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Abstract 

 
Discourse analysts have worked on digital data for decades now (see Herring, 1999; Thurlow & 

Mroczek 2011), initially treating digital data as human texts (Blitvich & Bou-Franch, 2018), then 

increasingly as human, multimodal interaction mediated through digital media 

(Androutsopoulous, 2015), also attending to digital platforms and their affordances in 

ethnographically inspired discourse analyses (Varis, 2014; Jones, Chik & Hafner, 2015; Varis & 

Hou, 2020; Tagg & Sergeant, 2016; Zentz, 2021). But going further in this direction, I argue that 

to take digital data seriously, discourse analysts also need to account for algorithmic agency in 

digital discourse, going beyond the mere affordances of these media in meaning-making 

processes. Digital data scholars, platform scholars, critical algorithm studies and many other 

disciplines invite us to come to grips with how digital media program sociality and thus make 

discourse at least partially technical (van Dijck, 2013 ; Bucher, 2018). Accepting this invitation, 

this paper outlines four different forms of algorithmic entextualisation and three manifestations of 

algorithmic power, concluding with five ways of advancing the analysis of algorithmic power in 

digital discourse. 

 

Keywords: Digital discourse analysis, algorithms, socio-technical assemblage, 

communicability, algorithmic entextualisation 

 

 

Discourse analysts have worked on digital data for decades now (see Herring, 1999; Thurlow & 

Mroczek 2011), initially treating digital data as human texts (Blitvich & Bou-Franch, 2018), then 

increasingly as human, multimodal interaction mediated through digital media 

(Androutsopoulous, 2015), also attending to digital platforms and their affordances in 

ethnographically inspired discourse analyses (Varis, 2014; Jones, CHik & Hafner, 2015; Varis & 

Hou, 2020; Tagg & Sergeant, 2016, Zentz, 2021). But going further in this direction, I argue that 

to take digital data seriously, discourse analysts need to go beyond the mere affordances of the 

media in meaning making processes to account for algorithmic agency in digital discourse (see 

for instance Georgakopoulou, Iversen and Stage (2020) for an excellent example in this 

direction). Digital data scholars, platform scholars, critical algorithm studies and many other 

disciplines invite us to come to grips with how digital media program sociality and thus make 

discourse at least partially technical (van Dijck, 2013; Bucher, 2018).  

 

To acknowledge the meaning making agency of digital media means that we cannot ignore 

computational agency (Tufekci, 2014; Bucher 2018) and the role of algorithms, datafication, and 

metrification (Georgakopoulou, Iversen and Stage, 2020). Algorithms have an important role not 

only in the circulation but also in the production of digital discourse on social media and user-

generated platforms (see also Maly, 2021). Especially discourse analysts who focus on power 



 3 

and ideology should direct attention to the agency of those technologies and their effects on the 

production of digital discourse. On social media and user-generated platforms, algorithms are 

(co-) producers of discourses and at the same time, they are also discourse. This view of 

algorithms has a fundamental impact in how we – as (digital) discourse analysts -  should 

understand our object of research. Discourse can no longer be limited to ‘all meaningful semiotic 
human activity in connection to social, cultural and historical patterns and developments of use’ 
(Blommaert, 2005). A definition of discourse that embraces algorithmic agency has to account 

for the impact of ‘non-human’ activity in contemporary meaning making processes. Of course, in 

the end, algorithms are constructed and programmed by humans. Computer algorithms have no 

will of their own. They are sets of procedures put into code. But contemporary computer 

algorithms, especially of the machine learning type, are clearly distinct from their authors: ‘they 
can escape the intentions of those who authored them and yield unintended results’ (Gallagher, 
2017: 3). In this sense they are actors in their own right. Furthermore, depending on the input, 

algorithms produce different results. In that sense, they are an intrinsic part of many 

contemporary communicative events.  

 

 

Digital media, algorithmic power and normality 

 

In one of his last articles, Blommaert (2020) argued that digitalization has created a new 

sociolinguistic environment. Digitalization, he stressed, is part of social structure: it is one of the 

deep and generic drivers of human behavior and thus also of the production of discourse. Digital 

media are sites where people live their everyday lives, it is where they interact with others, share 

information and produce culture (Leppänen, Kytölä, Westinenen and Peuronen, 2017:2). A lot of 

excellent research has been done on the linguistic, social and cultural practices in the social 

spaces that digital platforms create (see Staehr, 2016). This type of research has thankfully 

directed us away from the myth that social media is ‘saturated with opportunities and aspirations 
where one is able to indulge infinite creativity in imagining and constraint both self and other’ 
(Varis & Wang, 2016). Digital media not only affords discourse production, it also directs 

behavior: certain digital affordances request, encourage and push users towards ‘particular 

communicative and interactive practices by means of quantified processes’ (Georgakopoulou, 

Iversen and Stage, 2020: 24). As a result of this critical approach to digital media, we see that the 

utopian libertarian discourse on digital media has, at least among discourse scholars, been 

replaced by a more realistic and critical perspective that depicts governments, platforms and the 

micro-politics of users as generating all kinds of normativities that influence how people interact 

online.  

 

It is, in this context, important to realize the limits of the commonly used ‘space’ metaphor 
(Bouvier, 2015:151). Digital media can only to a certain extent be compared with offline places, 

or with ‘older technologies’ like the telephone or television. The main difference is that digital 

media like Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, YouTube, TikTok or Snapchat introduce an 

algorithmic logic (Gillespie, 2014). Algorithms – as socio-cultural assemblages – produce 

normativities and it is these normativities that co-create new communicative economies. A focus 

on the affordances of digital media, and how people make use of those affordances in meaning 

making is thus necessary. But, I argue, it is not enough. How people interact online cannot be 

understood purely from a human perspective, but should take on board the algorithmic and 
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directive logic. This algorithmic logic is not a detail, but has a fundamental impact on how we 

produce meaning. Thurlow and Mroczek already stressed that digital technologies are not 

neutral, but ‘inherently ideological both in terms of their political economies of access and 

control and in terms of their potential as mechanisms or resources for both normative and 

resistive representation’ (Thurlow and Mroczek, 2011: XXVII).  

 

These ideologies are visible in how platforms design their interfaces, affordances and algorithms. 

Lenihan (2011), for example, illustrated how Facebook is not a neutral medium in the 

background but an active language broker in her study on language ideologies and/in Facebook. 

La Violette (2017) argued in relation to Reddit, that digital platforms resemble a ‘Goffmanian 
frame, as it “circumscribes” discourse and becomes crucial to its interpretation (Goffman 1974). 
The crucial difference is that, on Reddit, users are explicitly, consciously and necessarily 

engaging with the subreddit/frame’ (La Violette 2017:6). And Jones showed how digital 

technologies not only facilitate writing, but actually change the act of writing itself in such a way 

that it is not clear anymore who is writing, the human or the app (Jones, 2015: 35). Glotfelter 

(2019) and Bucher (2018) highlight how users adjust their discourse, the rhythm of posting, and 

the modes used depending on ‘algorithmic circulation’ or their ‘algorithmic imaginary’. 
Georgakopoulou, Iversen and Stage (2020) show how the narrative strategies of users of digital 

platforms are not only affected by the metricized affordances – they also adapt their storytelling 

practices to the algorithmic realities of the platform while at the same time influencing how those 

realities develop. The more discourse analysts take digital media seriously, the more it becomes 

clear that discourse-analytical research can’t focus on digital discourse without taking the agency 

of these media seriously. And particularly discourse analytical research that concerns itself with 

the so-called ‘public sphere’ cannot ignore the role of digital media as actors in that realm. 
Detailed attention to the systems of communication and the way in which they shape new 

sociolinguistic conditions for production, circulation and uptake of discourses, introducing new 

resources, new actors and new relations between actors (Maly, 2018a), is a condition sine qua 

non if we want to take digital data seriously.  

 

Digital media are part of that invisible, systemic and active core organizing daily life (Plantin 

and Punathambekar, 2019:2). As a consequence, algorithms are all around us: when we drive 

using Waze, when we scroll our social media, or when we cycle using Strava or search 

information: algorithms are omnipresent. Bucher (2018) therefore argues that we are all living 

algorithmic lives. A result of the omnipresence of algorithms is that more and more people 

develop an algorithmic imaginary (Bucher, 2017), actively try to gather algorithmic knowledge 

(Maly, 2018a, 2018b, 2019, 2020) and construct discourse in relation to ‘algorithmic circulation’ 
(Glotfelter, 2019) and ‘algorithmic audiences’ (Gallagher, 2017) in order to reach their 

communication goals. With the algorithmic imaginary, Bucher (2015: 1) refers to ‘the way in 
which people imagine, perceive and experience algorithms and what these imaginations make 

possible.’ In my research on far-right activists (see for instance Maly, 2018, 2019 and 2020), I 

have stressed in similar ways that activists try to gain knowledge about the workings of social 

media algorithms in order to produce successful, preferably viral posts (see also Goltfelter’s 
work on algorithmic circulation and Georgakopoulou, Iversen and Stage work on R/The Donald 

(2020)). All this points to the fact that digital media are normalized infrastructures of ‘being in 
the world’ and that as a result algorithms are an inherent or ‘normal’ ingredient of contemporary 

life in highly mediated societies. While some question, resist and try to game this normality, for 
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most it is an inescapable or even a normal part of our world. As Barthes (1957) already stressed 

in the 1950s: normality is a site of power. This should trigger discourse analysts in treating 

algorithms and digital infrastructures as central foci of any critical discourse analysis working 

with digital data.  

 

Including algorithms in a discourse analysis, of course, means that we should first understand 

what an algorithm is and how it contributes to meaning making processes. I join scholars like 

Gillespie (2014), Bucher (2018) and Treré (2018a & 2018b) in understanding algorithms as 

sociotechnical assemblages. Algorithmic agency, and thus the impact or power of algorithms is 

in this perspective always relational. The power, and thus also the responsibility in meaning 

making processes, is distributed among many human and non-human actors and thus not to be 

located in the technology itself but in the relation and interaction with the ‘assumed’ agency of 
algorithms. How users see and understand the role of algorithms and how they interact with this 

infrastructure will have effects on the scope of algorithmic power. If users are oblivious about 

the role of platform algorithms, algorithms will probably have more impact than if users question 

their workings. And of course, some algorithms will feel more natural to some users than to 

others. That being said, that a lot of the world is now following an algorithmic logic is fact. 

Considering the normalcy of algorithms in our current post-digital world (Cramer, 2014), that is 

a world where the digital revolution has occurred and is now seen as a normal part of social life, 

it is undeniable that digital media and their algorithms at least have a large power potential. 

Important to stress once more: this potential is not inherent to the algorithms themselves, but 

follows from (how users imagine) their role in the circulation and production and reproduction of 

information in our societies. Their power is the effect of the algorithms and our discursive 

interactions with algorithms.  

 

This sociotechnical understanding of algorithms and algorithmic power opens up an important 

research agenda for (critical) discourse analysts. Discourse analysts, and critical discourse 

analysts in particular, have always occupied themselves with the analysis (and critique) of 

ideology, power and power relations. If critical discourse scholars are still dedicated to this 

research agenda, they should realize that new forms of language and new actors have a 

fundamental impact on digital interactions. Digital discourse, no matter from which discourse 

analytical discipline we look at it, cannot be studied anymore without looking at the impact of 

those media and especially algorithms.  

 

Now that I made the case for taking algorithms and platforms seriously in discourse analysis, I 

want to sketch some rough contours of a potential research agenda. 

 

 

Mediated online interaction  

 

J.B. Thompson’s (2020) interactional theory of communication media is a good starting point to 

embark on this mission. His theory of interaction starts from the recognition that the 

development of communication media is ‘a fundamental and constitutive part of the formation of 

modern societies’ (Thompson, 2020). Changes in media technology thus not only impact 

individual communication: they are societally relevant as they change how we interact with each 

other, how information circulates in and beyond societies. It also impacts who can produce and 
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consume that information. His theory distinguishes between four basic types of interaction: face-

to-face interaction, mediated interaction (interaction through letters, telephone, telegraph), 

mediated quasi-interaction (interaction mediated by broadcasting media like radio and television) 

and mediated online interaction (social media interaction). My concern here is with the last type 

of interaction (see image 1). This type of interaction shares several characteristics with the other 

mediatized interactional types. For one, it also facilitates the building of social relations across 

space and time and comes with a certain narrowing of the range of symbolic clues. But more 

importantly, according to Thompson ‘it differs from the other two kinds of mediated interaction 

in two key respects: unlike mediated quasi-interaction, it is dialogical in character; and unlike 

mediated interaction (e.g. telephone conversations), it is oriented towards a multiplicity of other 

recipients – it is many-to-many rather than one-to-one’ (Thompson, 2020).  
 

 
Figure 1: Mediated online interaction according to J.B.Thompson (c) 

 

In Figure 1 we see how Thompson depicts the social organization of mediated online interaction. 

The model builds on Goffman’s (1959) famous distinction between the back region and the front 

region. The fact that now more people have access to digital media and thus can become 

producers of talk on a large scale is one of the reasons Thompson argues that we not only enter a 

time where the management of visibility is upscaled (Thompson 2020), something that others 

label as a culture of micro-celebrity grounded in the ideology of Web 2.0 (Warwick, 2013), but 

that we have also arrived in a time that is characterized by a new fragility. This fragility is the 

result of the ‘democratization of transmission’ and the ‘banalization of recording’ facilitated by 

the smartphones in our pockets. These changes in the communicative environment become 

obvious in communicative practices like cyber-bullying, but also in ‘whitewalling’ (that is the 

deletion of all messages on one’s social media page), ‘subliminal tweeting’ (boyd, 2014), the use 

of different affordances of digital media platforms to avoid context collapse or the different ways 
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in which people manage privacy in digital environments. Activists or citizens that imagine 

surveillance (Duffy & Chan, 2019) will adapt how they communicate online (even in relatively 

closed and seemingly private spaces like WhatsApp (Maly, 2020b)). And (aspiring) influencers 

will try to understand the impact of algorithms on their postings and adjust their language, time 

of posting, use of metadata and so on in order to find uptake and thus visibility (Glotfelter, 

2019).  

 

What is central to my argument now is that Thompson depicts the actual communication process 

in similar terms as Saussure’s sender-receiver model of communication (Saussure, 1960, p. 27). 

This model of communication – where A produces content and B listens and reacts - is still to a 

large extent the default model for imagining communication (Blommaert 2020 makes a similar 

observation about propaganda scholars). Thompson adopts it here to theorize how mediated 

online interaction occurs and stresses not only the dialogical character of mediated online 

communication but also the non-synchronic nature of online interaction. In essence though, 

Thompson still depicts communication through digital media as communication between A and 

B. What is interesting is that digital media are absent as real actors with agency in this model. 

They are portrayed as communicative tools that do not seem to alter the communication itself. 

But as many already have argued, Facebook cannot be compared with a telephone, a letter or 

even with email (see for instance boyd, 2014): it is not a given that a post will reach a 

multiplicity of others. Contrary to the telephone companies, social media do decide if others see 

your post or not and how and when they see it.  

 

Even though Thompson stresses that all forms of mediated interaction are embedded in social 

organizations of various kinds “that develop, control and make available under certain conditions 

the communication media that enable the mediated interaction to take place” (Thompson, 2020: 

9), the actual ways in which SNSs are themselves also participants in the interaction between 

humans remains underdeveloped in his model. When he discusses the commercial nature of 

SNSs’ harvesting of personal data and selling it to advertisers, he not only overlooks the fact that 

they do not sell data but predictive models made out of raw data (see Zuboff, 2019; Martinez, 

2016). Thompson also suggests that this commercial reality only creates a different type of 

interaction between advertisers and users through advertisements. ‘(I)n analytical terms,’ 
Thompson (2020: 9) argues, “we need to distinguish between promotional communication of this 

kind, even communication that takes the form of a ‘conversation’ with a bot, and mediated 

online interaction with the other participants in a network.” While this may be true, what is 

missed is that this commercial goal of social media platforms also affects the non-commercial 

mediated online interaction between ‘regular users’ of a platform especially if they communicate 

through the social media sites themselves, and not through (integrated) personal messaging apps 

like Messenger. Even more, this understanding of online media communication obfuscates the 

profound ways in which platforms alter online communication. This is also exactly the kind of 

talk that platforms want their users to believe, namely that the ads are not interfering with what 

you see on Facebook, or in Google. See for instance how Facebook’s mission statement stresses 

that their ‘business is ads’, suggesting that ads allow Meta to provide users with a free Facebook. 
The reality is a tad more complex, as the harvesting goal of those platforms affects how they 

program our online sociality (Bucher, 2018), and thus not only during our interaction with 

advertisers. Audience labour (Fisher, 2015), the active role of the audiences on social media in 
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creating media through posting, liking, sharing, commenting, networking and other online 

communication,  is an essential part of their business model. 

 

In other words, even though Thompson recognizes the algorithmic logic of contemporary 

platforms and the gatekeeping role of those algorithms, he does not include algorithmic agency 

in his model, nor does he connect it to the social organization of all digital communication. 

While in theory it is correct that the affordances of social media platforms like Facebook, 

Twitter, YouTube and TikTok allow for interaction with a multiplicity of other recipients, in 

practice this is far from evident. Reaching a multiplicity of users requires careful algorithmic 

work (Maly, 2018a, 2018b, 2019, 2020, 2021). On the public pages (even those with strict 

privacy settings) there is no linear communication between sender and receivers, but only 

indirect communication in an algorithmic and datafied environment. All online interaction on the 

walls and newsfeeds of social media platforms is turned into online quantified data and on the 

basis of the current and previous interactions, algorithms will decide what becomes visible to 

whom, when, where, how and for how long or how many times. Some media will even make 

strong suggestions on what to post or write. Take the example of Facebook suggesting 

commemorative posts to users, or actively adding emoticons to certain words like congrats in 

comments. These are all indexes of the agency of algorithms and of the fact each public social 

media post first interacts with the algorithms and databases of the platform and thus with non-

human receivers before ‘humans’ can interact with them (see figure 2). It is those algorithms – 

on the basis of different goals, norms, and ideologies that are programmed in them – and the 

database those algorithms use, that decide what is worthy to be visible in the timeline of others. 

It is thus only after the algorithmic intervention that other humans will be able to see and interact 

with the post. Algorithms and databases are an essential part of mediated online interaction. 

 
 

Algorithmic entextualization  

 

Digital texts on social media feeds are not only constructed by authors and readers, but also by 

algorithms (Jones, 2015:29), previous interactions (Glotfelter, 2019) and our data doubles or 

algorithmic identities (Gillespie, 2017: 5). Digital media platforms like Facebook, Instagram, 

YouTube and so many other social network sites are not just ‘a space’ where we meet and 
interact, they are also profiling machines that track our behavior and datafy it. The algorithms of 

those platforms try to make sense of that data, repackage it, sell it, use it to tweak our online 

behavior and decide what becomes visible and what not. That is certainly the case with more 

public communication on our newsfeeds, but it is also more and more the case in personal 

communication apps like WhatsApp that monitor and moderate communication in large group 

chats (Castro, 2021). In this process we are assigned different identities. Jones therefore argues 

that whenever we write and read something online, those texts are simultaneously reading and 

writing us back (Jones, 2015: 30). In other words, social media algorithms are not only 

influencing or (re)producing human discourse, they are also discourse in themselves. Algorithms 

produce meaningful semiotic activity. Through code, algorithms create, order and give meaning 

to digital artefacts. In doing so they produce a largely invisible and implicit metadiscourse on our 

interactions and that metadiscourse not only categorizes us, it sorts the information and 

interactions we will get to see and the ones that will never reach our newsfeeds. As a result we 

see that humans behave and interact in specific ways and not in others. As Georgakopoulou, 
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Iversen & Stage (2020)find, algorithms – as socio-technical assemblages – direct, request, 

valorize, prioritize and make visible certain types of interaction (the brief, the happy, the 

emblematic, the heated, the now, …) and make other invisible or at least less visible (the 
negative, the long, the boring, the rational, the past, …).  If algorithms and datafication are an 

essential part of mediated online interaction, we are forced to revise and redesign the graphic 

description of mediated-online interaction (see Figure 2) and include algorithms, datafication and 

metrification as data in digital discourse analysis.  

 

 

 
Figure 2: Mediated online interaction - (c) Ico Maly 

 

These algorithms and the datafication or metrification of our behavior not only facilitate 

promotional interaction between companies and users: they shape the architecture in which we 

interact. It is this algorithmic ecology of social media platforms and user-generated sites that at 

least to a certain degree decides with whom, which content and how we interact (its affordances 

and algorithms give directives). Each instance of communication is first and foremost done with 

the algorithms of the platform and the data that it has collected with us. Only in the second 
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instance, and indirectly, does our communication reach other humans. Importantly, their 

interactions are also first and foremost interactions with the algorithms and existing data. As a 

result of the uptake of our text, facilitated by algorithms and databases and the audience labour 

of people interacting (or not) with posts that are algorithmically visible on their news feeds, the 

posts will fall dead, or become visible on the newsfeeds of others (friends of our friends, people 

following a page, …). Those new actors (the most outside front regions in figure 2), depending 

on their interactions with the post, can contribute to further circulation and thus start a viral 

circulation. 

 

Social media platforms are what Jones calls ‘technologies of entextualisation’ (Jones, 2015: 35). 

In 2009, Jones made a rather clear-cut distinction between ‘entextualization’ and 
‘recontextualization’. He defined entextualization as ‘the process through which actions are 
turned into semiotic mediational means for taking subsequent actions’ (Jones, 2009: 287). 
Entextualization in this understanding ‘freezes’ actions in semiotic objects. In other words, 

entextualization makes it possible that actions can be recontextualized. Recontextulization was 

defined by him as ‘the re-centering of actions and discourse extracted from one situation into 

future situations’ (Jones, 2009: 288). As a result of this distinction, he also made a distinction 

between ‘technologies of entextualisation’ like the digital video or camera and ‘technologies of 
recontextualization’ like Facebook, Instagram and YouTube. It is clear, as Jones also highlights 
in 2009, that the processes of entextualization and recontextualization are deeply connected to 

each other. But we can go further, following Blommaert (2005) and Silverstein and Urban (1996) 

who understand entextualization as ‘the process by means of which discourse is successively 
decontextualised and recontextualised, and thus made into a ‘new’ discourse (Blommaert, 2005: 

251-252). Even the most basic ‘technology of entextualization’ – our mind – does not ‘freeze’ 
the action in a semiotic object: it inevitably also recontextualizes it at the same time. It is never 

the same action anymore as the original, and one reason is that the context is never the same 

anymore – the actual practice versus our memory of it. This move is all the more important in 

relation to digital data. If we try to understand processes of entextualization in a digital and 

algorithmic context, we cannot make a hard distinction between entextualization and 

recontextualizaton. And we certainly cannot make a hard distinction between digital 

‘technologies of entextualization’ and digital ‘technologies of recontextualization’. Instagram 

can be used to post a picture and a text, but it can also be used to record and immediately 

distribute live videos. Technologies of entextualization in the remainder of this paper thus refer 

to technologies that facilitate the process of turning actions in ‘text’ and at the same time also 
facilitating the recontextualizing of  those actions.  

 

Interestingly, the algorithmic nature of social media platforms means that not only humans 

entextualize, but that through datafication and algorithms, the platforms themselves turn 

activities into ‘text’ that is presented to users of the platform. As Jones (2015) shows, self-

tracking apps ‘capture aspects of our bodies and behaviour that were heretofore less visible to us, 
compile, calculate and visualise that information in multiple ways and transmit it to large 

numbers of people over the internet.’ (Jones, 2015:29). We see similar activity on social media 
platforms like Facebook and Instagram, where algorithms capture and calculate audience labour 

not only in terms of likes, shares and comments, but also in the form of ‘reach’. This surveillance 
of audience labour is then used to determine what users will get to see when they open their 

newsfeed, or when they search on Google or YouTube. Typing ‘Dinosaur’ in the search box of 
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YouTube will, depending on your previous activity on the platform, result in videos on dinosaurs 

only, or a mixture between actual dinosaurs and for instance clips and shows of the band 

Dinosaur Jr.. That last option is probably only there if you have previously showed interest in 

that band.  

 

In every phase of the process of entextualization, digital discourse is provided with new 

metapragmatic frames (Blommaert, 2005: 252).  The re-contextualisation of a text always comes 

with a metadiscourse on how to read a text (Silverstein & Urban, 1996). In our example, this 

means that all search results come with an implicit discourse of relevance to you. Of course, that 

doesn’t mean that users actually respect that ‘algorithmic expectation of relevance’. Depending 

on the intent of their search, they will click on either the band or on informative clips on actual 

dinosaurs. The point here is that entextualization is thus more than replication, it is a new 

instance of communication directed to new audiences within a new context. The video of a 

Dinosaur Jr. show is now recontextualized and shown as ‘a relevant’ video to the user’s search 

for ‘dinosaur’.  
 

This broad notion of entextualization has over the last decades been very productive in 

understanding culture production, also online. As the basis of community building, meme culture 

is to a large extent grounded in such entextualization processes (See Varis & Blommaert, 2015).  

In most of that literature, we see that humans are still seen as the main and even only actors in 

those entextualization processes. Jones (2015) is one of the exceptions when he describes how 

health apps are reading him and producing and presenting him with data about himself in new 

forms. This touches upon the essence of most interactions on digital media platforms like 

Facebook, Instagram, Twitter and YouTube: all posts that we see on our newsfeeds, in the 

recommendations next to the video we watch on those platforms or after we have searched for 

something on a platform, are algorithmic recontextualizations that come with an (implicit) 

algorithmic metadiscourse1. Algorithms are, in the words of Facebook, built to predict which 

posts will be “most valuable and meaningful to an individual over the long term”.  The 

metadiscourse of algorithmically selected posts thus stresses the relevance and importance of 

what we encounter. This metadiscourse is grounded in company algorithms serving company 

goals. They are surveilling us, ‘reading’ us, and on the basis of that, they try to come up with 

content that will likely seduce us to engage with this content. This ‘algorithmic relevance’ is 

deduced from all kind of proxies of relevance: title, metatags, and of course audience labour. 

What is seen as relevant to us is grounded not just in ‘the now’, but also in our previous 

interactions and the previous and current interactions of others with a certain post and their 

online profile. Algorithms are in this sense an intrinsic part of almost all digital interactions, and 

thus also an intrinsic part of the production of culture.  

 

Considering how central algorithmic entextualization is in our online communication, it is 

therefore important to understand the different ways in which algorithms entextualize our online 

interactions. Rettberg’s situated data analytical method (Rettberg, 2020) can shed some light 

here, and inspire a digital discourse analysis that takes the impact of algorithms seriously. 

Following Haraway’s concept of situated knowledge and research on algorithmic bias, Rettberg 

sheds light on how digital data is constructed, framed and processed for different audiences and 

 
1 https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/tech/trendspotting/explained-the-algorithms-that-run-

facebook/articleshow/87282136.cms?utm_source=contentofinterest&utm_medium=text&utm_campaign=cppst  

https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/tech/trendspotting/explained-the-algorithms-that-run-facebook/articleshow/87282136.cms?utm_source=contentofinterest&utm_medium=text&utm_campaign=cppst
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/tech/trendspotting/explained-the-algorithms-that-run-facebook/articleshow/87282136.cms?utm_source=contentofinterest&utm_medium=text&utm_campaign=cppst
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purposes (Rettberg, 2020: 1). In her analysis she emphasises the source of the data and its 

intended audiences. She makes distinctions between individual and aggregate data, 

representative and operational data, and data for individual humans, groups of humans and non-

humans. It is important to realize – and this is something Rettberg doesn’t highlight – that those 

data are the result of different entextualization processes of and through the algorithms of digital 

media. It is exactly this focus on digital discourse data and algorithmic agency as 

entextualization that opens up a whole agenda for discourse analysis. Following Rettberg’s 
situated approach to computer mediated data, I see four distinctive types of algorithmic 

entextualisation. 

1. Algorithmic individual representative entextualization for humans. Representative data in 

Rettberg’s analysis of Strava refers to the numbers, maps and other visual representations 

(like a golden medal) that Strava algorithms create on the basis of the input of the user. 

Representative thus refers to the fact that these social media visuals only have one function: 

‘to represent’ actions of other users. Of course on other social media these representations 

(and their input) take a different form. On Facebook we could see a public post as 

‘representative data’. Such an individual post is realized and becomes a text in the interaction 

between the human input (text + images/video/tags/places….), the interface and affordances 

of the medium and the algorithms of a platform. The post takes a very specific form in 

interaction with the affordances of the platforms. Algorithms play different roles in the 

construction of the text. First of all, they play a role as a socio-technical assemblage. Humans 

who use digital media to get a specific message across will prepare their post on the basis of 

previous experiences or the algorithmic imaginary (Bucher, 2017) and the algorithmic 

knowledge (Maly, 2018a & 2018b) they possess. It is in this relation with the algorithm that 

algorithms gain power. Their power becomes real as the construction of posts is done in 

relation to the knowledge/imagination of the workings of algorithms and in relation to the 

affordances of the platform (option to post text (length), images, videos, links, …) and the 

platform-specific design of the post (consider the automatic display of links as articles in 

Facebook, the placement of the text, colors and so on.).  

Once published, this post is represented to the poster and others (his/her/their 

followers/friends and the friends of friends who interact with the post/ followers of certain 

hashtags and topics). Important to realize is that this post only becomes visible to others if 

the algorithms judge it to be potentially relevant to them and acceptable on the platform. Or 

from a different perspective, if the algorithms judge the post successful and acceptable in 

grabbing eyeballs. If the new user does not interact with the post, it will also disappear again. 

This in turn will not only have an impact on the visibility of this post, but potentially also on 

future posts. Algorithms are thus endlessly assessing user behavior.  

It is also important to stress here is that our expectation of the algorithmic entextualization 

process shapes how we construct the post. Let me give an example from Thurlow’s (2017) 

influential paper on Sexting. In this paper, Thurlow explains why newpapers only use generic 

pictures showing cell phones and social media apps when they write about sexting. Why do 

they never show actual sexting messages? According to Thurlow (2017:13) the answer is to 

be found in the ‘moral and, for the newspapers, professional standards about when taboo acts 
may or  may not be seen/shown’. While this is of course true, she forgets to mention the role 
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that the algorithmic imaginary or the algorithmic knowledge of journalists potentially plays 

here. It could well be that journalists and editors also anticipate potential algorithmic 

interference in the uptake or, concretely, the (shadow)banning 2 of more explicit pictures – of 

their sexual explicit message (Facebook for instance blocks messages with sexual content). 

Clearly, newspapers and other actors will avoid using words and images that negatively 

influence the uptake of their messages.  

2. Algorithmic aggregate representative entextualization for humans refers to data that is 

brought together from multiple sources/produced by different individuals and presented 

visually to users of the platform. Simply put, when successfully produced, realizing uptake 

and pushed by the alguorithms of a platform, each post generates interaction in the form of 

reach, likes, shares and comments. The number of likes, shares and comments and reach are 

all individual actions algorithmically brought together and presented to users through 

discourse/semiotic representation (total amount of likes, the comments) – the so-called vanity 

metrics (Venturini, 2019:133) or ‘interface metrics’(Georgakopoulou, Iversen, Stage 2020: 
21). In case of Strava, this can take the form of heat maps based on individual user routes and 

average times. On Facebook it is the number of likes, shares and comments and on YouTube 

it is the views. These algorithmic discourses are powerful: they are the foundational elements 

of an algorithmic imaginary, and thus guide human interaction with the medium. They are a 

crucial ingredient in what Georgakopoulou, Iversen & Stage (2020) call quantified 

storytelling. 

 

It is important to remember (a) that digital media are gatekeepers here and (b) that those 

representations of aggregate data are sociotechnical assemblages: they are the result of our 

interaction with algorithms, platform affordances and other humans. Our post is what it is, 

not only because of its propositional content, but also because it generates audience labour 

(or not). In other words, the meaning of our post is what it is not only because of its content, 

but also because it (fails to) generates uptake. That uptake becomes part of our post in the 

form of aggregate data (likes, comments and shares) and thus co-produces meaning. Imagine 

a populist politician’s tweet that claims to articulate the voice of the people getting no likes, 

and no comments. It would be very hard to take that message seriously. Even though this 

could be the effect of bad online communication or shadowbanning, it would have a 

substantial impact on the populist’s position.  

 

These aggregate data have a disciplining effect. Whenever we are confronted with the 

aggregated data of others (who maybe succeed in capturing more likes, comments and shares 

than ourselves or ride the bike faster and more than us), we change our own ways of 

communicating or behaving in the case of Strava. The algorithmic imaginary or algorithmic 

circulation is grounded in our analysis/perception and vanity or interface metrics. These 

vanity metrics are to most of us the only way to gain some kind of insight into the workings 

of algorithms on social media platforms. Aggregate data clearly produces meaning effects. 

As Hearn & Schoenhoff (2016) stress, these vanity metrics have specific goals. They are 

used to ‘mobilise platform users in support of the spreading economy of online media’ 
(Venturini, 2019: 133). These aggregate representative entextualizations are thus instruments 

 
2 Shadowbanning is a practice partially blocking a user or their content in such a way that the user can’t immediately see that they 

have been banned. They still have a profile and can post, but nobody sees their posts anymore.  
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of the disciplining algorithmic power of platforms: they steer the behavior of platform users. 

It is here that a critical agenda becomes visible.  

 

3. Algorithmic entextualization as operational dataset for humans. As we have already seen 

above, digital media are an algorithmic profiling machine. Algorithms are used to make 

sense of the data, to understand wants and convictions of users and this aggregated data is 

represented to the real costumers of the platforms: advertisers (Cheney-Lippold, 2011). 

Companies, politicians, activists, cities and states can log in in different versions of the 

commercial platforms (Facebook for Business, Twitter for Business, …). On those pages 
they can still see representational data in the form of interface metrics. The difference from 

the representational data discussed above is that the real purpose of those data is not just to 

represent aggregate data, but to operationalize them (Rettberg, 2020). These data can be used 

to allow companies/cities/politicians to better reach/target people, improve their funnel and 

get a better advertisement-to-sales ratio. It allows advertisers to categorize people,and target 

them with specific communications on specific places in the platform: from newsfeeds to 

messenger apps. Aggregate data are operationalized to connect paying customers with a 

product or, in the case of Strava, for city planning, public health research, data-based 

activism and developing navigation systems (Rettberg, 2020: 2).  

 

4. Algorithmic entextualization as an operational dataset for computing. These algorithmic 

metrics, as Georgakopoulou, Iversen & Stage (2020: 21) call them, measure users’ 
behavioural patterns according to a range of invisible personalizing metrics. These 

algorithms not only categorize our conversations and determine if and when our posts 

become visible, they are also used to tweak the environment in which we interact so that the 

overall goal of the company is served better. The by now infamous Facebook experiment that 

spurred people to vote in the elections by minor tweaks in how they encounter the ‘I voted 
message’ (Bond, e.a., 2012) is emblematic of what Rettberg calls the environmental power of 

those platforms. When we type, watch, upload, scroll, click or comment, algorithms not only 

read us but also entextualize us. They turn our texts and our behaviour into data that can be 

used to change not only the content we see, but also the form of that content and the general 

architecture in which we see it. Our social behaviour online is thus partially constructed in 

relation to algorithms, the affordances and the general architecture of the environment. 

Importantly, that architecture and the algorithms are, as Bucher (2018: 1-40) stresses, always 

multiple and in a process of becoming as a result of our interaction with users and those 

algorithms. Individually but especially when aggregated, this interaction changes the very 

space in which we interact. Machine learning not only affects what is visible – it also has the 

potential to change the environment itself.  

 

The operational datasets generated through datafication are not meant for human eyes but for 

a machine audience (Rettberg, 2020: 2) or an algorithmic audience (Gallagher, 2017).  Here 

there is no need for representative data that are comprehensible for humans – the (self-

learning) algorithms use the data they have collected through monitoring, categorizing and 

analyzing our online behaviour and our texts in order to change the environment in which 

users interact. In the case of Strava this data can be used to change the actual environment 

where people bike, while in the case of Facebook it can result in a changed look or a new set 

of algorithms that organizes the newsfeed, or new ways to present advertisements to users. 
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These environmental changes are grounded in machine learning: data is first mined to 

identify patterns, and these patterns are subsequently used to produce models that are used to 

classify behaviour or predict certain outcomes. Central in this exercise is the extraction of the 

most relevant features for the goals that platform owners try to realize. Those features can be 

the frequency of likes, comments or shares, but they can also be reach or minutes watched in 

the case of YouTube. Algorithmic entextualization can thus be grounded in what we write, 

but also in less conscious interactive practices of the users. Of course, algorithms are not 

fully independent actors – the overarching goals and thus also the values that are embedded 

in them are produced by humans.  

 

 
Algorithmic imagination, algorithmic activism and the management of (in)visibility 

 
Each citizen, politician, activist or intellectual who uses digital media and social media 

specifically to get a message out, thus has no choice but to interact with algorithms and databases 

and the environment in which they communicate. Or in the words of Gallagher (2017:26): ‘the 
algorithm is part of this writer’s audience’. Public digital discourse is thus always discourse that 

is produced in relation to and influenced by these technologies.  We produce Facebook posts in 

relation to what we think the algorithm prefers. And while we write for the algorithm, the 

algorithms try to read us. When we search the web, algorithms select what is relevant 

information and ‘often determine what possibilities reach our awareness at all’ (Pasquale, 2015: 
59). They present us with recommended videos in YouTube and organize our newsfeeds on 

Facebook, Instagram and Twitter. This relation is not a neutral relation, but a relation with 

power. It is this relation with algorithms and databases that will determine if people have a voice 

– the capacity to make ourselves understood – in the Hymesian sense of the term (See Hymes, 

1990; Blommaert, 2018). Of course, the scale on which people want to be understood varies 

enormously. Teenage girls and boys want to be in tune with their peers and recognized as a full 

member, while politicians or activists want their voice to be heard on a national or even a 

planetary scale.  Nevertheless, all of them are only able to make themselves heard and 

understood if they have at least some insights in this communicative relation and adapt to the 

presence and workings of algorithms. In other words, algorithmic knowledge and media 

ideologies are now – alongside other semiotic resources and language ideologies – central in 

having a voice.  

 

This algorithmic impact on our online interactions fast becomes clear whenever people 

unfamiliar with digital media start communicating on a new social medium. During their first 

communicative activity, people are instructed by the interface of the platform on what they can 

or are supposed to post (use your real name, pictures, endless letters, URLs …) and what not. 

They quickly learn that they need to connect with other users to have interaction (social 

platforms program our sociality), and that to interact with others is necessary to get uptake for 

one’s own posts. They will over time learn that specific modalities help uptake (the use of 

hashtags as a clear example), and that certain modes (images or videos) and types of 

communication (humorous or angry tweets) are generating more uptake than others. As a result 

of this interaction with algorithms, interfaces, databases and other users, people are increasingly 

algorithmically socialized. They develop what Bucher (2017: 30) calls an algorithmic imaginary.  
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This imaginary is of course not neutral, but has powerful ideological effects. People adjust their 

communicative behavior accordingly (or not). Depending on their communicative goals, this 

algorithmic imaginary can format the communicative behaviors of users. The algorithmic 

imaginary is an additional element in what Briggs has coined as communicability (Briggs, 2005 

& 2007). According to Briggs, communicability is not just the ability to communicate and be 

understood transparently – as well as being ideologically constructed, communicative processes 

are also productive in boundary work, in the regulation of membership, and in structuring 

schemes of self-surveillance and self-control. Overlooking communicability, says Briggs, 

obfuscates the access to communicative technologies that symbolic capital is based on and that 

helps to shape material inequalities (Briggs, 2005: 274). Even though digital media have 

democratized publishing, this didn’t create an equal level playing field, nor did it create an 
ideologically neutral environment for the circulation of messages. On the contrary, the 

algorithms of digital platforms are dominant ideological structures that undergird the 

dissemination of web-writing (Gallagher, 2017: 17). It is through algorithms that Facebook bans 

breastfeeding mothers, and makes Palestinian and Black American activists less visible, or even 

invisible.3 These algorithms of oppression, as Noble (2018) calls them, are of course not just 

technical. They are the result of the interactions of the programmers, the company goals, the 

algorithms and the people interacting with these algorithms. But the fact remains: they not only 

structure the diffusion of messages online, but also group relations offline.  

 

People – especially those who use those media for activist, political, professional or other 

aspirational goals – are increasingly conscious about this social-technical shift (see Treré, 

2018a), and they actively develop or buy in ‘algorithmic knowledge’ (Maly, 2018). It is not a 
coincidence that thousands of communication bureaus are now selling Search Engine 

Optimization and Social Media Optimization services to companies, politicians, cities, 

governments, media and activists. Or that we see the emergence of click farms and bots in 

politics (Caldarelli, 2020), activism (Chen e.a., 2021) and commercial communication (Seungbae 

& Jinyoungn 2020). Digital media have shaped a new communicative economy in which 

algorithms assign value to specific ways of communicating and interacting. Web 2.0 ideology 

lowered the threshold for interaction: audience labour (Fisher, 2015) is an intrinsic part of online 

communication in general, and more specifically in ‘having a voice’. Of course, as McDermott 

(1988) argued long time ago, audience labour in the sense of being willing to listen in a new 

way, has always been part of having a voice. The difference today is that the audience is now 

necessary to become visible. Without likes, shares and comments, your voice will not be 

available to be heard, let alone to be listened to differently. The production of fake news for 

political goals cannot be done successfully without considering how to generate uptake on 

mainstream digital media (Maly, 2020a). This algorithmic literacy – that is, knowledge about 

how people and algorithms can interact to make sure one is heard, seen and understood as 

intended on a specific platform – is now an essential ingredient of digital discourse: it potentially 

shapes the content, the specific form, the modes of communication and the semiotic resources 

someone will mobilize. The author of scam emails, as Blommaert (2010: 102-136) analyzed, not 

only needs cultural and social knowledge or access to the correct repertoires to index the right 

persona, they now also need algorithmic competence to avoid ending up in a spam-folder. Or 

maybe more accurately, they need the knowledge to use platforms like Twitter to reach new 

 
3 https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2021/05/28/facebook-palestinian-censorship/ or 

https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/digital-rights-activists-accuse-facebook-anti-palestinian-bias-2021-11-03/  

https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2021/05/28/facebook-palestinian-censorship/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/digital-rights-activists-accuse-facebook-anti-palestinian-bias-2021-11-03/
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victims. The same holds for an ‘activist’ medium like Redfish, which on Instagram is 

algorithmically (?) labeled as ‘Russian State-run media’.  Steering away from labels that have 

connotations of fake news and troll factories now associated with Russia, or trigger historical 

associations with dictatorship and unreliability among many Western users or for the younger 

generations, is crucial.  

 

 

 
Figure 3: Redfish account labeled as 'Russian State-run media’ by Instagram 

 

Of course, algorithmic competence is a domain of inequality, just like the semiotic resources that 

one can deploy. Not everyone is equal in generating visibility and being understood in a digital 

world that is globally connected but layered, stratified and polycentric (see also Blommaert 

2010). Redfish succeeded, and many Western left-wing activists shared its Instagram posts. But 

its algorithmic labelling as ‘Russian State-run media’ had severe effects on their uptake and thus 

their circulation inside Instagram and outside. Mainstream media, for instance, monitor which 

politicians and activists share posts from the medium and use it to disqualify them.4 Gaining 

visibility is the first precondition if one wants to be heard and recognized in one’s own voice. 

But as the RedFish example shows, to become visible is not enough. One also needs to avoid 

shadow banning, deplatforming and avoiding negative labels. To become visible and remain 

credible, actors need, first, to integrate in the culture of virality (Venturini, 2019) that emerges 

out of this attention economy. This integration can take the form of micro-celebrity culture 

(Marwick & boyd, 2011), the production of clickbait, or sensational news in general – including 

fake news, the use of SEO and SMO techniques, the production of humorous memes, trolling or 

algorithmic activism (Maly, 2018b). Second, actors need to produce discourses that are in line 

with what is expected or deemed normal. Or in the case of Redfish, avoid Russian state funding.   

 
4 https://www.knack.be/nieuws/belgie/hoe-russische-propaganda-ook-vlaamse-politici-verleidt/article-normal-1732795.html  

https://www.knack.be/nieuws/belgie/hoe-russische-propaganda-ook-vlaamse-politici-verleidt/article-normal-1732795.html
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What all these digital practices have in common is that (1) they are designed in relation to the 

algorithmic culture of the platforms, including its stress on the importance of metrics, and that 

(2) they result in very specific discourses in form, language and semiotics (think about the duck 

face on Instagram). La Violette (2017) argues in this context that, for example, reddit’s voting 
algorithm precludes free expression within certain cyber-metapragmatic environments: 

“discourses that do not function by means of the dominant metapragmatic narrative are subjected 

to a process of erasure” (La Violette, 2017:12). Digital discourses are designed to perform a 

certain identity, create a network and reach a certain audience (see Tagg & Seargeant, 2016) 

within a certain context, but that alone clearly doesn’t explain all the specific discursive 
strategies that are deployed. People also produce discourse in relation to the (imagined) 

algorithmic interaction with their posts. They will think twice about uploading certain pictures 

(knowing for instance that naked pictures can harm their visibility and even get them 

deplatformed). They will abstain from using certain words, hashtags and modes of 

communication and adjust the timing of their post, making sure to look up the top tags of the 

moment and monitor what is trending to know about what to post. All choices that can (heavily) 

affect the algorithmic uptake and their presence on the platform.   

 

It is important to remind ourselves here again that algorithms don’t assign value as technological 
instruments but as socio-technical assemblages. Guided by their algorithmic imaginary, 

algorithmic knowledge and algorithmic practices, the way in which users of a platform interact 

with certain posts and certain (algorithmic) audiences (and not others) has a generative role in 

molding the platform algorithms (Bucher, 2017: 30). If certain practices and interactions 

generate lots of uptake and engagements, algorithms will reward similar posts and that, in turn, 

will generate powerful effects vis à vis the users of those platforms. We thus see that algorithms 

are embedded in different, complex interconnected ecologies of social, cultural, and political 

interactions which operate on different scale levels and in different niches. It is in those 

interactions between people, algorithms and the programmers of the algorithms of a platform (to 

reach the company goals) that new forms of discourse and cultures in general get born. The 

discursive strategies that users deploy serve the management of their visibility (in the sense of 

message politics (Silverstein, 2003)), the performance of identity (Vaisman, 2011) and of course 

also in trying to avoid invisibility (Bucher, 2018). We see how algorithmic entextualization is at 

the heart of algorithmic culture.  

 

Digital discourse, just like culture production, is affected by algorithmic power. It is here that the 

warning of Thompson about the fallacy of internalism is so important. In 1990, he compellingly 

argued that the meaning of a text is not only to be found in the text, but also in its uptake and 

reproduction or lack of it. If we apply this lesson to digital discourse, we see that digital 

discourse is always shaped in interaction with, and as a result of, visible algorithmic effects such 

as recommendations of videos or posts, by targeted ads and highlighted posts of others. At the 

same time, it is also affected by all kinds of invisible algorithmic decisions: maybe all of the 

posts of a certain profile are shadow banned, or on the basis of one’s data double, posts are not 

shown on the newsfeed of certain people they want to reach. If we take digital media seriously as 

a sociolinguistic environment, and thus as a social structure, we have to acknowledge the role of 

algorithms and datafication in the production of meaning. 
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Algorithmic power, interaction and digital discourse analysis: Future directions 

 

Algorithms are all around us: they are actors in our daily lives that program our sociality (van 

Dijck, 2013 ; Bucher 2018) and as such they are powerful. If discourse analysts want to 

understand the full meaning of a post, or a profile, they thus cannot ignore the agency of the 

digital infrastructures through algorithms. Algorithmic power is concerned with the fact that 

‘realities are never given but brought into being and actualized in and through algorithmic 

systems’ (Bucher, 2018: 3).  As we have seen, algorithmic power is (a) not purely technological 

– humans are creative in relation to the presence of this new infrastructural agency – and as a 

result of this socio-technical interaction, (b) technological algorithms are rarely hegemonic. 

People try to game, manipulate, subvert and disrupt the power of the (technological) algorithms. 

These ‘fissures in algorithmic power’, as Ferrari and Graham (2021) call them, stress agency 

(and thus creativity) in relation to the goals of the programmed algorithms (infrastructures). But 

even though technological algorithmic power is not ‘hegemonic’, it is always there and its 
presence alone has a profound impact on how people communicate through social media.  

 

This is of course very much the case for all the activists, politicians, companies and influencers, 

but also for teenagers posting on TikTok or Snapchat for their peers. Even there, the uptake in 

terms of views, likes and shares matters as it produces identity effects and the ways in which 

people form communities, interact and develop practices and culture. They can and try to work 

around the intended goals of algorithms, but in a world dominated by digital media and 

algorithms, they rarely have the power to completely ignore these algorithms, or to decide to not 

use them. This relation can be captured in what Arnaut et al (2016) call the poiesis-

infrastructures nexus. In this concept, poiesis covers “social and cultural praxis, iterations and 

transformations. Infrastructures comprise the normativities, ecologies and affordances that 

enable and constraint this social and cultural production” (Arnaut et al, 2016: 3). Seen from this 

perspective, algorithmic power is the result of human interaction with the agency and 

normativities of programmed algorithms, and we see that algorithmic power can take different 

forms:  

 

A. The first manifestation of algorithmic power lies in its influence on how we see and construct 

the world. It is an ontological power. Through our interactions with algorithms we create 

specific information environments in which certain information/knowledge is widely 

available and other is rare or absent. We could, in more discourse analytical terms, label 

these algorithmic effects as intertextual bubbles.  

 

B. A second manifestation of algorithmic power takes the form of a disciplining power. Big 

platforms like Uber, Deliveroo or Amazon use datafication and algorithms to surveil, manage 

and even automatically fire their workers while hiding behind the ‘neutrality’ of those 
algorithms.5 At the same time, we see how workers try to resist, manipulate or contest the 

algorithmic power of platforms (Fahmi, Syarif, Sugeng, Dina, 2020; Ferrari & Graham, 

2021). We see a similar disciplining power on social media, where vanity metrics help us 

produce more popular posts. 

 
5 https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2021-06-28/fired-by-bot-amazon-turns-to-machine-managers-and-workers-are-

losing-out  

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2021-06-28/fired-by-bot-amazon-turns-to-machine-managers-and-workers-are-losing-out
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2021-06-28/fired-by-bot-amazon-turns-to-machine-managers-and-workers-are-losing-out
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C. A third form of algorithmic power is what Rettberg (2020), following Foucault (2008), calls 

environmental power. This environmental power, according to Rettberg (2020: 2) alters the 

environment so as to promote certain behaviors and make undesired behaviors difficult or 

impossible. In relation to digital media, this form of power is grounded in the datafication of 

user behavior, as well as on changes in the interface, the design, the algorithms and 

affordances of the platform in order to steer collective and individual behavior. 

 

 

All three forms of algorithmic power are best understood as articulations of material and 

discursive practices (Ferrari & Graham, 2021: 5). It is in the relation between algorithms and 

what people do with them that the algorithmic order is constructed. Through our interactions 

with algorithms and the processes of algorithmic entextualization, we produce not only specific 

cultures but also specific power relations among users, and between users and the platforms. This 

algorithmic order enables and constrains discursive action and visibility. In other words, this 

digital environment is in itself a field of power through which a lot of different modes of 

governance operate, and as such it deserves the meticulous attention of discourse analysts. These 

three dimensions of algorithmic power, together with the four types of algorithmic 

entextualization described on pages 12-15, set the stage for an ambitious discourse analytical 

research project. This research project poses quite some theoretical, methodological and practical 

challenges. As Blommaert (2020) argued: we no longer have the comfort of clarity. Discourse 

analysis, when it takes the impact of algorithms seriously, ‘now includes perpetual adjustment of 

perennially unfinished tools and tactics to adequately address a moving target’ (Blommaert, 

2020). It also forces us into an interdisciplinary trajectory.  

 

But for a digital discourse analysis that takes platforms and their algorithms seriously as 

sociolinguistic environments, the challenges are not insurmountable, and I see five foci that can 

help us embark on this project:  

 

1. Focus on the algorithmic nature of the distribution of discourse and ideology in 

contemporary societies. If we recognize that digital media have created a new sociolinguistic 

environment, we should update our understanding and study of discourse. If discourse is 

defined as all meaningful semiotic human and non-human activity in connection to social, 

cultural and historical patterns and developments of use, it becomes clear that we should not 

only pay attention to the texts, but also look at the interaction with the text and at the systems 

of communication and the interaction between users, back end, platform cultures and 

algorithms. The likes, tweets, comments and the algorithmic sorting of those comments and 

shares all become part of the meaning that is produced in the post itself (see Maly, 2018, 

2019, 2020, 2021). 

 

2. The notion of the environmental power of interfaces ([C]) invites us to perform a multimodal 

discourse analysis that focusses on how platforms use the digital environment to steer the 

behaviors of the platform users (Kramer, Guillory, Hancock, 2014). How a platform looks, 

where there are buttons and where buttons are absent, are not coincidences – they are part of 

platform power. Even more, the interfaces and algorithms are designed to keep us hooked 
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(Eyal, 2014). Design has a discursive power, and considering the impact of these platforms 

on our emotions, the circulation of information and if we vote or not, discourse analysts can 

and should embark on a detailed analysis of platform design changes as forms of 

environmental power. The innovative research of Georgakopoulou, Iversen and Stage (2020) 

on quantified storytelling illustrates how productive this is.  

 

3. One of the major challenges is how to set up a digital discourse analysis that analyzes code 

from a power and ideological perspective. We can – and I think it is wise to – see code as 

discourse, as producing meaning. One of the key problems is the idea that codes of 

mainstream platforms are black boxed (Pasquale, 2015). If such a critical discourse analysis 

of code is impossible, I do think we can work around this.  I follow Bucher (2018: 41-65), 

who argued that we can move beyond the ‘algorithm as black box’ metaphor – algorithms 

may not ‘be as black or as boxy as they are often held out to be’ (Bucher, 2018: 47). It is at 

this point that the idea of relational or distributed agency is productive for a discourse 

analytical perspective. When we understand algorithms as sociotechnical assemblages, we 

can study how people interact with what they see as the workings of the algorithms. The 

impact of algorithms and digital platforms in general is, as I have argued, not located in the 

code itself, but in how people interact with the code. How they make sense of algorithms, 

what knowledge they construct about the workings of the algorithms, and how this changes 

their behavior. It is in this interaction with the platform’s algorithms and affordances that 
algorithmic power is realized. I’m therefore quite sympathetic to the research approach 

developed by Gallagher (2017), who, in line with Bucher, argues that a lot of what is ‘black-

boxed’ can be analyzed by breaking up algorithms in three parts: (i) ‘the data that goes in’, 
(ii) the black box or actual algorithmic process, and (iii) the outcome in the form of value, 

prediction or score. By analyzing the input and the output and denaturalizing/denormalizing 

the workings of the algorithms, we can focus attention on the performative workings of these 

algorithms. The algorithms themselves are then analyzed as dominant ideological structures 

that react to certain input and turn them in specific outputs. In 2018, in the context of a 

course on online writing and publishing, I set up a full day of experimenting with the 

Facebook algorithms. Students prepared content and several experiments that focused on 

understanding the impact of algorithms on the content’s distribution (see Maly & Beekmans, 

2018). Future experiments should not only focus on understanding spreadability, but also 

focus on what is excluded, where boundaries are drawn, and how these structures create 

inequality and reproduce power.  

 

4. Focus on values and ideologies that ground those algorithms. Gallagher convincingly argues 

that algorithms are ideological structures. Most discourse analysists may not have the skill to 

analyze or cannot even access the codes, but most of us are well equipped to analyze the 

discourse of the platforms, their CEOs and engineers. Even though we cannot be sure that 

algorithms work as their CEOs say, it does gives us insight into the long term goals of the 

platforms. This would allow us to deconstruct the larger goals, norms and ideologies that are 

inscribed into the platforms. Of course, this should be understood as a critical endeavor 

where the different discourses vis-à-vis the different audiences are compared and scrutinized. 

So we can analyze the discourses of the CEOs of digital platforms, the texts directed at users 

and customers, and the discourse of copyright documents for the digital tools of the 

platforms. In doing so, we should realize that CEO discourses at US Congress hearing or 
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before the European Commission are of an entirely different nature from the sales pitches 

directed to advertisers and utopian narratives targeting the average user.  

 

Whenever we understand platforms as actors, and not just media, it becomes crucially 

important to understand the ideologies that are embedded in platforms and their algorithms. 

These discourses should be put into the larger social, economic and political context of the 

working of the attention economy, or surveillance capitalism as Zuboff calls it.  

Together with heightened knowledge about the general workings and possibilities of 

algorithms, this can at the very least allow discourse analysts to say something relevant about 

the algorithmic goals of the platforms. Those larger goals may be much more relevant in our 

digital discourse analyses than the concrete but ever changing multiple algorithms 

themselves. The algorithms may be opaque and constantly changing, but the goals of the 

platform are quite stable over time.  

 

It would of course be even more productive if we have discourse analysts who can read and 

analyze code as discourse, especially focusing on the diacritica and hierarchies in code, in 

relation to the platform discourses. Developers also have repertoires from which to choose, 

and understanding which repertoires become dominant, and how they influence interaction 

and thus program sociality, is of very considerable importance. This could be the start of a 

truly interdisciplinary project where programmers become discourse analysts and discourse 

analysts become programmers.  

 

5. A last element, tying everything together, is the need to direct attention to algorithms in the 

context of communicability (Briggs, 2005 & 2007). Digital media came into the world with 

the suggestion of democratizing the public sphere. All of a sudden, ‘common people’ would 
have the same communicative power as politicians and companies (Castells, 2013).  But 

Briggs’ communicability rightly shows how communicative processes are not only 

ideologically constructed but also productive in boundary work, the regulation of 

membership, and structuring schemes of self-surveillance and self-control. Communicability 

gives us an research agenda that focusses on the material inequalities and the discriminations 

that digital platforms institute. In that sense, it allows us to truly understand how society is 

structured by digital interaction through these social media platforms, and how they 

(re)produce power and inequality. 

 

 

-------------- 
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