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Abstract

Framing online collective behavior within theoretical frameworks developed to describe offline phenomena is common
in social media studies. This can limit the scope of analysis because the interplay between user capabilities, intentions,
and platform architecture makes online exchanges different from offline interaction. We introduce a novel conception of
online publicness, momentary connectedness, which is a structure of polymorphic computer-mediated sociality that includes
transactive as well as non-transactive phenomenological online activity. We suggest that Twitter issue-response hashtags
can be seen as affordances for momentary connectedness where Tweets that display broad and vague audience dimensions,
as well as clusters with different interactional orientations, co-exist within the same topical network. We illustrate this

polymorphism of momentary connectedness with a case study of an issue-response network.
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Introduction

Scholars who examine collective behavior on social media
commonly frame online collective activity within theoretical
perspectives developed to describe offline phenomena, such
as communities (e.g., Albrechtslund, 2010; Velasquez, 2012)
and publics (e.g., Maireder & Schldgl, 2014; Shklovski &
Valtysson, 2012; Tremayne, Zheng, Lee, & Jeong, 2006).
While this approach has its merits in terms of its ability to
provide a theoretical foundation for a relatively new field of
study, its potential of describing online phenomena is limited
due to differences between online and offline spaces. Despite
the fact that several scholars (e.g., Fernback, 2007,
Kruckeberg & Vujnovic, 2010; Mejias, 2010; Yuan, 2012)
problematize the use of offline metaphors to theorize online
spaces, many social media studies have been built on the
basis that new media platforms resemble offline collective
phenomena. This can limit the scope of analysis, as the
online activity results from the interplay between user capa-
bilities and platform architecture, which makes online
exchanges different from offline interaction. As the shift
from industrial to post-industrial societies resulted in novel
conceptualizations, the rise of networked societies also
demands new conceptualizations. In particular, this need
emerges because, as boyd (2011) noted, networked technolo-
gies offer affordances—the interplay between technology

and user that offer possibilities for or constrain action (Evans,
Pearce, Vitak, & Treem, 2017)—that can bring about new
dynamics of participation.

There is a growing body of literature that conceptualizes
new media platforms by considering their architecture, affor-
dances, and novel ways in which technical elements restruc-
ture communication among different groups of users. In
general, this scholarly discourse consists of studies repre-
senting two branches of the topic: (1) work that discusses
how platform architecture shapes interaction and collective
behavior (e.g., boyd, 2011; Bruns & Burgess, 2011; Bruns &
Moe, 2014) and (2) studies that focus on novel conceptions
of online interaction, such as connected presence (Licoppe &
Smoreda, 2005), public sphericules (Holmes, 2002), and
digital togetherness (Marino, 2015). Although these studies
capture nuanced aspects of online activity, the field requires
more work that conceptualizes the use of specific social
media platforms. This need arises due to at least two reasons.
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First, digitally native conceptions of online collective behav-
ior are needed to address the issue of over-dependence on
offline metaphors, instead characterizing new dynamics aris-
ing from use of the unique affordances of such media.
Second, networked technologies offer an expanded sociality
that allows co-occurrence of multiple forms of collective
behavior as well as quasi-public forms of communication,
yet there is a dearth of work that examines the polymorphic
forms of collectivity in these spaces. In this article, we intro-
duce momentary connectedness (MC), a novel conception of
online publicness, as an extended computer-mediated social-
ity that includes transactive as well as non-transactive online
activity. We argue that this sociality is polymorphic and
structural as well as phenomenological, as it is a broader
space in which some utterances form transactive structures
while the others may not be projected for a specific audience.
We focus on issue-response networks (IRN)—networks
defined by hashtags created in response to an issue or event—
to develop the notion of MC, and use the Twitter hashtag
#NepalEarthquake as a case to demonstrate polymorphism
(i.e., different forms of collective phenomena) in IRNs.

Twitter use has been subject to substantial investigation
from a broad range of perspectives. The vast majority of
Twitter studies explore how the tool is used for various pur-
poses, such as politics (e.g., Himelboim, Hansen, & Bowser,
2013), cultural conversation (e.g., Brock, 2012), and cul-
tural performance (Florini, 2014). The number of studies
that conceptualize the act of tweeting itself remains insuffi-
cient. Studies conducted by several researchers provide a
starting point to conceptualize Twitter use beyond offline
theoretical foundations. For instance, Licoppe and
Smoreda’s (2005) notion of connected presence describes
how communication technologies have enabled interstitial
or phatic communications that support quasi-continuous
forms of togetherness at a distance. Moreover, several stud-
ies help argue that such quasi-continuous aspects of com-
munication can include phenomenological elements. For
instance, Litt’s (2012) work showed how Twitter use is char-
acterized by users’ imagination of their audiences. Moreover,
Marwick and boyd’s (2011) study showed that tweeting can
involve public rejection of audience, self-recording of the
lives of senders, and being uncomfortable in identifying
interlocutors, as well as strategic use of the platform, such as
creation and marketing of personal brands. Gruzd, Wellman,
and Takhteyev (2011) also argued that Twitter networks are
both real and imagined.

We use the concept of uptake— acts in which one partici-
pant takes up another’s contribution and does something fur-
ther with it” (Suthers, 2006, p. 331)—to situate MC in a
digitally native context. Uptake is the “most fundamental
element of interaction” (Suthers, Dwyer, Medina, & Vatrapu,
2010). This concept provides a basis for analyzing interac-
tion independent of media, so is not subject to the constraints
that offline metaphors carry over to the analysis of online
transactions, and therefore provides a foundation for a

natively digital conception of phenomenological elements of
online expressions. In this article, we introduce a related con-
cept, projected uptake, which is based on the affordances of
acts for future uptake. We use these two concepts to examine
transactive as well as non-transactive elements in Twitter
hashtags. Hashtags are affordances of the platform that orga-
nize instances of MC into networks. We discuss these
instances at levels of mediated communication, including
original tweets, utterances that take up expressions of others
(retweets and quote tweets), and expressions that can initiate
interactional exchange (replies and mentions).

This article is structured as follows. First, we discuss pre-
vious work that examines publicness on social media. In the
next section, we highlight the need for natively digital con-
ceptions of online publicness. This is followed by a discus-
sion of uptake and projected uptake, building a basis for a
natively digital account of online sociality. Then, we use a
sample of the #NepalEarthquake Twitter network as an IRN
to empirically examine polymorphism.

Publichess on Social Media

The need to problematize current conceptualizations of
publicness on Twitter arises from a dearth of theoretical
perspectives that move beyond frames provided by the
study of offline behavior. Current new media literature
includes a substantial number of studies that draw on three
offline phenomena to describe online interaction: (1) public
sphere, (2) publics, and (3) communities. In particular, a
substantial number of studies that examine these three
notions in online settings emerged from the same scholarly
community. In this section, we examine these theoretical
lenses to identify their ability or limitations in describing
nuances in social media platforms, and stress the need for
novel conceptualizations.

Public Sphere, Issue Publics, and Communities

The body of social media literature consists of a substantial
number of studies that view online platforms as spaces that
resemble the notion of public sphere (Ausserhofer &
Maireder, 2013; Bruns, Burgess, Highfield, Kirchhoff, &
Nicolai, 2011; El-Nawawy & Khamis, 2010). Naming
domains of online activity as “spheres,” such as “blogo-
sphere” (Al-Ani, Mark, Chung, & Jones, 2012; Tremayne
et al., 2006), and “Twittersphere” (Ausserhofer & Maireder,
2013), is common in social media literature. Public sphere,
coined by Jiirgen Habermas, is a “constellation of communi-
cative spaces in society that permit the circulation of infor-
mation, ideas, debates—ideally in an unfettered manner—and
also the formation of political will” (Dahlgren, 2005, p. 148).
Dahlgren discusses three dimensions of the public sphere:
(1) structures/institutional features (e.g., media organiza-
tions), (2) representation/media outputs (e.g., “massifica-
tion” of communication, and (3) discursive interactional
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processes. Accordingly, the term public sphere connotes a
fluid space characterized by a focus on classic democratic
issues (e.g., freedom of speech, inclusion/exclusion), and
questioning of accuracy, fairness, completeness, ideological
tendencies, and agenda setting through media outputs, as
well as discursive practices. In particular, the public sphere
has been conceived of as a collective space for rational argu-
mentation and opinion formation.

Although networked technologies seemed to appear
(especially during the early stages of the social web) as
promising spaces where the public sphere can be sustained,
scholarly work on the topic indicates mixed views on such
potential. For instance, Dahlgren (2005) views the potential
of the Internet to destabilize political communication sys-
tems as a positive impact that can help disperse old patterns.
Dahlgren also notes that the Internet can allow citizen
engagement in counter publics that can lead to new demo-
cratic practices. Geiger (2009) suggests that the question:
“what is the role of the Internet-based discourse communi-
ties in the constitution of the public sphere?” is more appro-
priate than “is the Internet (part of) a new public sphere?” (p.
24). Highlighting the role algorithms play in the new space,
Geiger notes that the blogo/public sphere operates via
Habermasian discourse on a microlevel, while the macro-
level structure is constructed by algorithms, which in turn
can be more powerful, invisible, and uncontestable. While
Dahlgren (2005) and Geiger (2009) view the Internet as a
positive development, some scholars show that networked
technologies may have mixed effects on the formation and
performance of the public sphere. For instance, Papacharissi
(2002) argues that although communication technologies can
enrich political discussion by providing access to informa-
tion, the Internet can cause fragmentation of political dis-
course and compromise representativeness. Rauchfleisch
and Kovic (2016) suggest a hierarchical model that shows
that the Internet can make a high impact in agenda-setting
and a low impact in deliberation. Their model also shows
that the Internet can exert only a medium-level impact on
identity building, and control and criticism.

Although some scholars see electronic networks enhanc-
ing the performance of the public sphere (e.g., Boeder, 2005;
Dahlgren, 2005), this does not mean that the Internet will
eventually transform into a public sphere. In general, studies
discussed above view the Internet as a primarily interactive
space that may help perform a phenomenon that emerged (or
was conceptualized) offline. However, this view is only
partly true as modern new media platforms allow multiple
forms of expressions that include but are not limited to trans-
active exchanges. For instance, it is possible that Twitter
users take up an affordance (e.g., a hashtag) for expressive
purposes, rather than to reach a specific audience. Moreover,
online expressions and transactions are not limited to politi-
cal conversations, debates, and deliberation. In particular,
this can be the case with respect to IRNs as they emerge
momentarily in response to issues or events.

Publics and Issue Publics

Researchers have explained the interactive space enabled by
the Internet, envisioning it as a domain for “publics” rede-
fined by the logics of networked technologies. For example,
examining online engagement in oppressive contexts,
Shklovski and Valtysson (2012) argue that various types of
publics (e.g., issue, mundane, and counter publics) can foster
social change online even in authoritarian contexts. The most
common conception of publics is characterized by a com-
mon interest and a sense of being part of a collective. For
instance, John Dewey’s and Herbert Blumer’s work that laid
the foundation for the concept of publics show that this con-
cept can be characterized by a group of individuals who face
a common issue, recognize it and its effects, and organize to
address it (Frederick & Neuwirth, 2008). However, the dis-
course perspective suggested by Warner (2002) shows that
the common interest is a projection of a discourse itself
rather than an external property. Warner argues that a public
is a discursive space organized by the discourse itself that
can be characterized by an orientation to reach strangers,
personal and impersonal public speech, dependence on atten-
tion given by the members, reflexive circulation of discourse,
temporality in circulation, and poetic world making. Warner’s
conception of publics suggests that while texts themselves
do not create publics, the concatenation of texts through time
gives rise to a public. He notes that “only when a previously
existing discourse can be supposed, and when a responding
discourse can be postulated, can a text address a public” (p.
420). Warner also argues that a public is enacted with the
attention given by the members and ceases to exist in the
absence of attention. This perspective is more appropriate to
understand the extent to which the notion of publics can help
describe online issue responses.

Online issue responses may not necessarily be discursive
for several reasons. First, as mentioned previously, non-
transactive expressions are common on the Internet as there
can be instances in which the users may merely post expres-
sively without engaging in an active discourse. Second, the
multiplicity of information or posts that appear on a user’s
Twitter feed or Facebook stream may limit the attention that
he or she pays to each issue/topic. In other words, text repre-
senting multiple discourses that appear simultaneously on
one’s social media feed may affect user attention on given
discourse and limit reflexive circulation. Attention is the
main category used to differentiate between members and
non-members of a public (Warner, 2002). Simultancous
exposure to text representing many discourses may make
engagement platform-centric rather than issue/topic-centric.
Platform-centric engagement with a multitude of topics/
issues may shift the sense of being collective from the dis-
course to the platform. Furthermore, the ranking algorithms
that personalize social media feeds may affect the extent of
exposure to a given discourse even among those who use the
same social media platform. Due to these reasons, the notion
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of publics may not necessarily provide a clear perspective on
the dynamic nature of social media.

Some scholars have captured nuances of computer-medi-
ated communication in their definitions of online publics.
For instance, boyd (2011, p. 39) defines networked publics
as “publics that are restructured by networked technologies”
that are “simultaneously (1) the space constructed through
networked technologies and (2) the imagined collective that
emerges as a result of the intersection of people, technology,
and practice.” She further notes that new possibilities for
interaction can lead to new dynamics that shape participa-
tion. Arguably, it is this very set of new possibilities that
problematize the notion of publics itself when applied to
online contexts. Specifically, the fluid nature of online com-
munication blurs the boundary between the private and the
public and allows for interactive, quasi-interactive, as well as
non-interactive expressions simultaneously, causing a frag-
mentation of the online space and weakening our confidence
in identifying clear “networked publics.”

The notion of issue publics has been used to frame social
media activity related to relatively specific domains, such as
issue responses (e.g., Bruns & Burgess, 2011; Bruns, Moon,
Paul, & Miinch, 2016). Tremayne et al. (2006) “cast” the net-
work of Iraqi war blogs as an “issue public,” a group com-
prising highly educated, professional, male bloggers that
does not resemble the general population. Maireder and
Schlogl (2014) identify the hashtag “#aufschrei” as an ad hoc
public that emerged within 24 hr and transformed into a pub-
lic discourse. Rather than considering the entire population
that used the hashtag as a public, Maireder and Schlogl iden-
tify multiple publics involved with the topic. Bruns and
Burgess (2011) and Bruns and Moe (2014) conceptualize
Twitter hashtags as ad hoc publics emerging from within the
Twitter community. This conceptualization is based on the
view that hashtags act as discursive communities organized
around a shared interest. Bruns and Burgess claim that
Twitter issue publics can correspond to related issue publics
in other public spheres.

In general, online issue publics have well-defined bound-
aries compared to the broad masses of Internet users identi-
fied as public spheres or publics. Previous work highlights
that issue publics can be characterized by groups that are
well informed and knowledgeable about issues that they per-
ceive to be important and less knowledgeable about issues
that are unimportant (Brenes Peralta, Wojcieszak, Lelkes, &
de Vreese, 2017). Members of issue publics may not have
mastery over a range of issues, but they are specialists who
are “passionately concerned with particular issues on the
basis of their values, identities, and interests” (Kim, 2009, p.
255). According to Krosnick (1990), issue publics are driven
by personal issue importance, and the attitudes of members
of issue publics are linked to other attitudes and resistant to
change. Kim (2009) also noted that issue publics in the infor-
mation environment develop patterns of information acquisi-
tion and enhance domain-specific knowledge that results in

changes in their engagement in the issue. While issue publics
can permeate social media platforms, online collective phe-
nomena should not be restricted to the offline limits of issue
publics. For instance, a group of social media users that uses
a viral hashtag may not necessarily fall into this category of
issue publics, as hashtag networks are broad and are formed
in response to the issue rather than expertise, domain-spe-
cific knowledge, or special interest. Yet, issue public groups
may exist as subsets within the population that used the
hashtag. Moreover, as mentioned previously, platform-cen-
tric engagement may add “noise” to those subsets by adding
large numbers of users that are only momentarily connected
to an issue.

Communities

The notion of communities has been used to explain rela-
tively smaller groups of social media users. For instance,
Rosen, Lafontaine, and Hendrickson (2011) see crouchsurf-
ing.com as an online community where members coordinate
activity and gather via social media. Similarly, Velasquez
(2012) identifies www.lasillavacia.com as an online commu-
nity characterized by the presence of user profiles, informa-
tion on the number of posts (comments and stories), points
systems based on site contribution, short bios, and private
messaging. Stommel and Koole (2010) view an online sup-
port group on eating disorders as a community that has nor-
mative requirements, which new members are expected to
subscribe to. They identify a clear distinction between two
related parties (the forum and the newcomer) and describe
how the forum acts as a group when establishing interactions
with the new member. Albrechtslund’s (2010) work on online
communities is centered around a World of Warcraft guild,
where narratives play a central role in creating a sense of
community and collective identity. According to these stud-
ies, online communities display more cohesion, interaction
among members, and collective identity than publics.

In addition to work that depends on offline metaphors of
community to examine online phenomena, current social
media research includes a significant number of studies that
connect offline behavior with online activity (e.g., Conroy,
Feezell, & Guerrero, 2012; Dunbar, Arnaboldi, Conti, &
Passarella, 2015; Wojcieszak, 2009). In particular, Dunbar
et al. (2015) argue that the structure of online communities is
similar to offline (face-to-face) networks.

Application of the notion of communities in online set-
tings is as problematic as the idea of online public spheres
and publics. While this concept may be appropriate to dis-
cuss various online groups examined by some of the studies
mentioned above (Rosen et al., 2011; Stommel & Koole,
2010; Velasquez, 2012) in which users work together in spe-
cific settings, this concept may not be appropriate in other
contexts. Ren, Kraut, and Kiesler’s (2007) observation that
communities evolve as members influence the structure of
and interaction in online platforms may not be valid in some
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contexts. For instance, those who respond instantly to social/
political issues or natural disasters via means of communica-
tion enabled by social media affordances, such as hashtags,
may not interact long enough for community features to
evolve. Furthermore, several scholars identify the need for
new approaches to understanding online spaces. Yuan (2012),
for instance, argues that application of online communities
does not adequately conceptualize culture. He also suggests
a conceptual departure, noting that media-enabled communi-
ties may serve as a starting point for examining nuances in
technology and social change. Fernback (2007) claims that
the “community metaphor placed on virtual social relations
is inadequate and inappropriate” (p. 62). This is due to the
fact that this metaphor describes only a few qualities of com-
munity (fellowship, respect, and tolerance). Fernback also
suggests a conceptual departure from the concept and notes:

rather than asking whether or not cyber community is or isn’t
real community, a long-term perspective on the cultural
significance of cyber community focuses on how some users of
online technology have created meaningful constructs of social
interaction in the online arena. (p. 63)

Theorising Digital Publicness

We have argued that social media research needs more work
examining how platform affordances enable unique aspects
of interaction and expression. In this section, we review sev-
eral concepts that are foundational to such work and build on
them to propose a theoretical perspective that captures cer-
tain digitally native phenomena.

Affordances

Affordances, as conceived of in an ecological theory of per-
ception (Gibson, 1979) and subsequently adopted in other
fields, are properties of the environment that enable or offer
potential for action by an agent. It is important to understand
that affordances are not merely properties of the environ-
ment: they exist only as a complementary relationship
between an agent and its environment (Wells, 2002). Bucher
and Helmond (2018) describe how the concept of affor-
dances has been examined from different perspectives, such
as high-level and low-level affordances (boyd, 2011), imag-
ined affordances (Nagy & Neft, 2015), and vernacular affor-
dances (Mcveigh-Schultz & Baym, 2015). Bucher and
Helmond (2018) suggest that platforms may afford different
actions for various user types (e.g., end-users, developers),
and platform changes (e.g., Twitter “Like” button) may offer
possibilities for different actions. We suggest that Twitter
hashtags can be seen as affordances for two reasons: (1) the
platform affords the creation of hashtags and (2) different
actions emerge from the use of hashtags (e.g., discussion,
expression, measurement of engagement, and observation of
activity).

While concepts of public sphere, publics, and communi-
ties help examine dynamics of online activity, they may not
fully capture nuances in online activity. This happens for at
least two reasons. First, online and offline spaces offer dif-
ferent communicative affordances (e.g., the “grounding
constraints” suggested by Clark & Brennan, 1991) and are
ruled by different logics; some rules valid for oftline activ-
ity may not make much sense online. Framing studies of
online contexts within frames developed for offline phe-
nomena may limit the potential for new conceptualizations.
Second, contemporary social media function as platforms
for different types of activity, and different behavioral prac-
tices can emerge on the same platform. For instance,
hashtags are a unique aspect within social media that take
Twitter users beyond their follower/friendship networks to
a more global level of connectivity (Bruns & Moe, 2014).
Explaining this instant connectivity using offline phenom-
ena may be difficult.

Digitally Native

While questions of whether or not online collectives consti-
tute online public spheres or communities are crucial for our
understanding of the networked society, it is important to
look beyond these concepts and find “natively digital” ways
of conceptualizing online activity. Richard Rogers (2009)
highlights the ontological distinction between elements that
are “natively digital” and “digitized.” The difference between
these two relate to the medium in which objects, content,
devices, and environments are “born.” Rogers (2010) identi-
fies elements that are native to digital media, such as links
and tags, as opposed to those that migrated to the Internet via
digitization. The scholars who discuss this notion (Marres,
2012; Marres & Gerlitz, 2016; Niederer & van Dijck, 2010)
pay primary attention to natively digital methods, such as
automated collection and analysis of online data. The scope
of the natively digital perspective, however, should not be
limited to the analysis of digital objects. We suggest that new
affordances can enable natively digital social phenomena,
such as patterns of interaction and expression that are born in
the medium (i.e., the Internet) and can be different from
oftline communication.

Constructing Publicness

Holmes (2002) discusses the notion of “public spheri-
cules”—spheres of assimilation with their own dynamics—a
concept originally suggested by Todd Gitlin, as an alterna-
tive to the conventional public sphere. Holmes notes that
individuals using modern communication platforms are in a
process of constructing publicness, rather than participating
in a given public sphere. This view of fragmented partial
publics seems more appropriate to describe the dynamics of
online communication. It is also consistent with Latour’s
(2005) dictum: “no groups, only group formation” (p. 27).
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Rather than argue about what constitutes a public, we should
examine the ongoing activity by which participants construct
and sustain “publicness” (see also the Fernback quote, previ-
ous section). Social phenomena are not fixed entities, but
rather are constantly being constructed by participants’
actions. However, though fragmented and contingent, people
engaging in online activities may perceive being in a larger
collective. Marino (2015) discusses “digital togetherness,” a
sense of belonging and identity based on sharing personal
and private experiences (e.g., being online, being native of a
particular country, speaking a common language, and having
a common ground like being an immigrant). As Rathnayake
and Suthers (2016) found, those who are using a hashtag may
be locally active, having their interactions limited to a small
cluster, but may be globally connected in their imagined
affiliation with others through the hashtag. This global-local
coexistence needs more ‘“socio-technically established”

inquiry.

Phenomenological Aspects

Our approach to conceptualize the online collective space
is based on the premise that social media affordances, such
as hashtags, enable creation of quasi-public spaces charac-
terized by both transactive and non-transactive aspects of
communication. Uptake of transactive utterances can
enable polymorphic user clusters. Although utterances that
are non-transactive and are not uptaken do not form clusters
that indicate transactions among users, they still provide a
sense of being connected to a certain topic. Moreover,
although some transactive utterances may not trigger
uptake, they still provide a sense of connectedness to the
sender. This conception acknowledges that online commu-
nication, social media posts in particular, includes phenom-
enological elements, such as non-other directed expressions
that may or may not result in direct conversational transac-
tions among users. This is enabled by the fact that co-pres-
ence is not a necessary condition for online communication.
The suggested approach provides a holistic view, combin-
ing the interactional perspective as well as the work of
those who examine psychological aspects of social media
activity. Licoppe and Smoreda (2005) argue that the new
communication technologies allow creating a new form of
sociality, “connected presence,” which does not require
physical co-presence. Connected presence can be charac-
terized by quasi-continuous exchanges that help people to
maintain relationships. We argue that social media can also
create an “extended sociality” that includes not only quasi-
continuous exchanges but also non other-directed expres-
sions that are driven by a sense of being connected rather
than having a dialogue. This state of connectedness is
enabled by the ability to interact with platforms rather than
a user’s follower/friendship network. Hence, maintenance
of relationships and engaging discussions are only subsets
of online transactions.

Social media literature includes a range of studies that
show the phenomenological aspect of mediated communica-
tion. For instance, Papacharissi’s (2016) notion of affective
publics holds that publics are “mobilized and connected (or
disconnected) through expressions of sentiment, as these
expressions of sentiment materialize discursively through
the medium of Twitter” (p. 320). These feelings are sup-
ported and sustained by the properties of spreadable tech-
nologies. The notion of connectedness we suggest is based
on Papacharissi’s argument that new media afford structures
of connectivity that enable users to engage on an emotional
basis. However, not every utterance in these structures, as we
argued above, is necessarily discursive. For instance,
hashtags may include a large number of tweets that are not
directed at others and do not take part in a given discourse.
Moreover, hashtag networks can be too polymophic to form
a unified discourse as their use spreads beyond follower net-
works while transactions among those who use hashtags may
subject to local level constraints, such as follower networks.

The primacy of the phenomenological aspect in some
social media expressions can be supported further through
imagined audiences (Litt, 2012) and imagined communities
(Gruzd et al., 2011), a mental conceptualization of the audi-
ence, rather than an actual audience, that can shape a user’s
communication via social media. Marwick and boyd’s (2011)
work on imagined audiences of Twitter users show that while
some users have strategic audiences, such as fan bases, some
users tend to use Twitter as a diary or a record of their lives;
suggesting that public rejection of audience exists within
Twitter use. Moreover, Litt and Hargittai’s (2016) work show
that more than 50% of users do not think about specific audi-
ences as they share information on social network sites. Litt
and Hargittai identify this as “abstract audiences.” The above
discussion points to the need for concepts that can describe
the highly fluid nature of Twitter communication. The ubig-
uity of abstract audiences (Schmidt, 2014) and Marwick and
boyd’s (2011) observation of public rejection of audience
indicates in particular that there should be a concept that
describes an action in a collective context (i.e., tweeting with
a hashtag) that does not necessarily have a transactive (other-
directed) communicative intent, though it may have the pos-
sibility of responses from others, such as retweets.

MC

We now examine how publicness is constructed as instances
of MC via the broader variety of interactive relationships that
are afforded by Twitter issue-response hashtags. We define
momentary connectedness as an interactional and phenome-
nological computer-mediated publicness that allows poly-
morphism across layers of communication, such as hashtags,
follower networks, and mention/reply relationships (Bruns
& Moe, 2014). MC is an overarching conception that
acknowledges the fact that online platforms allow a range of
engagement options that are not limited to the boundaries of



Rathnayake and Suthers

Constructed
Affordances

Uptake

#hashtag
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Figure |. Schematic summary.

offline metaphors, and notions such as connected presence,
communities, and issue-publics can be seen as manifesta-
tions of polymorphism within MC. Sending tweets with an
issue-response hashtag is a momentary act that brings users
to a topical structure of connectivity. That, however, is not
necessarily an indication of user intention to form or interact
with well-defined, and unified, communities or publics. This
structure of connectivity is a combination of non-other
directed expressions and mere repetition of messages, as
well as clusters of active users engaged in the issue. The term
“momentary connectedness” captures the emergence of these
structures of connectivity in hashtag networks as constructed
by uptake organized around a hashtag. Hashtag networks as
instances of MC are enabled by the affordances of the plat-
form. The # character followed by a topic name, as inter-
preted by Twitter’s technological infrastructure, functions as
a tool for mobilizing and focusing collective activity. It does
so by serving as a prompt, inviting response on the indicated
topic. The hashtag brings the contributions of those who take
up this invitation into a mutually visible space. In these ways,
a hashtag functions as an “immutable mobile” (Latour,
1986). The affordances enable different layers of mediated
communication, such as tweets not targeted at any user, as
well as retweet, reply, and mention clusters, and acts of lik-
ing and private messages.

Uptake and Projected Uptake

Scholarly work along several dimensions is necessary to sit-
uate the theoretical construct of MC in empirical settings. In
the following discussion, we take a generalized relational
perspective to substantiate MC. We use the notion of “uptake”
to situate our conception of interaction between participants
in a more natively digital context. Uptake is the most funda-
mental element of collective action. Originally conceived of
as “acts in which one participant takes up another’s contribu-
tion and does something further with it” (Suthers, 2006b, p.
331), the concept was generalized in order to encompass a
broader and media-independent conception of interactional
relationships, and defined more formally as “the relationship

present when a participant’s coordination takes aspects of
prior or ongoing events as having relevance for an ongoing
activity” (Suthers et al., 2010, p. 9). Uptake is a broader phe-
nomenon than “transactivity,” an element of interaction that
Stahl (2013) defines as “the reasoning of one utterance build-
ing on another utterance’s reasoning” (p. 1). While the focus
of transactivity is limited to contributions explicitly directed
at others’ contributions, uptake allows analysis of situations
where interactions can occur without the necessity of either
actor intending to address the other. Also, uptake abstracts
from media-specific relationships such as “reply to post” or
“adjacency pair,” and thus can capture participatory struc-
tures within multiple media or even across media (Suthers,
2006a). This concept is appropriate to discuss the fluid nature
of online communication. Uptake helps understand how
individual actions aggregate to larger entities, and it can be
applied across platforms and different affordances.

While uptake is useful for conceptualizing how explicitly
interactive online expressions such as retweets and replies
build on past activity, there is a need for a concept that can
capture how acts are projected to future activity. We suggest
that this phenomenological element can be brought into the
interactional domain of investigation by recognizing the pro-
Jjected uptake of online expressions. When one constructs a
media expression that contains affordances for action (con-
structed affordances), then projected uptake is the potential
that others will take up these affordances. The choice of con-
structed affordance indicates the kind of uptake that is pro-
jected (Figure 1). For instance, a tweet that is not directed at
specific users may trigger retweets and replies in the future,
as Twitter affordances allow such uptake. Although uptake is
explicit, projected uptake may not be directed at explicit
audiences. Accordingly, projected uptake captures the pos-
sibilities of abstract audiences (Litt & Hargittai, 2016) and
public rejection of audience (Marwick & boyd, 2011).

Networked instances of MC can be constructed from a
variety of other-directed and non-directed forms of uptake
and projected uptake. Accordingly, MC shows the co-exis-
tence of concrete collective phenomena, such as interactions
among individuals in issue publics or communities, as well
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as individual users who do not display any discursive intent.
This, we argue, characterizes an expanded sociality enabled
by social media affordances. Figure 1 shows a schematic
summary of the interplay between uptake, social media
affordances, and projected uptake. In issue-response con-
texts, tweets (ego tweets in Figure 1) can result from the
uptake of a hashtag (i.e., original tweets that contain the
hashtag), prior tweets (i.e., retweets), as well as the “@han-
dle” (i.e., ‘@replies). These tweets can be projected to an
abstract population of individuals that may or may not use
the hashtag, an imagined group of individuals in a users’ fol-
lower network, as well as actual users specified by the use of
the “@handle.”

MC in IRNs

This article is primarily theoretical. However, to illustrate
empirical relevance, we present evidence of two aspects of
MC: (1) uptake and projected uptake in Twitter IRNs and (2)
the existence of polymorphic structures. This analysis helps
establish the notion of MC as it shows how non-other directed
and primarily phenomenological expressions as well as user
clusters with different orientations co-exist in hashtag net-
works. Accordingly, the objective of the following empirical
analysis is to establish, using Twitter activity related to the
April 2015 earthquake in Nepal as an empirical context, the
existence of and examine polymorphism in IRNs, including
(1) the co-presence of transactive, non-transactive, and pro-
jected uptake and (2) structural polymorphism of collective
activity.

Method

We use a Twitter hashtag network dataset representing
#NepalEarthquake, a viral hashtag used in response to the April
2015 earthquake in Nepal, to achieve the above objective. This
dataset was collected during the first week after the earthquake
using the Twitter API plugin in the NodeXL template. The
Twitter Search API returns a collection of tweets that match a
given query (#NepalEarthquake in this case) at a specific time.
The earthquake occurred on 25 April, and our data included a
sample of tweets (including original tweets, retweets, and
replies) covering a period of 2 days after the disaster. The sam-
ple is neither random nor complete. However, the API provided
a significantly large collection of Tweets to establish the exis-
tence of mixed transactive intent and structural polymorphism
of collective activity. The 15,118 nodes in the dataset represent
users who tweeted, retweeted, or replied with the hashtag.
Edges that represent retweets and @replies form connectivity
in the network (16,107 edges in our data). For instance, a
retweet creates an edge from the sender to the user whose mes-
sage was retweeted. Similarly, a reply creates an edge from the
sender to the person who is replied to in the tweet. Original
tweets have self-loops, the third type of edge, which are
removed from our network analysis. The dataset included 1898

original tweets. The Nepal earthquake constitutes a suitable
case to examine IRNSs for several reasons. First, a natural disas-
ter of high magnitude can motivate instant social media activ-
ity. Second, the vast popularity of the Himalayan range as a top
tourist destination can trigger activity beyond geographic or
national boundaries. Third, a natural disaster may trigger a
range of activities that focus on actual disaster relief support as
well as mere emotional engagement (e.g., “prayer tweets”) that
allows examining phenomenological elements of social media
activity.

Uptake and Projected Uptake in
#NepalEarthquake

Table 1 shows examples of uptake and projected uptake in
the #NepalEarthquake tweets. These examples show that the
space defined by the hashtag includes messages that do not
display explicit evidence of interactional intent, quasi-inter-
actional exchanges that begin to form collective activity, as
well as messages that are explicitly transactive to a primary
audience. Lack of clear projection for future uptake and
imagined or abstract audiences are connected to tweeting at
each level. This shows that hashtag IRNs are complex struc-
tures with varying levels of interaction.

From an interactional perspective, by not mentioning
other users in a space where that is possible (and is a com-
mon practice), original tweets (those that are not retweets,
quote tweets, mentions, or replies) indicate less interactive
intent than retweets or @replies. This is particularly the case
when users do not imagine audiences or imagine broad audi-
ences beyond their reach. However, a tweet has interactional
intent when it is projected into the future expecting future
uptake. From a strict relational viewpoint, original tweets do
not contribute to a conversational structure until other users
in the network take up the message (for retweeting or quote
tweeting). Therefore, compared to replies, mentions,
retweets, and quote tweets, original tweets do not directly
construct collective action. It is possible that users who send
tweets with a hashtag imagine specific audiences, broad
audiences, or even real online communities. On the other
hand, it is also possible that users do not imagine audiences
at all as tweeting may be a habitual action or tweeting itself
may provide a gratification for the user. For instance, one of
the subjects of Marwick and boyd’s (2010, p.119) study men-
tioned that tweeting is not directed toward anyone, but rather
he or she does it “to do it.” This, however, does not mean that
those utterances happen in a non-communicative space. As
Marwick and boyd note, those individuals do not tweet to a
void as they are bound by follower—followee relationships.

A reasonable number of original tweets in the #Nepal-
Earthquake were either prayers or thoughts in the form of
tweets. The collection of tweets included the word pray in some
form (e.g., prayers, praying, sendingprayers) 2012 times.
Arguably, unless organized as a public event (e.g., candle vigil
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Table I. Uptake and Projected Uptake in #NepalEarthquake Tweets.

Message type Affordance Examples from #NepalEarthquake Data Uptake Projected uptake
Original Tweet Hashtag Really difficult day yesterday . . . in addition Hashtag Imagined, abstract
to aftershocks . . . rainfall . . . too much audiences, or may not
hardship #NepalEarthquake intend future uptake
Original Tweet Hashtag Let’s pray for the victims and their Hashtag Imagined or abstract

families in Nepal . . . #NepalEarthquake
#PrayforNepal [URL]

RT @unicefusa: ~IM children require
urgent humanitarian assistance after

Retweet Retweet Function

audiences

Prior Tweet/
Sender

Imagined or abstract
audiences

#NepalEarthquake. Help now—donate to

UNICEF: [URL]
Retweet function
and the @handle

Retweet with a
mentioned @handle

#nepalearthquake

Reply @handle

RT @eoiktmnp: Buses from Pokhra to
Raxaul and Kathmandu to Gorakhpur will
also evacuate Indian citizens @meaindia

@wailers, we’re raising funds for
#NepalEarthquake [URL]; would love your
support in spreading the word!

Prior Tweet/
Sender

Specific primary
audience and imagined
secondary audiences

Prior/External
Actor

Specific primary
audience and imagined
secondary audiences

or a group prayer), prayers are private, or at least non-transac-
tive activities. “Prayer tweets” do not require imagining audi-
ences. However, Twitter hashtags still shift the sender from a
private to a more connected state. The dataset included tweets
that were directed at those who were affected by the disaster,
rather than another Twitter user (e.g., “I hope everyone from
#Nepal is ok This is the pray for you from #Myanmar
#NepalEarthquake #instagram”). Arguably, it is possible that
the primary function of these tweets is to express thoughts rather
than talking to a follower network. The dataset also included
tweets that showed some directedness, but display lack of iden-
tification of a specific audience (e.g., “Lets PRAY for the vic-
tims. #NepalEarthquake”). The absence of a direct target
receiver for these messages situates them in the realm of mes-
sages aimed at imagined audiences. Lack of explicit interaction
via mentioning names, spreading messages (via retweeting), or
replying, as well as the blurry nature of audience in original
tweets make it difficult to put the tweets in strict conceptual cat-
egories, such as issue publics or online communities. Therefore,
original tweets (excluding retweets and (@replies) should be
situated in a broad conceptual category that does not necessarily
include an actual audience. We argue that such messages can be
seen as indicative of a state of connectedness where users shift
from communication within their follower networks to a topical
structure of connectivity. This view is consistent with the claim
that Twitter imagined communities are both collective and per-
sonal at once (Gruzd et al., 2011) as users make these non-other-
directed utterances in a space defined by a common topic (the
hashtag) and a population of users using the platform in response
to the disaster.

Polymorphism

Rathnayake and Suthers (2016) observed that #illridewith-
you, a hashtag that emerged in response to the Lindt

Chocolate Café shooting incident that occurred in Sydney in
December 2014, is a highly clustered network in which
actors interacted more frequently within each cluster than
with the rest of the network. Clustering methods can help
show the extent of polymorphism in hashtag networks. In
this section, we examine snapshots of Twitter clusters within
the #NepalEarthquake network to illustrate the variety of
structures within MC.

Within social network analysis, “community detection”
refers to methods of finding cohesive subgraphs of networks
(Fortunato, 2010), not to be confused with sociological con-
cepts of community. These algorithms can uncover more
broadly conceived and even unanticipated forms of connec-
tivity emerging in online environments, including hashtag-
enabled user clusters. This is an important capability, as new
media affordances enable collective behaviors that may dis-
play properties different from those of offline publics or
communities. Algorithmic community detection is an active
area of research, and dozens of algorithms are available (e.g.,
Fortunato, 2010). Modularity, a measure of the extent to
which a partitioning of a network identifies clusters that have
strong internal connectivity (Newman, 2006), forms the
basis for several algorithms. One such algorithm is the
Louvain method (Blondel, Guillaume, Lambiotte, &
Lefebvre, 2008). The Louvain method performs well on
benchmarks (Barabasi, 2016) and can identify clusters that
are interpretable in terms of social activity (Suthers, 2017,
Suthers, Fusco, Schank, Chu, & Schlager, 2013). Another
strong contender, InfoMap (Rosvall, Axelsson, & Bergstrom,
2009) is an information theoretic approach based on the met-
aphor of defining the most compact “map” to describe an
ergodic random walk in the graph. Due to Louvain’s resolu-
tion limit and InfoMap’s horizon limit, InfoMap produces a
finer grained partition with our data, but the partitions are
similar (the normalized mutual information between the two
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Table 2. Polymorphic Clusters in the #NepalEarthquake Network.

Partition Characteristics

(2) One Direction fan
cluster (947 nodes
and 949 edges)

(b) Non-profit support
cluster (619 nodes
and 873 edges)

follower networks

#NepalEarthquake topic
(c) New cluster (505

nodes and 690 edges) and Times Now

Fans who retweeted a message sent by the music band. Fans themselves are not connected. The
main function of clusters of this nature is to uptake a powerful message and spread it among

Indicates some concentration of interaction: 9 of the top 15 nodes (by degree) were non-profit
organizations (e.g., World Vision Australia, Australian Red Cross, UNICEF). May resemble an offline

issue public within which clusters of users have become momentarily connected online around the

Central nodes are news organizations or news-related nodes, such as The Hindu, Indian Express,

Figure 2. Polymorphic Clusters in the #NepalEarthquake Network: (a) One Direction fan cluster, (b) non-profit support cluster, and

(c) news cluster.

methods on our data is 0.88). We prefer the coarser partition
because it shows larger connected structures, but the conclu-
sions of this section are not affected.

We partitioned our #NepalEarthquake network using
Gephi’s (gephi.org) implementation of the Louvain method.
Table 2 provides details on three partitions to illustrate
diverse forms of momentary connectivity within the
#NepalEarthquake network (Figure 2). These three parti-
tions consist of different user groups and display different
orientations. While the first partition is a subset of a Twitter
fan network that indicate ‘slacktivism,’ the second partition
is organized based on special interest, topical relevance,
and expertise, which can (loosely) meet criteria for issue
publics. The third cluster is primarily driven by the motive
to take up breaking news and share with users’ followers.

Although the above clusters are different from each other,
they should not be understood as a collection of disjoint
spaces since 78.6% of the 15,118 nodes (including these
clusters) are in the largest weakly connected component.
This indicates that above partitions exist as polymorphic
clusters in a broader space of connectivity. While these clus-
ters display properties of offline collective activity to a cer-
tain extent, they are only subsets of a larger space that we
conceptualize in this study. Although we can find elements

of interactivity that reflect some existing models in IRNs, the
network itself is a broader phenomenon, an interactional and
phenomenological computer-mediated publicness that is
polymorphic across layers of communication. Accordingly,
MC does not reject other novel conceptualizations, such as
connected presence (Licoppe & Smoreda, 2005; Miller,
2008), online public sphericules (Holmes, 2002), and digital
togetherness (Marino, 2015) as well as online manifestations
of offline phenomena, such as issue publics and communi-
ties. Rather, it serves as an overarching conceptualization, an
expanded sociality, that allows such phenomena.

Conclusion

This work responds to calls for new conceptualizations of
online activity, such as how users have created useful con-
structs of social interaction online (Fernback, 2007) and the
ways in which we construct publicness online (Holmes,
2002). Conceptualizing contemporary social media is diffi-
cult as these platforms facilitate various types of communica-
tive actions that are appropriated by users in different ways,
rather than being tools that serve specific purposes. New
forms of engagement emerging from the interaction between
platform design and users demand socio-technical readings of
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online activity. This article situates the act of tweeting in a
relational context, providing a window to understand original
tweets in comparison to @replies and retweets. Accordingly,
we suggest that Twitter issue-response hashtags can be seen
as affordances for MC enabled by how the platform handles
visibility. Tweets that display broad and vague audience
dimensions, as well as clusters with very different orienta-
tions within the same topical network, show that hashtags are
affordances for MC in which different communicative phe-
nomena can co-exist. Users may potentially navigate between
real and imagined audiences, and hashtags both afford actual
(enacted) uptake and projection for potential future uptake.
MC can have a phenomenological meaning based on both the
user’s experience of feeling connected and the network of
associations constructed from both explicit uptake and pro-
jected uptake that merit having this experience. MC is in part
a structural claim about connectedness. At the same time, it is
a claim about the psychological state of those who tweet. In
other words, the structure is in part phenomenological.

From an overall point of view, this article provides a novel
perspective to understand hashtagged exchanges that does
not depend on offline metaphors. We argue that MC consti-
tutes a “natively digital” collective phenomenon. This, as we
argued above, does not mean that MC is completely separate
from models that resemble offline phenomena. Although
new media platforms give rise to natively digital objects as
Rogers (2010) argued, we argue that natively digital social
phenomena do not completely exclude offline elements, as
online interactions occur in a broader offline social context.
In other words, it is highly unlikely that computer networks
enable purely native online social phenomena.

MC situates the act of tweeting in a broad domain that can
be public as well as quasi-public. We understand their acts
using the analytic concept of “uptake” (Suthers et al.,
2010)—the fundamental relationship between actions out of
which interaction (and ultimately social ties) is constructed—
because it is independent of media and assumptions of trans-
activity (Suthers, 2006b). This enables us to develop
conceptions of technologically embedded social phenomena
that are not derived from offline analogs. Uptake encom-
passes transactive relationships (e.g., replies), nontransactive
relationships (e.g., retweets), and the potential for future
relationships when a tweet is projected into an issue-topic
hashtag space. Participants enact these various forms of
uptake and projected uptake through the affordances of
hashtags to construct networks of MC that meet their needs
for expressing responses to catastrophes and other events in
the context of actual and imagined collectives. It is important
to note that the notions of uptake and projected uptake are
not limited to the notion of MC. While uptake is the most
fundamental element of actual interaction, projected uptake
captures the potential forms of interaction, particularly in
networked media. Therefore, these two elements can be
applied to study actual and potential interaction in different
online platforms.

As argued before, online engagement can be platform-cen-
tric as the users are exposed to a range of topics at the same time.
Simultaneous exposure to a range of issues may minimize
engagement to effortless acts (e.g., liking, retweeting) unless
users (and/or groups of users) have a special interest in a given
issue. Therefore, slacktivism as well as organized collective
effort co-exist among groups of people that are bound together
by a common characteristic. This can happen on multiple levels.
The example discussed above shows how this occurs on the
level of hashtags. Further research may examine how users are
momentarily connected to multiple issues on the platform level.
For instance, a user may marginally engage with a particular
issue while leading an active conversation related to another
issue. Further work is necessary to examine how users navigate
between issues and engage with them in different degrees.

The contribution of this study is primarily theoretical.
Therefore, the empirical analysis of the #NepalEarthquake
sample should not be considered exhaustive. While network
analysis can help demonstrate polymorphism, more work is
necessary to examine temporal changes in user clusters.
Moreover, qualitative methods such as interviews can help
understand the phenomenological aspect of MC. Although
discussed in the context of disaster response hashtags, the
notion of MC can be applied to other types of issue-response
hashtags. Polymorphism and the extent of non-transactive
expressions may depend on the nature of the hashtag. Further
work is necessary to examine the compatibility of this notion
with other types of hashtag networks. Moreover, future work
may focus on MC in different platforms. Future studies may
also examine how multiple communities and/or publics are
engaged in MC. From an individual user’s perspective, it is
important to examine the simultaneous participation in a
range of momentary discourses, issues, or events. More
broadly, other social media also provide affordances for MC
and await further investigation. Further work may also focus
on substantiating the claim that subsets of users engage in
actions that may reflect offline phenomena within MC.
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