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Fragments online: virtual performatives in recreational 
discourse
Tuija Virtanen

English Language and Literature, Åbo Akademi University, Åbo, Finland

ABSTRACT
Virtual performatives constitute conspicuous digital fragments as they appear 
across modes of computer-mediated communication and social media plat-
forms, irrespective of whether these are text-only or multimodal, and whether 
reciprocity is expected. Typical instances include typographically signalled, 
stand-alone predications in the third-person simple present tense which refer 
to the technology user. For instance, by typing in a performative predication 
such as *waves*, the user is instantaneously enacting the virtual action of 
waving. This article examines the form and function of such fragments in light 
of their use in two modes of recreational online discourse in English: discussion 
boards and microblogging. The study adds to the knowledge of textual frag-
ments and has implications for the understanding of the intricacies of online 
discourse.

KEYWORDS English; textual fragment; virtual performative; online discourse

1. Introduction

Textual fragments are commonplace in much computer-mediated commu-
nication (CMC; see, e.g. Barton and Lee 2013; Herring, Stein, and Virtanen 
2013; Tannen and Trester 2013), especially social media (see, e.g. Evans 2016; 
Lee 2011, 2018; Lyons 2018; Scott 2015; Tagg 2012; Zappavigna 2011). This 
article is concerned with one type of such fragments: the ‘virtual performa-
tive’ in written online discourse in English. Typical instances include typo-
graphically signalled predications in the third-person simple present tense 
which refer to the technology user, e.g. *runs to the kitchen*. The virtual 
action of running to the kitchen is enacted instantaneously by typing in the 
performative. Hence, the act of typing the words constitutes the doing, in 
a virtual world, where a user may be, in this sense, omnipotent. The virtual 
action thus executed solely by the power of the user’s words may be subse-
quently repaired or commented upon by the user or other users; yet, it is 
essentially non-cancellable. Performative predications of this kind constitute 
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a grammatically and pragmatically novel phenomenon in English which has 
not yet been investigated fully (but see, e.g. Cherny 1994, 1995; Herring 2001, 
2003, 2012; Kolko 1995; Lyons 2018; Virtanen 2013, 2015, 2018).

Digital fragments performing virtual action, or indeed emotion, in text- 
based CMC range from vocalizations, e.g. hahaha, through adjective, verb or 
noun phrases, e.g. (is) sad; sigh(s); kisses, to performative predications of the 
kind investigated in the present study (see, e.g. Herring 2012). They may be 
the only content of a short message, text or tweet, as in (1), below, from 
Twitter. By typing in the performative fragment, the user is instantaneously 
enacting the virtual screaming. For this purpose, there is no need to start 
screaming in front of the screen and subsequently or simultaneously 
‘describe’ the action to one’s (imagined) audience, much in the same way 
as users tend not to smile or laugh in front of their screens while typing in lol 
(‘laughs/laughing out loud’) or adding the corresponding ‘emoticon’ or 
‘emoji’ (Cherny 1995; Dresner and Herring 2010).

(1) *screams like a fan girl*

Performative predications may also appear initially, medially or finally in 
a post, accompanied by elements that are assumed to be ‘said’ in the message, 
in contrast to text-based virtual action or emotion, or ‘emoting’ (Herring 
2012). Consider in this light (2), below, which is the beginning of 
a conversation thread from a discussion board. This discussion forum 
features a layout of threads and sub-threads indicating usernames and 
other ‘traffic information’ (such as the time of posting) only after the 
message, rather than in their more usual position across platforms, of pre-
ceding a message. In the ‘original’ message (i.e. one starting a discussion 
thread), User 1 ‘says’, today’s the last day of an official summer month, and 
then ‘emotes’ crying. As a response, Users 2 and 5 ‘emote’ crying and 
sobbing, respectively, while User 3 types in a non-verbal emoticon of frown-
ing, and User 4 ‘says’, Nooo, the repetition of the vowel iconically indicating 
the intensity of the feeling.

(2) Today’s the last day of an official summer month *cries* User1

● *cries*   User2
● :(    User3
● Nooo    User4
● *sobs*   User5

The performative fragments in (1) and (2) are inherently multimodal owing 
to the added typographic elements. Similarly, the iconicity of letter repetition 
contributes to multimodality by depicting heightened intensity of the 
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response. In addition to users writing what is ‘said’ in the same message, 
virtual performatives may be accompanied by non-verbal emoticons or 
emoji (Dainas and Herring 2021; Dresner and Herring 2010), hashtags 
employed as signs of social tagging (Evans 2016; Lee 2018; Page 2012), as 
well as images and videos of various kinds.

I regard virtual performatives of the kind under investigation here, as 
indices of the principle of conveying ‘crucial information only’ (CIO; Enkvist 
1989), rather than a priori ellipted sentences. Even though the inherently 
self-referential subject slot of the matrix clause is empty and determiners 
may or may not appear in the structure (e.g. *Ø runs to Ø/the kitchen*; see 
Virtanen 2015), the stand-alone predication constitutes a conspicuous digital 
fragment that has acquired a life of its own across modes of CMC and social 
media platforms (for discussions of modes of CMC, social media platforms 
and the like, see, e.g. Herring, Stein, and Virtanen 2013; Hoffmann and 
Bublitz 2017). As such it is not limited to a particular text or discourse 
type and genre, and it appears in both text-only and multimodal environ-
ments, irrespective of whether these encourage reciprocity. Virtual perfor-
matives manifest a range of linguistic and typographic forms as they appear 
in online and offline universes of textual fragments, autonomous small texts 
and minimal genres such as GIFs (Graphics Interchange Format). In fact, the 
increasing popularity of virtual performatives across modes of recreational 
CMC as well as their continued appearances in new digital environments 
suggest a metaphor of a digital rhizome, not unlike the philosophical notion 
of ‘rhizome’ theorized by Deleuze and Guattari (1980).

This article examines the form and function of performative predications 
through a discussion of their use in two modes of recreational online 
discourse: discussion boards and microblogging. Performative predications 
constitute the garden-variety virtual performatives (for a discussion of vir-
tual performativity, see Virtanen 2013). In what follows, the two labels 
‘performative predication’ and ‘virtual performative’ are used interchange-
ably unless a broader scope for virtual performatives is explicitly indicated. 
The online history and current spread of the fragment are first considered in 
light of previous studies, followed by a brief discussion of the raison d’être of 
the two types of data selected for analysis. The fragment is then examined in 
terms of its linguistic form and discourse-pragmatic functions, as related to 
the two modes of digital environments. The study adds to the knowledge of 
textual fragments and has implications for the understanding of the intrica-
cies of online discourse.

2. Previous studies

Early studies of the fragment under investigation were conducted by Cherny 
(1994, 1995) on text-based multi-player virtual reality chat environments, 
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such as social MUDs (multi-user dungeon/dimension/domain). Such text- 
only environments provided users with a standard command for third- 
person simulated action or emotion. What was typed in was preceded on 
screen by the username, and the ‘emote’ mode was indicated differently from 
the ‘say’ mode, e.g. lynn waves vs lynn says, “hi” (Cherny 1995, n.p.). Use of 
the emote mode was complex, and occasionally reminiscent of the functions 
of captions for narration and thought bubbles in cartoons and comic books. 
Cherny (1995) distinguished five types of emotes in her MUD data: conven-
tional action (lynn waves), back-channelling (lynn nods), joking by-play 
(lynn hands some prepositions to Tom), narration (lynn packs for her trip), 
and exposition (lynn hated the film). Some of the typographic elements still 
in use evoke commands and conventions in Internet Relay Chat (IRC; for 
linguistic studies of IRC data, see, e.g. Herring 2003; Werry 1996). These 
include the slash, asterisks and an arrow pointing to the username, as in (3), 
from Twitter. Schlobinski (2001) identified a special verb form which had 
been adopted for this purpose in German chat, relating it to those found in 
cartoons.

(3) <— daydreams about potato salad bar

Users’ creative responses to the technological affordances of early modes 
of CMC essentially sprung from playfulness, which has been a fundamental 
characteristic of new media from the start. Virtual performatives also facili-
tated sustained play sessions in early text-only environments (for analyses of 
such text-based performances in IRC, see Danet 2001; Ruedenberg, Danet, 
and Rosenbaum-Tamari 1995). Aligning with Goffman’s (1959) dramatur-
gical model of everyday life, Yus (2001, 2011, 171–174) adopted a theatrical 
metaphor in interpreting such online fragments in chat data as stage direc-
tions, of two kinds: commented (such as Cherny's 1995 example lynn waves) 
and autonomous (as in Werry's 1996 example *hugs*). Werry (1996) 
regarded virtual actions “enacted symbolically” as “dramatized”, stating 
that the convention of indicating them in IRC resembles stage directions. 
Other scholars, again, refer to the overwhelmingly playful action taken 
through the typing as simulated or represented (see, e.g. Cherny 1995; 
Herring 2003; Simpson 2013; Lyons 2018; Vásquez 2019).

Third-person performatives have been identified in early instant messa-
ging environments (Baron 2013), text-messaging (texting, or SMS, i.e. Short 
Message Service) on mobile phones (Anis 2007; Hård af Segerstad 2005; 
Lyons 2018), as well as the more recent mobile Interactive Multimodal 
Platforms (IMP; Herring 2018) such as WhatsApp on smart phones. In 
these and other environments, users type in virtual performatives in their 
messages, optionally singling them out by typographic elements of their 
choice. Other modes of CMC which have been subject to linguistic study 

4 T. VIRTANEN



of typed-in virtual performatives include discussion boards (Virtanen 2015), 
social networking sites such as Facebook (Herring 2012, 2013; Lee 2011), 
microblogging platforms, in particular Twitter (see, e.g. Virtanen 2015, 
2018), but also Tumblr, which affords both social networking and micro-
blogging through user-generated content (Vásquez and Creel 2017; Vásquez 
2019).

3. Methods and materials

The present study analyses the form and function of the self-referential third- 
person fragment in two modes of CMC, i.e. discussion boards and micro-
blogging (for discussion boards, see, e.g. Arendholz 2017; Gruber 2013; for 
microblogging, see, e.g. Honeycutt and Herring 2009; Zappavigna 2017). It is 
important to note that none of the data were collected for quantitative or 
contrastive purposes. (For methodological discussions concerning the use of 
internet data, in corpus linguistics, see, e.g. Gatto 2014; Hundt, Nesselhauf, 
and Biewer 2007, and in interdisciplinary mixed-methods studies of online 
discourse, see, e.g. Lee 2017; Vásquez 2019). The two modes selected for 
analysis, discussion boards and microblogging, represent very different 
online environments. A tacit assumption on discussion boards is an evolve-
ment of a virtual community of some kind, constructed through the dis-
course, and reciprocity is therefore expected. This kind of environment is 
characterized as one of ‘connectivity’, in contrast to the ‘connectedness’ 
experienced by users in mass communication such as microblogging. In an 
environment of connectedness, the discourse-pragmatic processes required 
for (a sense of) interaction to take place have turned out to be particularly 
tricky (for the ‘connective turn’ in social media, see, e.g. van Dijck 2013; 
Marwick and boyd 2010; Zappavigna 2011).

The discussion-board data consist of threads that include one or several 
performative predications, totalling some 100 tokens (see (2), above). They 
were collected from U.S.-based discussion boards on beauty and fashion as 
well as general topics. The use of the fragment under investigation is wide-
spread in these (and other) discussion boards, and common expressions 
could be found employing the lexically based search tool provided, as the 
site has an archive of all threads. The microblogging data from Twitter 
comprise approximately 500 tokens (see (1), above), some 300 of which 
were collected while the maximum number of characters per tweet was 140 
and another 200 after the switch to the 280-character affordance in 
November 2017. These publicly available, recreational tweets are not 
retweets or replies to other users, and they do not contain names of people. 
Repeatedly occurring short verbs in the third-person simple present (such as 
is, has, takes, makes, listens, feels, wishes, plays, eats, laughs and many more) 
as well as adjectives conveying feelings (e.g. sad, happy, glad, frustrated), 
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which were identified through earlier searches in discussion boards and 
observations of other CMC modes and social media platforms, were used 
as search items in the tool provided by the site, and the first relevant example 
of each was included in the sample. Other virtual performatives were added 
as they appeared in the messages thus identified, and posts by users employ-
ing them were also scrutinized for more. Still, only one tweet was included 
per user. All numbered examples in the article originate in these two data 
sets.

The present analysis is confined to third-person predications, which may 
be typographically signalled. The original typography is retained in the 
numbered examples; for ease of reading, however, examples appearing in 
the text are all surrounded by asterisks. Section 4 focuses on the linguistic 
and typographic forms of the fragments under investigation, and Section 5 
examines their discourse-pragmatic functions in light of digital performa-
tivity, as well as identity construction and audience design in the two 
different environments.

4. Exploring the fragment

4.1. Linguistic form

The structure of the online fragment in the data is as follows:

(Adv) V3SG.PRES (Dependents)

The verb in the simple present carries the morphological marker of the 
third person singular, and the subject slot of the matrix clause is empty. 
While relatively rare in general, subject ellipsis in English declarative finite 
clauses is not exceptional in contexts characterized by an abbreviated style. It 
is associated with condensed texts such as online messaging, chat, email and 
texting as well as diaries, note-taking, stage directions, commentary of 
ongoing action, face-to-face play acting by children or pretend play by adults. 
In such genres and registers, subject ellipsis may be textually unmarked as 
interlocutors opt for the CIO principle (for a discussion of the textual 
unmarkedness of grammatically marked structures, see, e.g. Enkvist 1989). 
Scott (2013) discusses pragmatic functions of optional subject ellipsis in 
written English, noting its subtle stylistic effects. Contextual cues may be 
expected to indicate grammatical person (of the first and second person 
ellipses, as compared to third-person ellipsis), as well as the intended referent 
of the implicit subject (for discussions, see, e.g. Haegeman 2013; Janda 1985; 
Quirk et al. 1985, 845ff; Scott 2013; Siewierska 2004; Torres Cacoullos and 
Travis 2014). The type of fragment under investigation, however, differs 
from these uses by the systematic self-referentiality of the zero-subject across 
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contexts: it is interpreted as referring to the user unless otherwise specified, 
in spite of the third-person morphological marker. Witness the following 
examples from Twitter, which differ in the assumed accessibility of the 
referent. The highly accessible, default self-referential zero subject is illu-
strated in (4), preceding the self-referential third-person singular agreement 
marker -s attached to the simple present tense verb of the performative 
predication. In contrast, (5) has a ‘real’ third-person subject, which will 
need to be specified lexically because of its assumed inaccessibility. The 
concern of this article is with self-referential performative predications 
such as (4).

(4)   *freaks out over nothing*
(5)   *sitcom tv show crowd starts laughing hysterically*

Virtual performatives may include initially placed adverbials, e.g. 
*intentionally dates emotionally unavailable man*; *casually masks feelings 
behind “lmao”* (‘laughing my ass off’; Twitter). Further, the verb-final 
dependents may be both phrasal and clausal, as illustrated in (6)-(9), all 
from Twitter. Juxtaposition and coordination of clauses are also common, as 
in (8) and (9).

(6)   *embarrasses self* *tells best friend about it* *then tells internet*
(7)   *deletes selfies after staring at them for too long*
(8)   *Gets up from desk, walks out into field, raises arms, waits for 

meteor.*
(9)   *forgets that I have to be up at 7* *remembers that I don’t care and 

stays up anyway*

The presence of zero determiners, found in (1), (3), (5), (6) and (8), above, 
is a characteristic of autonomous short texts such as headlines, as well as 
other genres prone to textual condensation (for ‘block language’, see Quirk 
et al. 1985, 845ff; for ‘telegraphese’, see Barton 1998). Thus conforming to the 
principle of CIO, the examples occurring in the present data also point to 
some degree of autonomy of the textual fragment in its online context.

4.2. Multimodality

This subsection is concerned with multimodality of form and context. To 
begin with the fragment, the added typographic elements indicate the start-
ing point or boundaries of the stand-alone performative, thus turning it into 
a multimodal entity par excellence. In her analysis of English, Finnish and 
Polish SMS data, Lyons (2018) refers to the kinds of virtual performatives 
under investigation as multimodal ‘kineticons’, defining the notion as “a 
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typographically marked graphical representation of actions and observable 
phenomena in digital communication”.

The most common typographic indicators are asterisks. An illuminating 
discussion of bounding asterisks may be found in the Language Log (Zimmer 
2013), starting from a printed newspaper review that features them around 
a parenthetical *cough*. Manifestations of the phenomenon are then con-
sidered in early comic strips as well as various internet environments, such as 
text-based role-playing games, chat, instant messaging of various kinds, 
social networking sites, blogs, microblogs and so forth.

In contrast to early chat, which provided users with a separate command 
for action, recall that the present users have taken the trouble of typing in 
such signals in their discussion board posts, tweets and elsewhere. In doing 
so, users may add creativity to the inherent multimodality of these frag-
ments without running the risk of diluting the performative force of the 
typing. For instance, asterisks may be reduplicated for added intensity, and 
creative uses of other typographic elements are also easy to detect, e.g. 
***cries***; <cries>; {cries}; ::cries::. Lindholm (2019, 115–116) provides 
an illustrative example from a discussion board, {{{{{{{{hugs}}}}}}}}, stating 
that the many curly brackets add intensity and possibly duration to the 
virtual hugging.

It appears that an asterisk only at the beginning of the fragment will also 
do the trick; witness (10), below, from Twitter.

(10)   *blows smoke rings
They call me Trouble

Moreover, the performative fragment is strong enough to stand on its own 
and typographic indicators may therefore be excluded entirely, as in (11), 
from Twitter (gf, ‘girlfriend’).

(11)   sees something that would be nice to buy for a gf but doesnt have a 
gf. positive side is im saving $$ ☺

This example ends with two dollar signs and an emoji indicating a laughing 
‘face with tears of joy’. Conventionalised action such as ‘laughs/laughing out 
loud’ is turned into abbreviations (LOL, lol), which may subsequently be put 
into various ‘regrammaticalized’ uses, such as the verbs lols, lawls, lulz, 
become multimodal creations such as the playful pulse of laughter lololol 
(Herring 2012), and appear as social hashtags (#lol) or as emoticons or emoji, 
such as the one in (11). In (12), from Twitter, the user’s virtual action of 
laughing out loud is enacted by typing it as a sentence fragment. It consti-
tutes a metacomment on the preceding utterance.
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(12)   I’m highly respected by the locals. Laughs out loud.

Virtual performatives regularly appear in complex multimodal environ-
ments, and they may be preceded or followed by pictures or videos. Examples 
will be discussed in the next section. While not an obligatory element, the 
typographics utilized reinforce the nature of the virtual performative as 
a relatively autonomous textual fragment.

5. Discourse-pragmatic functions

This section is concerned with digital performativity, as well as identity 
construction and audience design in the two different online environments.

5.1. Performativity

As pointed out by Herring (2004, 339), “language is doing, in the truest 
performative sense, on the Internet, where physical bodies (and their actions) 
are technically lacking”. Despite the overwhelming multimodality of today’s 
digital media, communication still predominantly relies on writing. In text- 
based CMC, all actions come into being because they are typed in, and social 
action is by and large constituted by discourse.

This subsection focuses on the performativity of the fragments under 
investigation, suggesting an extension of classic performative theory towards 
what Sbisà (2007, 471; cf. Austin 1962) calls ‘ontological pluralism’, to come 
to grips with fictional or virtual performatives. To start with the verb, the 
tense is the ‘dramatic’ present of the classic performative, this special tense 
marking events that are “to be construed as instantaneous with the utter-
ance” (Searle 2001, 106). The time of the virtual action, or indeed the wilfully 
performed virtual emotion (for discussions, see Herring 2013; Virtanen 
2013), is by default understood to be instantaneous with the typing. For 
Searle (2001), frying an egg just by stating I fry an egg would demand some 
kind of religious or supernatural power to felicitously count as 
a performative (‘I hereby fry an egg’). Users will, however, be able to fry 
eggs virtually just by typing the virtual performative in their message (e.g. 
*fries egg*). Yet, the verb includes the morphological marker of the third 
person singular, which has been regarded as a sign of ‘perspectival distance’, 
thus motivating calling such fragments ‘semi-performative’ (Cherny 1995; 
Verschueren 1995).

Recall that virtual performatives cannot be cancelled by the user or other 
users. Once such a performative has been typed in a post, it has been 
instantaneously executed through the typing, and users can thereafter only 
comment on the action or emotion or try to repair it (see, e.g. Kolko 1995). 
For instance in (13), below, from a discussion board thread inspired by 
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a photo of an actress wearing a houndstooth coat, a participant playfully 
responds to another user who has just publicly performed the virtual making 
of a mental note. As the note does not resonate with this participant, they 
enact a virtual stealing of it, and in passing, steal the desirable coat in the 
photo as well.

(13)   *steals [username]’s note (and the houndstooth coat)*

A virtual performative thus brings non-deniable change to the virtual world. 
Even in (14), from Twitter, where the three successive virtual performatives 
seemingly contradict one another, non-deniability obtains in each of the text 
worlds involving states of affairs of their own. The subsequent reactions to 
the preceding text world(s) invite playful inferencing within a virtual uni-
verse of discourse embedding the three different worlds (for a discussion of 
text worlds and universes of discourse, see Enkvist 1989).

(14)   *backflips into room full of money* *realizes I can’t do backflips*
*wakes from a dream on the floor with broken neck*

The type of verb employed may indicate action as well as various processes 
and states. Unlike in classic performative theory, virtual performativity 
allows the user to be omnipotent in their choice of action and emotion to 
be thus enacted. Users can engage in action of many kinds, but also in wilful 
enactment of virtual emotion, e.g. *is sad because i am the fat one in the 
family*; *feels optimistic about future for once* (Twitter). Similarly, the 
forgetting and remembering in (9), above, and the realizing in (14), above, 
and in (20), below, come into being through typing. Further, users are 
creative in stretching the temporal boundaries of the performative, as in 
(15), below, or locating the virtual action in a moment which does not 
include the time of writing, as in (16), both from Twitter. Irrespective of 
such heterogeneity, the performative flavour of the fragment remains intact 
in the virtual world.

(15)  *studies for 10 minutes* *rests and scrolls on twitter for 3 hours*
(16)  *alarm clock goes off tomorrow morning* *hisses and buries myself 

under covers*

All in all, virtual performativity appears to be a matter of degree, as third- 
person semi-performative action may be diluted into enactments of emotions 
and temporary states. Moreover, the instantaneity of executing a virtual act 
may be broken by stretching or locating a virtual action or state of things into 
the future. Such instances would, at best, count as “etiolations” of performa-
tives in “ordinary circumstances” (Austin 1962, 22); yet, to users they may be 
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part of ‘ordinary’ use of language online. Virtual performativity is tantamount 
to making things happen through typing. In theoretical terms, it might there-
fore be expedient to approach it in light of a scale of performativity.

Further, some multimodal ‘graphicons’ (Herring 2018) such as the short 
animated sequences labelled GIFs may include metadiscursive comments in 
the form of text conveying propositional content which is typed on the 
image. Some of the ready-made GIFs included in the WhatsApp repertoire 
at the time of writing display verbal predications which are typographically 
signalled and which specify the action or emotion depicted in the animated 
sequence, e.g. *pretends to listen*, *pretends to be shocked*. Still, people 
may choose to post a GIF as self-referential. This is, in fact, a use that many 
images are put to in Twitter, as indicated, for instance, by the user typing me: 
above them, illustrated in (17), below, where the pictures present facial 
expressions of a scared and sick-looking non-real person. By posting the 
pictures as self-referential, this user performed a non-verbal emotional reac-
tion to the verbal response that they received after sending a risky text, all of 
this in a virtual world.

(17)   *Sends risky text to crush*
My crush: I think you got the wrong person
Me:
[PICTURES]

5.2. Identity construction: ‘cyberselfing’

Virtual performatives contribute to the construction, maintenance or alter-
ing of users’ online identities, the so-called ‘cyberselfing’ (see, e.g. Robinson 
2007), through which users develop a disembodied, networked public self for 
digital purposes. To do so, users need to imagine audiences for themselves, 
and this is where the two kinds of data used in the present study differ most 
in terms of their ‘pragmatic affordances’ (Virtanen 2017). Discussion board 
threads encourage an idea of a virtual community and thus contribute to 
a sense of connectivity among participants. Microblogging, again, represents 
the current culture of connectedness, where users have been argued to run 
the risk of experiencing some degree of ‘context collapse’, i.e. a sense of 
multiple contexts collapsing into one (Marwick and boyd 2010). This sub-
section is concerned with cyberselfing efforts as realized through self- 
reference. Subsection 5.3 deals with linguistic traces of users’ audience design 
identified in the virtual performatives under study.

Lyons (2018) considers the difficulties encountered when applying 
Goffman’s (1959) influential notions of ‘given’ and ‘given off’ signs of self- 
presentation, to kineticons in her multilingual SMS data. Performing the self 
includes both conscious and unintentional aspects; yet, in mediated written 
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discourse, Lyons argues, embodied action cannot be naively ‘given off’ in the 
same way as in face-to-face interaction. Compare, in this light, the deliber-
ately ‘given’ signs of cyberselfing in (15), above (*studies for 10 minutes* 
*rests and scrolls on twitter for 3 hours*), to the wilfully enacted emotion in 
(18), below, from Twitter.

(18)   *feels happy*
Seems fake but OK

The virtual state of feeling happy cannot be interpreted as carrying uninten-
tional ‘given off’ signs per se since it has been intentionally enacted by the user 
through the typing. This user even adds a metacomment on their own 
performance. Similarly, private verbs such as forgets and remembers in (9), 
above, or realizes in (14), above, and (20), below, allow users to perform the 
particular mental event deliberately. The same interpretation would also 
appear to apply to the pictures intentionally posted as self-referential in (17), 
or to GIFs such as the ones discussed in 5.1., above, in a self-referential use.

The self-referential third-person marking at the outset of the fragment, 
involving some degree of perspectival distance, may be followed by corefer-
ential first-person pronouns, in a relatively systematic manner. Consider 
example (9), repeated below as (19), the second performative in (14), above 
(*realizes I can’t do backflips*), the second performative in (16), above 
(*hisses and buries myself under covers*), as well as the third performative 
in (20), below (*realizes I’m alone*). Juxtaposition and coordination appear to 
trigger a return to the third person; consider in this light, the second perfor-
mative fragment of (19). Clause coordination is, in fact, one of the few 
syntactic environments in English allowing zero subjects: a coreferential zero 
subject is common in the second coordinate (see, e.g. Givón 1983; Siewierska 
2004).

(19)  *forgets that I have to be up at 7* *remembers that I don’t care and 
stays up anyway*

In (10) and (11), above, a shift to the first person expectedly occurs when 
the user is subsequently commenting on the enacted third-person per-
formative (They call me Trouble; positive side is im saving). In (12), again, 
the post starts with a statement in the first person, I’m highly respected by 
the locals, which is followed by a metacomment in the form of a third- 
person virtual performative. Virtanen (2018) argues that shifts of gram-
matical person referring to the user, in and around virtual performatives, 
strategically contribute to the practices of externalizing and reassuming 
the virtual self. This is so in particular in mass communication, where 
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full responsibility indexing might profitably be limited to cyberspace, 
despite frequent use of real names in users’ self-presentational materials.

In the Twitter data, there are instances of users typing in me: at the outset 
of the message, before a virtual performative or what is typed in the tweet as 
‘said’; witness (20), below.

(20)   me: *burps really loud*
me: *whispers* wow
me: *realizes I’m alone*
me: *tries to tweet about it but it really isnt actually that funny*

The username and other self-identificational material as well as traffic infor-
mation (such as the time of posting) are visually separated from the tweet as 
they appear above it on the screen. The recent trend of typing in me: is, in 
fact, another example of users playfully mimicking early text-based chat 
modes where the username appeared on the same line, immediately before 
the post (consider also the arrow in (3), above). In IRC, typing /me would 
result in the user’s nickname appearing on screen, followed by the typed-in 
action in the third person. Similarly in this new use, the virtual performatives 
that follow me: are in the third person, including instances where the verb is 
be, e.g. me: *is sad because i am the fat one of the family*. (Note the 
subsequent shift to the first person here, as well as in me: *realizes I’m alone* 
in (20), above.) The convention ‘me: is . . . ’ also mimics early versions of 
social networking sites (for playful uses of an earlier prompt on Facebook, 
see Lee 2011; Herring 2013, e.g. David is has a headache). Further, the object 
form of the first-person pronoun serves to distance the self-referential virtual 
‘performer’ from the user. Me: may also precede multimodal material, 
appearing on screen above a picture, GIF or other visuals thus posted as self- 
referential. In (17), above, me: appears above three pictures of horrified faces 
of a non-real looking person, included in the post as a self-referential 
response to the preceding virtual sequence of events, which involves the 
creation of another participant, my crush.

These novel uses of me: appear in the Twitter data from 2014 to 2015, in 13 
of the 205 tweets; in 2018 me: was therefore also used as a search item. Virtanen 
(2018) refers to such instances as ‘microplays’ performed by the dramatis 
persona ‘me’. Sometimes other personae or props are also included, as in 
(17). Vásquez and Creel (2017, 80) observe that the convention started in 
Tumblr Chat. They study instances of users engaging in “a solo achievement” 
of discourse creativity in data collected at the outset of 2016. Such a chat 
consists of a short imagined interaction between one or several characters, who 
may be different versions of the user ‘me’, stylized others (such as teenager, 
teacher, employee and so forth), and/or well-known historical or contempor-
ary persons. Like (20), these microplays create affective situations that other 
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users in an environment of connectedness may be expected to be able to relate 
to. Self-deprecation is common, and so is some type of internal contradiction 
as a source of humour (Vásquez 2019). These two characteristics are predo-
minant also in the present data; consider, for instance, (6), (17) and (20), above, 
all from Twitter. In the self-deprecating microplay of (21), from Twitter, 
a contradiction is displayed between what one version of ‘me’ is saying and 
what another version, ‘also me’, is doing (omg, ‘Oh My God/Goodness/Gosh)’.

(21) me: omg i’m exhausted i need to go take a quick shower and go to bed
also me: takes a bath instead and scrolls through twitter for an hour

Virtual performatives contribute to cyberselfing processes. They facilitate 
self-communication because of the perspectival distance created by the third- 
person reference to the user, as well as the inherent playfulness, observable in 
both data sets. Users are deliberately exposing aspects of the virtual self, and 
this raises the issue of audience design.

5.3. Audience design

Owing to the distinction between connectivity and connectedness, the two 
kinds of data may be assumed to differ in the extent to which users experi-
ence context collapse, i.e. a sense of multiple audiences being collapsed into 
a single context. The virtual performatives found in the discussion board 
data manifest ‘addressivity’ (Werry 1996) as many are directed to a particular 
participant in the virtual community, e.g. *steals [username’s] note*; *hugs 
[username]*; or *pouts with you*, which is an instance of ‘emote alignment’, 
aligning with another user’s *pouts* (Virtanen 2013; see also (2), above). In 
the microblogging data, again, explicit indices of addressivity are by and 
large absent from the fragments under investigation as tweets addressed to 
a particular user were not included. When present, however, in this sphere of 
mass communication, addressivity appears to be used in a general sense, 
directed by a ‘micro-celebrity’ (Page 2012) to their ‘followers’, or as in (22), 
below, to any audiences that the user may have had in mind.

(22)  Good morning, teeny tiny little people who live in my phone. 
*waves at y’all madly*

On the discussion boards under study, where reciprocity is expected, virtual 
performatives may, for instance, convey playful responses, as in (13), or 
provide list participants with invitations to join a new conversational thread, 
as in (2). In this highly supportive environment, users commonly engage in 
affective actions, and emote alignment is usual. Virtual performatives may 
thus function in the service of ‘phatic communion’ (Malinowski 1923). 
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Consider again the affiliating responses in (2), above, as well as conventio-
nalised affective actions such as *hugs*, frequent in the present data.

The pragmatic affordances of mass communication are different from 
those of discussion boards and chat as user visibility is not straightforward. 
The real or imagined attention of a virtual community providing a sense of 
connectivity is not there. Instead, users strive for a sense of connectedness, 
even when reciprocity is not expected. Communicative success is, however, 
subject to attention, which has been turned into a commodity. The situation 
is reflected in the Twitter data of ‘original’ posts, where virtual performatives 
appear in the service of attention economy. Sometimes users display meta-
pragmatic awareness of their struggle; witness virtual performatives such as 
*talks to myself on twitter*, *retweets my own tweet* or *sings myself happy 
birthday*. As is usual in the ‘microplays’ discussed in 5.2, above, there is, 
overall, a great deal of self-deprecating humour.

In environments of connectedness, phatic communion appears in differ-
ent guises. Hence, users navigating online discourses may, for instance, leave 
and expect to find ‘likes’, ‘retweets’ (i.e. reposts, of their own tweets or of 
others that they wish to share), as well as repeated and creative forms of 
‘memes’, which may become ‘viral’ (see the discussion in Varis and 
Blommaert 2015; for a history of internet memes, see Börzsei 2013). They 
may post messages that other users are expected to find humorous, and 
importantly, messages that many users might be able to relate to (see the 
discussion in Vásquez 2019). All these online activities help create a sense of 
connectedness. The virtual performatives found in the present sample of 
‘original’ tweets may be interpreted as an attempt to attract attention and 
affiliate with imagined audiences.

6. Conclusion

Recreational online discourse is teeming with textual fragments which 
evolve to fulfil users’ communicative needs. They carry traces of digital 
history, of the technological and pragmatic affordances of earlier programs 
and platforms, and they may also carry traces of possible offline predeces-
sors. An illustrative example is the stand-alone virtual performative, which 
is found across modes of computer-mediated communication and social 
media platforms. The present study approaches third-person performative 
predications from the perspectives of their linguistic form, multimodality, 
and discourse-pragmatic functions. They were studied qualitatively in light 
of two English-language data sets, collected from discussion boards, which 
represent online connectivity, and microblogging, which is, in contrast, 
centred around an idea of connectedness. Added typographics turn the 
fragment into a multimodal unit in its own right. The virtual performatives 
included in the data have a conspicuous linguistic form, and the occasional 
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fragment-internal shifts of grammatical person referring to the user are also 
systematic. It is argued that the digital fragments under study are perfor-
mative to varying extents, and virtual performativity was therefore dis-
cussed in some detail. These online fragments contribute to the 
construction of a virtual self as well as users’ imagined audiences, conco-
mitantly with the nature of the digital environment as one of connectivity 
or connectedness.

Virtual performatives of the kind examined in this study are considered 
textual fragments, conspicuous and relatively autonomous, which convey 
crucial information only. They do not appear to be good candidates for an 
analysis in terms of ellipsis, despite the occurrence of zero determiners in the 
predication, as in block language, or the zero subject of the matrix clause. 
While it is easy to find optional first-person subject ellipsis in informal CMC 
contexts where self-referentiality can be taken for granted (such as a user 
tweeting have a crappy cold), the self-referentiality of third-person virtual 
performatives across contexts distinguishes them from other textually 
unmarked zero subjects, of any person, which occur in particular genres 
and registers that are characterized by an abbreviated style (such as, for 
instance, Scott’s 2013, 69, example from personal email, in the third person 
singular, probably wants you to reply to his message). Hence, the third-person 
marking in the virtual performative *waves hankie floppishly* will be inter-
preted as self-referential even in a tweet starting with the first-person have 
a crappy shivery cold/sore throat (see also (12), above). It is also noteworthy 
that third-person virtual performatives may include co-referential first- 
person pronouns in a systematic manner. This study has focused on 
English, where in the main, zero subjects are grammatically marked, apart 
from the second coordinate. To one of the editors I owe the observation that 
an analysis of virtual performatives in terms of subject ellipsis would not 
allow them to appear in languages where zero subjects are grammatically 
unmarked, such as Spanish; yet, Yus (2001) identified such structures in 
Spanish chat (e.g. *sondríe* ‘smiles’). Ultimately, however, the choice of 
regarding virtual performatives as a priori elliptic or as fragments in their 
own right serves to highlight their different characteristics; the present study 
focuses on a grammatically and pragmatically novel phenomenon, what 
users choose to convey through the fragment and make of it, rather than 
on possible recoverability of elements which necessitates grammatical well- 
formedness as a tacit assumption for interpretation.

The study is confined to the kinds of data selected for analysis, and future 
studies would do well to broaden the present sample of relatively autono-
mous textual fragments, as well as to focus on other platforms, and especially 
on multilingual environments. The performative predications examined 
above represent the garden-variety virtual performative. They are reminis-
cent of commands and conventions in early programs; yet, users continue to 
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take on an additional typographic load in order to employ such fragments 
across increasingly multimodal new media platforms.

The virtual performatives investigated in this article provide insight into the 
use and development of textual fragments online. The study has implications for 
the understanding of the effects of connectivity and connectedness on users’ 
linguistic creativity, as well as their sense of digital literacy. Virtual performatives 
also serve to highlight the boundaries of classic performative theory; analyses of 
linguistic fragments such as those of the present study constitute compelling 
evidence of ways in which users benefit from virtual performativity in various 
everyday environments of recreational online discourse.
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