2 J M

(23) Username | — B ELY G5 A8, A KEFHINT, N ARELAKPWIE, AEZRA. Prbl, 78 LA FIR

(18/03/2015)

fic, 111~1000-300=700LEMKPWIRHL 2, BT T . HBEIFMRARMH: Kindlesg AFF, LAS
o 5 o T T T _ p—

N

2 AE i 900%
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Extract 6

(24) Username
(13/03/2015)

AR, TOVELE, RN

I haven’t bought it before, can’t compare it, overall good

(25) Username
(11/03/2015)

W EthAEE 17, IRAH

(26) Username
(07/03/2015)

HE,  ERAARIEE E T—
SELTHIA PR 1 9 0 B

BN g

SCRY 3% B kindle R 7

AN 1S

ML PBEEA

KT AR T AR

FRR L4050 80, H T 6 R NMILFS /2 —




