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ABSTRACT 
 

This study examines the construction and uptake of what I refer to as “nuanced stances” 

in interactions on Twitter regarding points of ideological contention in the context of the 

Covid-related death of Herman Cain. Drawing on De Fina’s (2021) concept of 

“narratives as practice”, I build on Du Bois’ (2007) stance framework to analyze seven 

responses to a tweet from the New York Times announcing Cain’s death, as well as the 

contributions of subsequent discourse participants. My analysis of these tweets 

demonstrates that an individual’s stance can emerge and develop throughout consecutive 

utterances by use of grammatical structures, and that interactants who express nuanced 

stances situate them alongside explanatory or contextual information. I also examine how 

subsequent participants respond to this additional text when shifting or maintaining the 

stance object. I show how interactants respond to the content and structure of previous 

stancetakers and utilize a range of affordances to produce a variety of stances. My 

analysis illustrates that the construction of tweets which express nuanced stances can 

directly impact the content and tone of subsequent discourse participants. This study adds 

qualitative research to the study of stance in interaction on social media, presents 

implications for decreasing polarization and increasing civility in online discourse, and 

contributes to the growing literature of Covid-related research. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Social media have been a privileged site for the discussion of questions related to Covid-

19 (Keller et al., 2021; Miao et al., 2022; Puri et al., 2020; Ugarte et al., 2021). Within these 

discussions, preventative measures against public health threats have been points of ideological 

contention. These controversies are situated in a time of significant political polarization in the 

US (Dubey, 2020; Kerr et al., 2021; Martin et al. 2020; Skipper & Rose, 2021). While much 

social media analysis on polarization is based on quantitative work, qualitative discourse-based 

analysis can reveal how discourse participants respond to and express attitudes in communicative 

events where these issues are discussed (Vasquez, 2021). The analysis of stances, that is “the 

methods, linguistic and other, by which interactants create and signal relationships with the 

propositions they utter and with the people they interact with” (Johnstone, 2009, p. 30-31), is a 

particularly rich starting point to understand people’s positioning on contentious issues. Indeed, 

social media is a “stance-rich” environment (Barton & Lee, 2013) and the analysis of stances can 

reveal how individuals who deal with ideologically contentious topics may express complex 

positions on related objects. However, much of the work on stance in social media has been 

based on quantitative methodologies. In order to address this gap, the present study takes a 

qualitative perspective, drawing on De Fina’s (2021) concept of “narratives as practice” and 

applying Du Bois’ (2007) stance triangle framework to the analysis of interactant’s reactions to 

the death of a politician within the frame of contentious discourse about Covid on the social 

media platform Twitter. In particular, I focus on tweets in which individuals actively construct 

what I term “nuanced stances” and on the construction and negotiation of stances from 

subsequent participants. 
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I examine responses to a @nytimes tweet regarding the death of Herman Cain, a former 

Republican candidate for president who died of Covid in July 2020. I identify instances of 

nuanced stances to Cain’s death. From this set of data, I analyze how participants argue and 

negotiate subsequent stances. To do this, I first examine how posts which contain nuanced 

stances are constructed by the initial respondents. Then, I identify the ways in which subsequent 

stancetakers shift the stance object from Cain’s death. Finally, I analyze the construction of 

subsequent posts which maintain the stance object. My analysis will demonstrate that 

participants who express nuanced stances use similar grammatical constructions even as they 

diversify the level of explicitness of their stances. I also show that the way nuanced stances are 

constructed within a Twitter user’s post provide elements such as new stance objects that allow 

subsequent interactants to construct their own positions, for example by shifting the stance object 

or reframing and rescaling the meaning of Cain’s death. Subsequent discourse participants are 

more likely to use Twitter affordances such as hashtags and emojis than initial nuanced 

stancetakers. Finally, I will discuss how instances of polarization are less prominent in the case 

of responses to nuanced stances than to the initial death notice, suggesting that the construction 

of posts with nuanced stances has a measurable effect on how subsequent participants interact.  

The qualitative analysis of stancetaking within social media has important implications 

for social action. Results from this study in particular have potential implications for decreasing 

polarization and increasing civility in ideologically contentious conversations online in general 

as well as for continued Covid-related discourse in particular. 

In the following section, I will review relevant literature regarding the analysis of 

narratives and how new approaches have emerged in recent years to account for non-canonical 

narratives on social media. In addition, I provide a brief discussion of studies relevant to various 
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aspects of Covid-related discourse, including public health, mortality, and polarization in social 

media interactions. I then review qualitative approaches to analyzing stance in interaction on 

social media. In the next section, I describe the process of selecting a death notice of Herman 

Cain on social media and categorizing the initial responses to identify the set of data to be 

analyzed. In the following section I analyze the data in three parts. First, I examine how Twitter 

users construct tweets with nuanced stances in response to the death notice. Next, I analyze how 

the construction of these tweets causes subsequent participants to shift the stance object away 

from Cain. I then conclude with an examination of the stances taken by subsequent interactants 

who did not shift the stance object. Following this analysis, I discuss the significance of nuanced 

stances within ideologically contentious conversations and identify insights garnered from a 

qualitative approach to nuanced stancetaking in interaction. I end by offering a brief conclusion. 

 
LITERATURE REVIEW 

Analyzing narratives on social media 

An analysis of narratives on social media requires a profound shift away from the 

“conventional paradigm” of narratives (De Fina & Georgakopoulou, 2008, p. 379) as presented 

by Labov and Waletzky (1967). Their approach privileged a particular narrative structure, the 

monological interview, and assessed the narrative based on a set of textual criteria. According to 

Page (2018), these prototypical narratives could be identified by how well they presented certain 

textual features, such as tense and aspect, the evocation of reported events structured causally, 

and the presentation of plots with a clear beginning, middle, and end. Work by conversation 

analysts challenged that prototypical narrative, highlighting narratives that were undetachable 

from interactive conversations (Mandelbaum, 1987; Schegloff, 1997) and recognizing the effect 

of participation frameworks on narrative design and development (Goodwin, 1986). In more 
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recent years, narratives have been understood not to be “finished and well-polished 

recapitulations of past experience” (De Fina, 2021, p. 50) but rather emergent and often 

incomplete (Ochs & Capps, 2001). Ochs and Capps identified five dimensions of narrative: 

tellership, tellability, embeddedness, linearity, and moral stance. By not privileging the same end 

of the spectrum for each dimension, narrative analysis can be applied to more atypical examples 

of narrative that have largely been neglected (De Fina & Georgakopoulou, 2011). 

Although these kinds of stories can appear outside of social media, social media benefits 

from this more “flexible” definition of narrative (Page, 2018, p.8), where canonical narratives in 

the vein of monological interviews can be found alongside “underrepresented narrative 

activities” (Bamberg & Georgakopoulou, 2008, p. 381). This expanded scope of what can be a 

narrative is not limited to atypical plot structures, but also challenges assumptions of tellership, 

embeddedness, and linearity. These structures may also be influenced by platform-specific 

affordances and policies which can affect the way people engage with each other on those 

particular platforms (Page, 2018). 

Recognizing this social media landscape, a “narratives as practice” approach (De Fina, 

2021) is useful for analyzing these non-prototypical narratives. Building on Wenger’s (1998) 

definition of practice as “doing in a historical and social context that gives structure and meaning 

to what we do” (p. 47), a practice-based approach to narrative privileges the notion that narrative 

events must be analyzed as a whole and from the bottom up. Social media narratives are not only 

atypical but are easily replicable “on a vast scale” (Page, 2018, p. 12) through the affordances of 

social media platforms, such as the “retweet” button on Twitter. As a result, these narratives also 

exhibit a high degree of mobility, resulting in a shared story with distributed linearity, widely 

circulating within and across social media platforms. This can only occur by drawing in a 
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significant number of co-tellers to the narrative, which can lead to a wide range of stances 

expressed in interaction. Given this, a narrative cannot be divorced from the “wholeness of the 

narrative event”, which includes not only a focus of the interactional negotiations that occur at 

the opening and closing of narratives, but also recognizing that different environments can lead 

to substantively different participation frameworks and by extension affect the reception/uptake 

by subsequent participants (Goffman, 1981). An analysis of the whole narrative event, however, 

must take its lead from the bottom up, that is to say, begin by engaging with what narrative 

participants actually do rather than with presupposing narrative models and structures for the 

data to fit in. 

Covid-related discourse on social media 

Discourse about health 

Included among the different shared stories (Page, 2018) that permeate social media are 

prototypical and emergent narratives regarding health-related topics and concerns. Individuals 

may seek to highlight aspects of their own health, such as those who publicly announce their 

own cancer diagnoses (Page, 2013), and may respond to such announcements from others (Noar 

et al., 2014, Vos et al., 2019). Public health-related narratives on social media “do not exist in a 

vacuum” (De Fina, 2021, p. 54); indeed, these health narratives often intersect with different 

areas of social life, such as the passing of laws related to health (Harris et al., 2014). In addition, 

health-related narratives on social media can often be highly mobile, as they are easily shared, 

reposted, and recontextualized. Because of the ease with which one can share text, images, and 

video online, these narratives are also easily embedded within broader narratives, making them 

much more transportable and persistent than offline oral narratives. As a result, these stories may 

exhibit an increase in uptake by participants. While mobility is not necessarily tied to whether 
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the narrative is about or from a public figure, health-related news of public figures can dominate 

news cycles. 

Discourse about covid 

Within the broader category of health-related discourse is pandemic discourse, which 

surged worldwide with the emergence of Covid-19. Although social media have been a 

privileged site for the discussion of questions related to the pandemic, discourse regarding high-

profile infectious diseases has occurred in social media over the previous fifteen years. Social 

media engagement occurred during the emergence of the H1N1 pandemic in 2009 (Ahmed et al., 

2019; Lee et al., 2014), the Ebola outbreak in 2014 (Van Lent et al., 2017), and the Zika outbreak 

in 2015 (Stefanidis et al., 2017; Pruss et al., 2019), with Twitter being the social media platform 

most often studied in emerging infectious diseases (Tang et al., 2018). Yet the increased usage of 

social media over the past two decades, both in the United States and worldwide, has allowed for 

a substantial increase in Covid-specific discourse relative to other infectious diseases. That said, 

while Covid has impacted seemingly all sectors of human life, increases in pandemic-related 

lexical items were particularly sharp during times of “heightened levels of awareness” within 

particular countries (Alshaabi et al., 2021, p. 11). 

The evolving nature of Covid discourse – from reports of emergence and transmission 

from news media (Ng et al., 2021), to individuals contracting the virus, to local, national, and 

international institutions shifting priorities and resources – has afforded a high degree of mobility 

and connectivity to shared stories about the virus within social media. As individuals react to 

news reports and interact with each other, they confirm cases and mortality data (Miao et al., 

2022), respond to news and social media posts from public and political figures about the 

pandemic (Ugarte et al., 2021), and shape the perception of public risk regarding the virus (Tsoy 
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et al., 2021). Covid discourse has also centered around preventative measures to protect public 

health as a result of this information, such as the efficacy of mask-wearing (Keller et al. 2021), 

vaccine uptake (Puri et al., 2020), and physical distancing (Jang et al., 2021). 

Discourse about mortality and mourning 

Integral to the production of pandemic discourse, though certainly not limited to it, is the 

topic of mortality. Mourning the death of others occurs both in digital media more broadly, 

through the websites of traditional news media and obituary-themed websites such as 

legacy.com, and within social media as well (Giaxoglou, 2020). Manifestations of mourning can 

vary greatly, depending on the form and nature of the death, including the relationship to the 

deceased, their age, the cause of death. Different kinds of death can cause different genres of 

narratives to form which can lead to varying participation frameworks. Infectious diseases carry 

the threat of death, and the medical response to a virus-related death can affect the mourning that 

follows, such as in the case of the social media bereavement of COVID patients who died alone 

(Selman et al., 2021).  

The death notice has long been a staple in news media (Phillips, 2007). Social media and 

the internet allow for any participant to share and interact with public death notices and has given 

rise to interventions by curators who work to memorialize the deaths of victims who were not 

public figures during their life, such as the Twitter account @FacesOfCOVID (Bennett, 2022). 

That said, there is also a curation of obituaries by news media which often favors nationally 

public figures or prominent local individuals. Indeed, the mourning of public figures in particular 

has become a staple in social media discourse (West et al., 2021). However, death notices of 

public figures are often only the initial production of an evolving narrative; further participation 

occurs over the hours and days following the death notice as news media and individuals discuss 
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the social impact of the deceased, identifying salient details their life and potential ramifications 

of their death. 

Discourse about politics and polarization 

When the deaths of individuals or groups of people are linked to ideologically 

contentious political issues, individuals may use social media to voice stances in favor or against 

the political position at issue. This reframing of the stance object from the deceased individual(s) 

to a political issue can occur whether there is a personal connection with the deceased or not 

(Jaye et al., 2021). However, divergent stances need not only derive from differences in 

ideology; the policing of grief in public comment threads can showcase divergent stances as 

individuals evaluate different displays of grief (Gach et al., 2017). For instance, individuals may 

respond to comments which they perceive as demonstrating an incommensurate amount of 

emotion to the death, either too much or not enough, or determine that certain comments unduly 

politicize or exploit the death for an unrelated cause. Acts of grief policing indicate that the 

manner in which a stance is presented can shape the way subsequent commenters address the 

issue and other participants. The death of public figures can further complicate this range of 

responses, as individuals may demonstrate parasocial relationships (Burgess et al., 2019) with 

the deceased public figures in their contributions to the discourse. These “socioemotional bonds” 

can often be particularly negative or positive when they endure over a significant period of time 

(Dibble et al., 2016, p. 24) and, when verbalized on social networking sites, may lead to an 

increase in polarized discourse. 

Polarization is not new to social media discourse in general, or to health-related discourse 

in particular. Although accounts of polarization in social media suggest that it has increased 

throughout the world (Garimella & Weber, 2017), data mining research has found significant 
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increases in US-based social media. For instance, Martin et al. (2020) identified greater 

polarization regarding the vaccination of pregnant women in the years preceding the Covid-19 

pandemic compared to other countries. Polarization during the early months of the pandemic 

occurred in ideological statements responding to the perceived origin of the disease, identifying 

those with the greatest perceived risk, and appropriate preventative measures. This polarization 

manifested through both political ideology and partisanship (Kerr et al., 2021) as well as in the 

usage of racist language (Dubey, 2020) and ageist hashtags (Skipper & Rose, 2021) among other 

things. That said, polarization is not the only response to ideologically contentious issues on 

social media. While oppositional stancetaking is often present in polarized discourse, 

disagreement can also be expressed civilly in social media interactions, as evidenced by Vasquez 

(2021) in her study of conversations concerning racially charged media depictions. However, 

while there is quantitative and qualitative research regarding instances of polarization within 

Covid discourse, such instances are often analyzed in isolation from their immediate context 

rather than within “the wholeness of the narrative event” (De Fina, 2021, p. 54). 

Stancetaking in social media 

Previous approaches to stance 

Stance is an important tool for understanding social and relational roles of narrative and 

discourse, both generally and on social media. Biber & Finegan (1989) focus on stance by listing 

distinct grammatical categories that can function as stance markers, while Hyland (2005) 

identifies stance similarly through “writer-oriented features”. More recent work moves away 

from these taxonomic efforts disassociating stance from interaction towards a dialogical 

approach which recognizes stance as an “emergent product”, both shaping and being shaped by 

“the unfolding development of interaction” (Wu, 2004, p. 3). As a “public act” (Du Bois, 2007, 
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p. 163), stancetaking is not merely the expression of opinion, but is rather the act of expressing 

emotions, positions, and attitudes in response to something or someone else. From this 

perspective, stance is understood as being negotiated through interaction and is thus ubiquitous 

in discourse, present in “every utterance in interaction” whether explicitly stated or “only 

evoked” (Jarowski & Thurlow, 2009, p. 438). 

It is generally accepted that two major types of stances that individuals take are affective 

stances and epistemic stances. Affective stances convey states of emotion, such as pleasure, 

anger, concern, etc. (Du Bois & Kärkäinen, 2012), while epistemic stances convey the 

commitment a stancetaker has to the content of their speech (Simaki et al., 2019). Both types of 

stances can be expressed through various stance markers, including the use of modals, discourse 

markers, (Myers, 2010) and reported speech (Clift, 2006). However, given that stance need not 

be explicitly stated, stances may be evoked independently of these specific text markers. For 

instance, Kiesling (2004) notes how the word “dude” can be used pragmatically to evoke “cool 

solidarity” (p.281). Aspects of a stance can be implied rather than explicitly stated. For instance, 

an individual who responds to a previously stated opinion with the explicit alignment “Me too” 

is not clearly expressing what stance object is being referred to or the content of the stance with 

which alignment has been made. To more fully understand the interactant’s intended stance, 

then, it is necessary to situate an interactant’s utterance within the immediate prior discourse 

rather than viewing it in isolation. 

The stance triangle 

Du Bois (2007) provides a model of stance, the stance triangle, which is grounded in the 

interaction between three elements: the subject, the object, and the addressee. In this tripartite 

structure, three events occur simultaneously: (1) The subject evaluates an object. (2) The subject 
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positions themselves in relation to that object, having indexed themselves toward particular 

ideas, identities, etc. (3) The subject aligns with an addressee, who is invited to provide a 

subsequent stance in reaction to the subject’s own positioning, evaluation, and/or alignment. In 

this model, no part of the triangle can occur separate from the others, meaning that stance must 

be analyzed as an interactive dialogical process as it unfolds. That said, while each vector of the 

stance triangle co-occurs with the other two, stancetaking may occur in both explicit and implicit 

ways as participants interact not only intersubjectively but within a broader discourse.  

In establishing the stance triangle, Du Bois employs the diagraph (Du Bois, 2014), which 

identifies structured resonance across utterances between separate individuals. This approach 

identifies clear patterns between discourse participants for each vector of the stance triangle, 

particularly when examining relatively direct exchanges (such as “I don’t like those.” “I don’t 

either.”, from Du Bois, 2007; p. 159). However, when viewing stance within the context of 

emergence in interactive events (De Fina, 2021), stancetaking is not always contained in one 

utterance as is implicitly necessary with the dialogic syntax of a diagraph. Instead, a stance may 

change and evolve over multiple utterances only emerging as a result of a series of turns. 

Emergent meaning making can also lead to shifts in the stance object from one individual to 

another as well as to acts of reframing or rescaling the original object. An application of the 

stance triangle to these interactions may also mean identifying relationships between subsequent 

participants that do not easily fit within the confines of a diagraph. 

Du Bois (2007) recognizes that the stance triangle can be subdivided into its “component 

vectors” to elicit “an insightful, if partial, analysis” (p. 168). However, in emergent interactions it 

becomes necessary to establish when a stance toward a specific stance object is both explicit and 

implicit before determining if the stance triangle must be subdivided. As will be seen in the 
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following data analysis, this becomes particularly important when the shared stance object (for 

instance, an individual’s death) is implicitly addressed through a related object (that same 

individual’s public actions, political beliefs, life events, etc.). Thus, analyzing stance within a 

narratives as practice approach (De Fina, 2021) allows for an application of stance in contexts 

that may not be captured in Du Bois’ original stance framework. 

Studies of stance in social media 

Social media is a “stance-rich” environment (Barton & Lee, 2013, p. 92), and stances can 

be expressed through tools such as memes, gifs, emojis, photos, the like button. Hashtags can be 

used for political alignment (Evans, 2016). Stance detection models have been created for 

opinion mining and sentiment analysis (Pang & Lee, 2008), with attempts having been made to 

detect stance from text (Hasan & Ng, 2003) including social media data (Glandt et al., 2021). 

Recent work within digital media identifies instances of collective stancetaking in contexts such 

as tragic events (Giaxoglou & Spillioti, 2020) and political crises (Georgalou, 2015). As a 

popular microblogging platform, Twitter “combines news, opinion, and emotion” (Papacharissi 

& de Fatima Oliveira, 2012, p. 266). Tagg et al. (2017) suggests that Twitter, due in part to the 

“non-reciprocal participation structure” of its affordances (p. 50), showcases more political 

discussions and oppositional stancetaking than other social media platforms and is therefore an 

interesting source for analyzing stancetaking in interaction (Housely et al., 2017; Vasquez, 

2020). 

 
DATA AND METHODS 

In this section, I describe the process by which data was selected for this study. The focus 

of the research is on Twitter users who responded to a death notice of Herman Cain with a 

nuanced stance and the subsequent interactants to those initial responses. The research question 
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for this study is: When presented with a nuanced stance on an issue of ideological contention on 

social media, how do participants argue and negotiate subsequent stances? 

To answer this question, I first identified a death notice with relatively neutral language 

as a starting point. From there, I coded responses to the death notice by their explicit stance 

objects and evaluations. Finally, I categorized the responses by engagement from other 

interactants via direct comments. The threaded conversations that resulted from this process 

comprise the data that serves as the basis for the analysis that follows. 

Herman Cain was a businessman and a 2012 presidential candidate who died after 

contracting Covid. Because Cain had attended a political rally for then-President Donald Trump 

but had neither worn a mask at the rally nor maintained physical distance from other maskless 

individuals, his death was widely portrayed as having been directly caused by Covid. As Cain 

was one of first significant political figures to die of Covid, the discourse surrounding his death 

was inextricable from broader discussions about preventative health measures and political 

ideologies. The data used in this study is constituted by posts from Twitter users related to a 

@nytimes tweet reporting the death of Herman Cain. The New York Times has maintained this 

Twitter account since March 2007, using it to share news stories, opinion columns, editorials, 

and photography originating in the nytimes.com website. @nytimes is among the most followed 

accounts on Twitter, with 51.8 million followers as of February 2022. It is the third most-

followed news account, behind CNN Breaking News (@cnnbrk, 62.3 million followers) and 

CNN (@cnn, 56.5 million followers). It is the most-followed newspaper account as well, ahead 

of The Wall Street Journal (@WSJ, 19.5 million followers).  

Tweets from @nytimes are often composed of a link to a New York Times article along 

with text that uses direct quotes or summarizes a salient section of the linked article. A relevant 
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image from the linked article is often included as well. On July 30, 2020, @nytimes tweeted the 

following: 

 

Figure 1. Tweet from @nytimes 
 

Over the next 24 hours, the death notice received thousands of interactions. At the time the data 

was extracted, reported engagement with the tweet included over 2,000 retweets, over 2,000 

quote tweets, nearly 4,000 likes, and around 1,700 replies. Engagement with Cain’s death notice 

was far more active in this account than those from other Twitter accounts or on other platforms. 

A significant reason why this tweet was chosen as a starting point from which to collect 

responses is the relatively neutral language used by @nytimes in the construction of this tweet. 

By “neutral”, I mean that the author does not express an affective stance toward the reported 

event. This is in contrast to tweets which contained polarizing statements or stances. For 

comparison, Kellyanne Conway, who at the time of Cain’s death served as Senior Counselor to 

President Trump, tweeted the following: “Herman Cain led a remarkable life and will be missed. 
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He loved his family, the country and the Lord. He triumphed in business, beat cancer and was a 

voice for freedom. God bless you and yours, Herman.” Although this tweet received higher 

engagement than the New York Times (with nearly 3,000 replies and over 27,000 likes), 

Conway constructs a series of epistemic evaluations that uniformly valorize Cain rather than 

establishing a more neutral perspective. However, this study intends to analyze how participants 

respond to nuanced stances regarding ideologically contentious issues on social media. As such, 

accounts such as Conway’s which provide different avenues from which to assess stancetaking 

of contentious issues were excluded in favor of more neutral, less ideological frameworks. 

In line with the reasoning used by Giaxoglou & Spilioti (2020), Twitter’s own API 

(Application Programming Interface) was used to extract data rather than a third-party 

application. Operating largely as archives, third-party applications can allow up to 100% of posts 

to be collected in a search. However, these applications are “built on the Twitter platform by 

external developers, and are not owned or operated by Twitter” (Twitter, [no date]a), leading to 

concerns about data compliance. In contrast, Twitter’s API follows Twitter’s terms of service. 

Standard search API on Twitter “returns a collection of relevant Tweets matching a specified 

query” but the collection is not exhaustive given that “not all Tweets [are] indexed or made 

available via the search interface” (Twitter, [no date]b). Different aspects of Twitter’s API were 

used in collecting data. Replies to a tweet were available by clicking on the “reply” button 

underneath the tweet. In order to collect quote tweets of the @nytimes tweet, its unique URL 

was placed in the standard search bar, and the resulting tweets were collected. Although the data 

retrieved from Twitter was, at the time of extraction, accessible from public social media 

accounts, individual users may choose at any time to make their accounts private, thereby 

rendering the extracted tweets no longer available via standard search. In order to protect the 
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identity of the individuals that appear in the data, all tweets have been anonymized, with each 

discourse participant being referred to as “Participant [Letter]” or simply “[Letter]”. 

From the initial extraction, 200 replies and 99 quote tweets were collected, all of which 

were posted within 24 hours of the initial tweet’s publication. From these 299 tweets, 7 were 

marked by Twitter as “unavailable” while 6 tweets were the second part of a thread from the 

same author. Removing these tweets resulted in 286 total initial replies. Of these, 135 tweets 

received subsequent replies and therefore constitute “twitter threads”. The results were extracted 

to an Excel spreadsheet. Each tweet was coded for instances of engagement (comments, 

retweets, likes), text (including emojis and hashtags), use of multimodal tools (images, gifs, 

videos) and distributed linearity (links to other websites or twitter threads). 

These initial replies were categorized on multiple levels. First, tweets were initially 

categorized by whether the author mentioned Cain, either directly (Example 1) or by an allusion 

to the death notice (Example 2), or did not mention Cain (Example 3). 

(1) Herman Cain didn't believe in the Coronovirus, so in his own mind, he's still alive. 

(2) Wear a mask. Wear a mask. 

(3) Lakers vs Clippers tonight tune in Television 

Next, tweets were categorized by their evaluation of Cain’s death. For this study, four categories 

of evaluation were established: grief-pity, shaming, ambivalent, and unclear. Tweets 

demonstrating “grief-pity” (Example 4) view the death as one deserving of grief or pity, and all 

affective and epistemic stances are in agreement to that evaluation.  

(4) May he RIP. Our thoughts and prayers go out to and for his family and friends. May 

God grant them the comfort they need as they celebrate his life and homegoing. 
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By contrast, “shaming” evaluations (Example 5) view the death as the result of shameful acts by 

the stance object; however, the affective and epistemic stances present in these tweets are also in 

agreement to the overall evaluation.  

(5) got what he deserved.  bye 

A tweet categorized as “ambivalent” (Example 6) views the death with mixed or contradictory 

stances, exhibiting some elements of both grief-pity and shaming. As a result, stances may not be 

fully aligned, but may be either in contrast or in opposition to each other within the tweet itself.  

(6) Though I was repelled by his politics, my sympathies go out to those who loved him. 

Finally, “unclear” evaluations provide no direct claim of grief-pity or shaming regarding the 

death. The participant may post a reaction that recognizes the death as an event (Example 7) or 

may express a statement (Example 7b) or question (Example 7c) about Cain’s death without 

taking an affective or epistemic stance. 

(7a) Damn 

(7b) But he died of stage 4 colon cancer.... 

(7c) Serious question: Have there been any reports of any last words from Mr. Cain as to 

whether or not people should wear a mask? 

Tweets which showcase either grief-pity or shaming may be considered “unilateral” since 

the affective and/or epistemic stances expressed within the tweet are aligned with each other. In 

the case of (4) above, the use of “RIP”, “thoughts and prayers” and appeals to comfort for Cain’s 

family all work together and build on each other to establish a unified statement of pity in 

response to Cain’s death. In (5), the two utterances coordinate to shame Cain’s death as both 

deserved and not worth dwelling on. In contrast to these acts of unilateral stancetaking, 

ambivalent tweets may be categorized as “nuanced”, since the stances expressed within the 
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tweets are by necessity not aligned. As seen in (6), the participant presents an affective position 

that is aligned with a shaming evaluation (“I was repelled”), but this is followed up by an 

extension of sympathies to Cain’s loved ones that is aligned with an evaluation of grief-pity. A 

nuanced evaluation, then, offers a more complicated response to the same stance object by 

including statements that are disaligned from each other. Uncertain evaluations do not fit neatly 

into either category. They are not considered unilateral given that they do not present a clear 

orientation, such as (7a) in which the stancetaker merely reacts. These tweets may also present 

unclear stances or not present affective or epistemic stances, like in (7b) in which the participant 

offers an alternate cause for Cain’s death without presenting a cause about the death itself. 

However, those in which uncertainty is explicitly expressed may imply the possibility of a 

nuanced evaluation without offering one directly, such as by asking questions whose answers can 

provide additional context from which to shame or grieve (7c). The table below shows a 

summary of these coding categories: 

Table 1. Coding categories for evaluation of initial tweets 
Evaluation Orientation Agreement among stances 

presented (affective/epistemic) 
Unilateral or nuanced 
stances 

Grief-pity Positive toward Cain In agreement Unilateral 

Shaming Negative toward Cain In agreement Unilateral 
 

Ambivalent Positive and negative Not in agreement Nuanced 

Uncertain Neither positive nor 
negative 

Unclear or not present Not unilateral, may 
acknowledge nuance 

 

After categorizing the initial responses to the @nytimes tweet in this way, tweets were 

selected for further analysis based on three factors: (1) the tweet’s author addresses Cain’s death; 

(2) the tweet presents an ambivalent evaluation on Cain’s death; and (3) there were at least five 

subsequent comments responding to that initial response. Of the total 135 tweets that constituted 
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twitter threads, only seven tweets fit the above criteria. Using these tweets and the subsequent 

responses, a total of 44 tweets were analyzed. For each of these tweets, the stance and stance 

objects of each reply were analyzed and situated within the immediate prior discourse.  

 
ANALYSIS 

This analysis examines seven responses to the @nytimes tweet as well as subsequent 

comments to those responses. The initial seven responses all express a nuanced stance toward 

Herman Cain’s death, both explicitly and implicitly. The subsequent comments to these tweets 

display a wide variety of stance objects and stances, often in response to the way the initial 

responses are constructed. This analysis is organized into three sections. I begin my analysis by 

identifying how the initial respondents constructed nuanced stances through the use of 

conjunctions and how they employ affective and epistemic markers. I also note how these 

discourse participants situate these nuanced stances alongside questions and declarative 

statements. In the second section, I analyze how the stance object of subsequent discourse 

participants may shift in response to these additional elements. I conclude with a section on the 

stances of subsequent participants who did not shift the stance object, discussing how affective 

and epistemic stances are used to establish polarized, oppositional, and nuanced stances 

regarding Cain’s life and death. 

Construction of nuanced stancetaking 

In this section, I analyze seven initial responses to the @nytimes tweet in which Twitter 

users take a nuanced stance and how these stances are constructed by their authors. A tweet 

expressing nuanced stance is composed of two utterances which convey opposing stances but are 

nevertheless joined together semantically by a conjunction. As a result of this construction, the 

utterances are not separable from each other but must be understood in tandem. I then show how 
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these nuanced stances are constructed through affective and epistemic markers which constitute 

explicit examples of evaluation, positioning, and alignment. As these conversational turns 

include additional text beyond these utterances, I also discuss how Twitter users ask questions 

and provide salient information for their given stances and how these additional elements can 

change the framework of participation for subsequent discourse participants. 

In Example 8, Participant A responds to Cain’s death notice from @nytimes with a 

nuanced stance.  

(8)  Participant A 

Sad news. But.. at least Herman Cain consciously chose to go to that Trump rally 

despite being aware of the risk. How about the majority of the 150, 000 

Americans who never chose to go to a Trump rally, who tried to escape this 

deadly virus, but died? 

The nuanced stance is composed of three sequential parts: two utterances with the 

coordinating conjunction "but” placed between them. The first stance utterance shows an 

affective evaluation about Cain’s death indicating grief-pity at the news of his passing. The 

second utterance evaluates the choice to attend the rally as a risky one and uses the adverb 

“consciously” to indicate Cain’s agency in making that choice. These two utterances are not 

necessarily in opposition to each other. Evaluating a conscious decision to engage in risky 

behavior that ultimately led to death can complement the sadness of the death notice, providing 

an explanation for why the affective evaluation is “sad”. The use of the conjunction “but”, 

however, makes explicit that the second utterance is in opposition to the first rather than a 

complement. The second utterance, then must be understood as implicitly suggesting that the 

news of Cain’s death is not categorically “sad” to the Twitter user specifically due to Cain’s 
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active agency in attending the rally. While not explicitly shaming Cain for his actions, this 

utterance nevertheless provides salient information which does not simply support the first 

utterance and yet cannot be divorced from it. Each establishes a distinct evaluation of Cain’s 

death, one explicit and one implicit, and treating each utterance as expressing two separate 

independent stances rather than one stance composed of conflicting parts leads to a 

misrepresentation of the participant’s stance. 

Conjunctions expressing contrasts are integral to tweets which express nuanced stances. 

The coordinating conjunction ‘but’ (5 times) and the subordinating conjunctions ‘though’ (1 

time) and ‘although’ (1 time) appear in six of the seven responses and all of these terms are used 

to express nuanced stancetaking. In contrast to this, contrastive conjunctions were almost never 

used in tweets categorized as ‘shaming’ or ‘grief-pity’. The few times they are used, they exhibit 

contrasts that bolster a unilateral stance rather than providing a nuance, such as in the case of the 

interactant who wrote, “Cain not only destroyed his own life, but contributed to the deaths of 

many others by calling the virus a hoax.” Here, the sentence construction is similar to Example 

8: two utterances are joined by the correlative conjunction “not only…but” which joins the two 

clauses together. However, unlike in Example 8 both of these utterances shame Cain for the 

effect of his personal actions. This interactant uses the conjunction pair as a way to indicate the 

effect of Cain’s actions on two scales, “his own life” and those “of many others”. This shows 

that the usage of these conjunctions does not in itself indicate a nuanced stance on the part of the 

author of the tweet; instead, the usage must be considered critically alongside that of the 

utterances being contrasted. 

Further, conjunctions that are not normally used in a contrastive manner can nevertheless 

be employed by participants to indicate divergent but inseparable stances. In Example 9, 
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Participant B utilizes the cumulative conjunction “and” rather than “but” between two stances 

yet context signals that these stances are in opposition to each other. 

(9) Participant B 

At the news about Herman Cain, I find myself experiencing 90% sadness and 

10% schadenfreude. I wish the circumstances of his death would allow me to 

experience zero schadenfreude. #ETTD 

The conjunction “and” separates two opposing affective positions, “sadness” and 

“schadenfreude”, with the Participant B clearly indicating that these emotions are in response to 

the news of Cain’s death. A word borrowed from German, the term “schadenfreude” refers to the 

pleasure one derives from the misfortune of another. In contrast to Example 8, where Participant 

A expressed the utterance “sad news” without qualification, Participant B indicates “90% 

sadness”. The use of percentages does not indicate a lessened investment, where sadness is 

reduced toward neutrality. Instead, the B notes that the final 10% of their experience is filled 

with a kind of pleasure or joy in response to Cain’s death. The use of “and”, in isolation, might 

indicate that these emotions are additive; indeed, the participant themselves employs an additive 

element by having the combination of these emotions total 100 percent. However, because the 

emotions are diametrically opposed to each other, the conjunction serves as a way of expressing 

that these conflicting feelings are not separable but rather operate in tandem with each other. 

They cannot be considered independent of each other as it is only together that they completely 

express the participant’s emotional reaction to the death notice. An alternative of these same 

affections that does not indicate such an intertwined relationship might be written as “I find 

myself experiencing sadness. I also find myself experience schadenfreude”. Therefore, the 

conjunction together with the framework of percentages establishes the opposing stance 
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utterances as part of the same nuanced whole, to be understood together in light of the same 

stance object, rather than as separate and distinct. 

These conjunctions, then, serve as key markers when identifying nuanced stances within 

a tweet, both on their own and jointly with other language from the participant. They also serve 

as indicators that a stance is emergent even within a single turn, in these cases a tweet, where the 

complexity of a stance is not fully formed within a single utterance but rather evolves with 

subsequent utterances as additional components are integrated by the tweet’s author. 

As seen in both of the examples above, affective and epistemic stances are employed in 

the presentation of nuanced stances. While Du Bois indicates that every act of stancetaking 

involves evaluation, positioning, and alignment, individual utterances may showcase one side of 

the stance triangle more explicitly, even when other elements are left implicit. Of the three, 

evaluations were most common among nuanced stances regarding Cain’s death. Example 10 

shows similarities to Example 8 above in providing contrasting evaluations, but does not provide 

an explicit stance object: 

(10) Participant C 

This is terrible. I wish his family well. 

But this death was likely avoidable, if he had not gone to an event put on by a 

President who turned not wearing masks or social distancing into a kind of loyalty 

test. 

Unlike in the previous two examples, the object of stance is implicit rather than explicit. The 

demonstrative pronoun “this” in the first utterance requires the “immediate prior discourse” (Du 

Bois, 2007, p. 148) provided by the @nytimes tweet to identify the referenced stance object. 

However, the subsequent statement includes well-wishes for a family, which provides additional 
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context to whatever event has been evaluated as “terrible”. The second utterance is a bit more 

explicit, with the pronoun phrase referring to “this death”, which is followed by additional 

context from Participant C that is in line with narratives surrounding Cain’s passing. For both 

utterances of the nuanced stance, the subsequent statements work together to situate each 

evaluation as referring to the same stance object, Cain’s death. Once the stance object is 

recognized as being the same for both utterances, the similarities to Example 8 are clear. The 

tweet begins with an affective evaluation of grief-pity toward Cain, both in acknowledging the 

death as ‘terrible’ and giving well wishes to the family. The participant then provides an 

alternative epistemic evaluation of the death, presenting the death as “likely avoidable”. It is 

noteworthy that, while both stance utterances make explicit evaluations, the first is affective and 

the second is epistemic. This suggests that when expressing a nuanced stance, a participant does 

not need to indicate two evaluations of the same kind. Instead, an affective evaluation can be 

informed by an epistemic evaluation serving as a counter-stance to that affect. It may go too far 

to suggest that this epistemic evaluation conveys an implicit affective evaluation; this does, 

however, show that epistemic stances can have an impact on the interpretation of affective 

stances in acts of evaluation. 

Something similar can occur when users express two contrasting acts of positioning 

instead of evaluations. In Example 11, the opening sentence contains two utterances that are 

placed in opposition to each other: 

(11) Participant D 

I didn't like his politics but I'm sorry he's passed from a preventable virus. My 

condolences to his family n friends n I hope his death makes trump n the GOP 

wake up n see. this is not a hoax n just how serious  COVID-19 is. 
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In the first utterance, Participant D uses the phrase “I didn’t like” to indicate a position against 

Cain’s politics. This contrasts with D’s second position, which utilizes the phrase “I’m sorry” to 

indicate grief-pity towards the circumstances of Cain’s death. At first glance, these positions 

appear to be directed against and toward different stance objects. But again, the use of the 

coordinating conjunction “but” indicates that these positions are understood by the participant as 

operating in tandem with each other rather than separately. If D had only said “I didn’t like his 

politics” in response to the death notice without offering an additional affective stance, that 

would imply a shaming stance or at least a neutral stance regarding Cain’s death but certainly not 

a stance of grief-pity. Likewise, if they had limited themselves to stating, “I’m sorry he passed 

from a preventable virus”, there would be no indication that the tweet was anything other than 

unilaterally a position of grief-pity. By joining these two stances together, the conjunction “but” 

allows for the recognition of an implicit position on Cain’s death in the first utterance via the 

explicit position to Cain’s death in the second. By presenting the position “I didn’t like his 

politics” in opposition to a stance of grief-pity, the participant suggests that this position against 

Cain’s political beliefs and/or actions is not aligned with a position of grief-pity. To be sure, the 

strength of this disalignment is not entirely clear, given that the participant does not provide 

additional context with which to analyze the negative position. However, this example 

demonstrates that even when the two opposing stances address different but related stance 

objects, the context and the grammatical structures can allow both utterances to jointly express a 

nuanced stance. 

Of the three sides of the stance triangle, the role of alignment within tweets that express 

nuanced stances is the least clear. The New York Times’ death notice, composed of a brief 

description without explicit stancetaking, does not lend itself to the kind of alignment one might 
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expect between two individuals engaged in discourse. In this latter situation, a subsequent 

participant may express some version of “I agree” to an opinion made by a previous participant. 

In contrast, there was no explicit position or evaluation taken by @nytimes’ tweet regarding 

Cain’s death with which to make such a subsequent statement. If an individual were to write 

such a response, it would at best be understood as “I agree [that these events occurred]”. 

However, this act of alignment can be done implicitly as well, by accepting the details of the 

event as true and constructing a response built on those details. Given this, it may be said that 

each of the initial respondents in this analysis implicitly align with the death notice by not 

challenging it on factual grounds. The nuance stances that participants engage in do not question 

that the death occurred, nor that it occurred due to Covid. In contrast, some stancetakers 

implicitly disaligned themselves with the New York Times by challenging its declarative 

statements, such as in the case of the interactant who responded to the death notice by stating, 

“He had stage 4 colon cancer. I wouldn't call it a coronavirus death”. 

Subsequent stance subjects do not explicitly align or disalign towards @nytimes, but they 

do demonstrate explicit uses of alignment in regard to aspects of Herman Cain’s life. 

(12) Participant E 

Although I didn’t agree with his politics, he was a well accomplished Black man. 

I’m so disgusted that he died because he attended Trump’s rally. Was it worth it? 

In Example 12, Participant E begins their turn by noting that they “didn’t agree” with Cain’s 

politics, explicitly disaligning from a significant attribute of Cain’s public image as a former 

Republican candidate for president. This is contrasted with an evaluation of Cain as an 

accomplished individual, which may be understood as a reference to his being the CEO of a 

successful pizza company. Unlike in the previous examples, Participant E is not directly 



 27 

addressing Cain’s death, which is brought up in the following sentence. Instead, they contrast 

aspects of Cain’s life. The placement of the subordinate conjunction ‘although’ in the first clause 

indicates that the second utterance is of greater importance to E than the first. This signals that 

the explicit position of grief-pity which follows is implicit in the preceding stance, since the 

disalignment is subordinate to a positive evaluation of Cain’s life. Disalignment, then, becomes a 

tool by which discourse participants can assess actions taken in life by the deceased as a way to 

express their stance surrounding the death. 

As can be seen in Examples 8-12, the participants do not limit their contributions to the 

discourse to the utterances that express a nuanced stance. Rather, these nuances are situated with 

additional text, making use of affordances of the Twitter platform. These additions, as will be 

seen in the following sections, can have an effect on how their tweets are received by subsequent 

discourse participants. There are two main ways in which individuals situate their nuanced 

stances within a tweet. They may present additional information about Cain’s life in a factual 

manner as context for their position. They may also ask questions. These can both be seen in the 

following example: 

(13) Participant F 

Where is Trump’s sympathies toward the family of Mr Cain?  

Yes  a stain on Mr Cain’s shirt but we all have stains.  

But so many positives  

He fought racial discrimination worked his way up to be CEO of a major 

company  

He fought Stage 4 cancer 
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Participant F introduces their tweet with a question, wondering if Trump will showcase public 

sympathies toward Cain’s family. This question implicitly presents F’s stance toward Cain’s 

death as one deserving of grief-pity, as it requires a public display of sympathy from an 

important political figure. The question, however, is not the nuanced stance itself, which 

immediately follows the question. By presenting a question, F creates a new participation 

framework that invites other participants to answer this question rather than engage in the 

substance of the nuanced position. Because the subject of the question is then-President Trump, 

subsequent participants are implicitly invited to shift the stance object away from Cain to this 

new subject. Following the nuanced evaluations in the second and third lines of the tweet, 

Participant F then provides three examples of events from Cain’s life which for them fall under 

the category of “so many positives”. In all three of these, Cain is placed in an agentive position 

as he is described as a person who “fought” obstacles and “worked…up” to significant 

accomplishments. These descriptions serve to explain what F understands as the positive actions 

in Cain’s life which counterbalance the “stain on Mr Cain’s shirt”. Yet by situating the nuance 

within additional context, Participant F also allows subsequent commenters the opportunity to 

address their contributions to this new information rather than the nuance itself. This, in turn, can 

lead to polarized responses, examples of which will be shown in the third section of this analysis. 

Finally, a participant can contextualize their nuanced stance by explicitly stating a 

preference between the nuanced positions. In Example 9 above, Participant B notes, “I wish the 

circumstances of his death would allow me to experience zero schadenfreude.” Although B had 

noted that they experienced more sadness than schadenfreude, this statement provides an 

additional affective stance that is preferrable to the one they currently have. The use of the 

epistemic marker ‘would’ suggests that B does not necessarily believe they are likely to 
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experience this preferred affective stance. Yet although this is not a question, it does implicitly 

invite subsequent participants to provide further information as a way of fulfilling this explicit 

wish. 

In this section, I have examined how Twitter users employ conjunctions to structure and 

formulate a nuanced stance. Affective and epistemic stances are taken through explicit and 

implicit examples of evaluation, positioning, and alignment of Cain’s life and death. My analysis 

of the examples above shows that stancetakers do not make these stances in isolation but make 

reference to the immediate prior discourse as well as provide further explanation and 

contextualization for their own stance utterances. By adding context through declarative 

statements and questions, discourse participants establish diverging participation frameworks for 

subsequent participants to interact with. 

Shifting stance objects by subsequent discourse participants 

Participants in social media discourse are constantly constructing stances in response to 

previous stancetakers. However, when a participant’s turn includes numerous stance objects to 

address such as in the present data, subsequent interactants may choose any of these objects to 

speak about. Du Bois (2007) notes that the stance triangle’s value is of greatest use when 

subsequent interactants maintain the same stance object as previous subject. Yet the affordances 

of social media and the direction taken by discourse participants can cause a divergence in stance 

objects from one turn to the next. In this section, I analyze shifts in the stance object away from 

Cain’s death by subsequent discourse participants. In these examples, I demonstrate how tweets 

which express nuanced stances propose various affective stances and epistemic claims which 

other participants take up in their responses. I also discuss how subsequent participants reframe 
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the narrative surrounding Cain’s death. The first example of this kind is an exchange between 

Participants F and G in Example 14 below. 

(14) Participant F 

Where is Trump’s sympathies toward the family of Mr Cain?  

Yes  a stain on Mr Cain’s shirt but we all have stains.  

But so many positives  

He fought racial discrimination worked his way up to be CEO of a major 

company  

He fought Stage 4 cancer 

Participant G 

The hell are you talking about!?? 

[Screenshots of two tweets from @RealDonaldTrump: 

Tweet 1: My friend Herman Cain, a Powerful Voice of Freedom 
and all that is good, passed away this morning. Herman had an 
incredible career and was adored by everyone that ever met him, 
especially me. He was a very special man, an American Patriot, 
and great friend. I just got off... 

 
Tweet 2: ...the phone with his amazing wife Gloria, daughter, 
Melanie, and son Vincent to express my deepest condolences to 
the entire family. @FLOTUS Melania and I loved Herman Cain, a 
great man. Herman, Rest In Peace!] 

 
Example 14 is comprised of an exchange between two interactants. Participant F begins 

by asking a question regarding what happened to Trump’s sympathies for Cain’s family 

following Cain’s death. In doing so, F presents two competing objects which subsequent 

participants may choose to engage with directly, one being Trump and the other his sympathies. 

To be sure, these objects are salient to the discourse surrounding Cain’s death, given that Cain 

had been a high-profile supporter of Trump’s reelection campaign. However, the question 
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presents an implicit epistemic claim that then-President Trump has not yet made a public 

statement of sympathy regarding the death. Although A’s nuanced stance, as well as the rest of 

the tweet, are focused on evaluating Cain’s life, a subsequent interactant who directly addresses 

this claim may shift their stance away from Cain and toward these other objects. Participant G’s 

reply focuses on the initial question posed, responding with a question. G also provides 

screenshots of tweets sent out by Trump that showcase the sympathies F sought. The use of the 

phrase “the hell” at the beginning of G’s question illustrates a polarizing tone that contrasts with 

the initial interactant’s more balanced tone. This language along with the use of punctation – an 

exclamation point followed by two question marks – indicates disbelief on the part of the 

respondent that the initial question has been asked. The images serve primarily to counter the 

assumption that Trump has not expressed sympathies. Timestamps on Participant F’s tweet and 

the screenshots provided by Participant G indicate that the question posed by the first interactant 

was posted two hours before Trump’s tweets; however, neither of the participants acknowledge 

the passage of time. Yet while Trump’s tweets demonstrate grief-pity toward Cain, it is unclear 

whether G is presenting Trump’s response as their own stance on Cain.  

By offering a question that is salient but tangential to the nuanced stance, Participant F 

elicits shifts in the stance object away from Cain’s death to those directly relevant in answering 

the question. Thus, the present change is only possible as a by-product of F’s explanation of their 

nuanced evaluation. In this example, the exchange also leads to an increase in polarized language 

as the subsequent interactant challenges the assumptions within the question. 

While subsequent participants can doubt and challenge the assumptions behind a question 

posed by the previous interactant, they can also accept the question’s premise and build on it. 

The resulting emerging narrative can also cause a shift in the stance object, particularly if the 
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question provides information that is salient for a broader topic. In Example 15, Participant A 

poses a question after expressing a nuanced stance on Cain’s death. That question demonstrates a 

shift away from Cain’s death to the many deaths of Americans who engaged in preventative 

measures to protect themselves from contracting Covid.  

(15) Participant A 

Sad news. But.. at least Herman Cain consciously chose to go to that Trump rally 

despite being aware of the risk. How about the majority of the 150, 000 

Americans who never chose to go to a Trump rally, who tried to escape this 

deadly virus, but died? 

Participant H 

Or the 4 million who caught it and have no idea what the long term 

effects are? I am lucky to be one who got it and not hospitalized but who 

knows what happens in the future? I pray for everyone who lost a family 

member to this 

The phrase “how about” which begins A’s question indicates that the participant is actively 

soliciting engagement by new interactants with a different but related topic to the one previously 

posed. This new topic – the “150,000 Americans…who died” from Covid – proposes a rescaling 

(Lempert & Carr, 2016) of Cain’s death not as an exemplary case but rather as a counterexample 

to a separate frame of reference that is quantitatively more impactful (due to the substantial 

numerical increase) and qualitatively separate (Cain’s agentive actions versus the passive 

positioning of the others). Participant H does not directly take up the specific details of this 

solicitation, but rather performs a subsequent act of rescaling. Like an “embedded matryoshka 

doll” (Lempert & Carr, 2016, p. 13), H presents a subsequent question which implies that those 
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who died from the virus are being included among the millions who have been infected. This 

rescaling allows Participant H to cite a personal anecdote of their own experience contracting the 

virus before demonstrating grief-pity to individuals who have lost family members due to Covid. 

Through the turn, however, H does not return back to Cain to take a stance on his life or death. 

By performing acts of rescaling, both interactants implicitly suggest that the number of lives 

affected by the virus is deserving of more attention than that of an individual who chose to attend 

“that Trump rally”. However, these changes in scale also obscure H’s stance on Cain’s death. 

The most that can be inferred is that Cain’s death is less consequential in light of the broader 

effects of Covid, but this may be more indicative of a lack of concern regarding Cain’s death 

than either grief-pity or shaming. Nevertheless, due to engagement with the question, the stance 

object has shifted away from Cain entirely. 

These two examples showcase that subsequent interactants can shift from one stance 

object to another by taking up the theme of a previously stated question. This shift can also occur 

when the initial participant presents declarative sentences that do not explicitly invite 

engagement from subsequent participants. Example 16, below, is comprised of a thread of three 

tweets, with each interactant responding to the previous one.  

(16) Participant E 

Although I didn’t agree with his politics, he was a well accomplished Black man. 

I’m so disgusted that he died because he attended Trump’s rally. Was it worth it? 

Participant J 

Cancer. He had cancer 

Participant K 

Yes back in 2006. He beat it though. 
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Participant E’s tweet contains three parts. The first part presents the E’s nuanced stance, 

analyzed earlier in Example 12. The next portion showcases an affective position of disgust 

towards the manner of Cain’s death, signaling that E believes the death was a result of having 

attended the political rally. E ends their tweet by posing a question based on this information. 

The two uses of the pronoun “it” in this question appear to refer to the immediately preceding 

information such that the question may be rewritten to state, “Was [attending Trump’s rally] 

worth [dying]?” The information presented within the tweet is in keeping with the discourse 

regarding Cain’s death. Although the @nytimes’ death notice only mentioned that Cain “had 

been hospitalized with the coronavirus”, Cain’s attendance at a Trump rally in Kansas was 

included in the linked obituary. Yet Participant E does not merely restate the salient information. 

Rather, the argumentative connector “because” is utilized to indicate that the rally is the direct 

cause of his death. This opens up the possibility that if another interactant maintains a different 

causal relationship, such a counterargument can be proposed. 

Participant J does not respond to E’s affective positioning nor attempts to address the 

question. Instead, J challenges the stated cause of Cain’s death. First, J writes, “Cancer”, making 

a direct shift in topic before placing the term in the context of the discussion by adding that 

“[Cain] had cancer”. Cain’s history with cancer was likewise a part of the narrative of Cain’s life 

and included in the New York Times’ obituary, yet here it is being used to discredit E’s 

conclusion about how and why Cain died. This attempt at changing the narrative retains Cain’s 

death as part of this interaction; however, Cain’s cancer has emerged as the primary stance object 

to which subsequent interactants will refer. Neither J nor K provide an evaluation of Cain’s 

death; instead, they propose two opposing views on the relevancy of Cain’s cancer diagnosis. K 

contextualizes the diagnosis in time, noting that it had occurred 14 years in the past and that Cain 
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had overcome the cancer. Yet even as these two tweets present competing pieces of knowledge, 

neither provides an indication of a stance on Cain’s death as the initial participant had done. 

As seen above, subsequent discourse participants may rescale an event on a quantitative 

axis, thereby embedding it within a wider context. Yet those acts of scaling were based largely 

on salient facts surrounding Cain’s death. Rescaling may also occur by embedding the relevant 

event into divergent contexts, which can result in the obscuring of stances, as seen in the two 

responses to Participant C in Example 17. 

(17) Participant C 

This is terrible. I wish his family well. 

But this death was likely avoidable, if he had not gone to an event put on by a 

President who turned not wearing masks or social distancing into a kind of loyalty 

test. 

Participant L 

Cults always end with members sacrificing their lives upon the alter of the 

leader's ego. 

  Participant M 

“I only regret that I have but one life to lose [to own the libs]” 

C expresses a nuanced evaluation of Cain’s death which is interwoven with additional 

salient information. A positive affective stance toward Cain’s family directly follows the 

negative affective evaluation of Cain’s death as “terrible”. The final sentence combines the 

epistemic evaluation of Cain’s death as “likely avoidable” with a hypothetical alternative in 

which Cain does not attend the rally. But this alternative is not presented in isolation; C also 

presents a description of a “President”, who may be understood from the perspective of a broader 
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discourse as then-President Trump, who maintains a “loyalty test” to eschew preventative 

measures to protect from Covid. This brief narrative situates Cain’s death in political terms via 

the mention of an agentive political figure and the loyalty structure built around that figure. Since 

being provided with this salient politicized narrative, subsequent discourse participants have an 

opportunity to situate Cain’s death within broader political contexts rather than being limited to 

the immediate information about Cain’s life. 

The subsequent interactants recontextualize Cain’s death but in different ways. 

Participant L situates Cain’s death within the context of cult behavior, identifying Cain as one of 

many who “sacrifice their life”. There is an arguably implicit negative evaluation of the leader in 

this statement, by use of the terms “cult” and “leader’s ego”. The implication is that Trump 

serves as a cult leader who inspires members of his cult to die in service of his egoism rather 

than a societal benefit or some other greater good. In reframing the Trump-Cain relationship, L 

has rescaled Cain’s death as an example of a cult leader and his human sacrifice. Whether meant 

literally or as a metaphorical practice, this shift in scale coincides with a shift away from Cain as 

a stance object. While L appears to negatively evaluate the leader, there is no clarity as to how 

the interactant feels about “members [who sacrifice] their lives” in service to that leader. While 

the gerund “sacrificing” suggests that the cult members have some active agency, the use of 

“cult” as a frame of reference suggests these members have been manipulated in some way, 

which may indicate a loss of agency. Regardless, neither of these interpretations allows for a 

clear stance of shaming or grief-pity regarding these members, and by extension Cain. Without 

additional context from L, there is no way of assigning even an implicit stance to their tweet 

regarding Cain’s death. 
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Participant M recontextualized Cain’s death in a different way but nonetheless arrives at 

a similar ambiguity. M repurposes a quote attributed to Nathan Hale, who allegedly spoke these 

final words before being hanged for spying on British troops during the Revolutionary War. The 

original quote reads “I only regret that I have but one life to lose for my country”. M presents 

this statement with quotation marks, implicitly attributing the words to Cain directly. In a 

modification to the original usage, M ends the quote with the bracketed phrase “but one life to 

lose [to own the libs]”. According to the open-source website Urban Dictionary, the phrase “own 

the libs” describes an act “to humiliate, debunk, annoy, or assert dominance” those who identify 

politically as liberals or left-leaning. It can also, however, be used ironically to describe the 

actions of persons who identify as conservative or right-learning and “engage in petty behavior, 

hypocrisy, or morally questionable actions” to provoke liberals. Whether applied literally or 

ironically, the attribution of this quote to Cain places his death as an act of overt political 

expression within a broader historical context. If meant literally, this attribution serves to place 

Cain as tantamount to a war hero; if meant ironically, it mocks Cain’s death by presenting it as 

the result of a deliberate political provocation. Both of these interpretations rescale the narrative 

to embed Cain’s final words into the narratives of war hero or provocateur, providing divergent 

but clear stances on Cain’s actions in life. Yet the statement is attributed to Cain without 

additional contextual language which may point more clearly to a stance on his death. This 

distinction is not trivial; as has been seen in earlier examples, negative evaluations of Cain’s 

actions and beliefs in life are often paired with expressions of grief-pity regarding his death, and 

vice versa. Therefore, neither interpretation of the quote allows for a clear assignation of stance 

to M. 
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In this section, I have examined four threaded twitter conversations where subsequent 

discourse participants either shift the stance object away from Cain’s death or obscure their 

stance. These shifts and obstructions are not random, but rather are a response to the additional 

text initial respondents present alongside their nuanced stances. The salient interrogative and 

declarative sentences included in the tweets present relevant factual information or acts of 

rescaling which subsequent interactants may challenge or accept. Finally, in observing all four 

examples together, it becomes clear that each shift in the stance object is a result of responding to 

factual claims outside of the previous participant’s nuanced stance. In fact, in reviewing all 

examples of shifted stance objects within the complete set of data, none are in response to 

additional affective language. 

Subsequent stancetaking with shared stance objects 

While the previous section showcased shifts in the stance objects on Cain’s death, many 

subsequent discourse participants maintain a focus on Cain’s death in their responses. The 

examples in this section demonstrate a variety of unilateral and nuanced stances, employing both 

polarizing and non-polarizing language. Acts of alignment and disalignment are more explicit in 

this collection of examples. Similar to the initial tweet responses, subsequent interactants 

construct their posts not only with nuanced stances but with additional affective and epistemic 

claims while also employing greater usage of affordances such as hashtags and emojis. Yet these 

interactants also share similarities with tweets that shift the stance object, as they demonstrate 

greater response to the explanatory and contextual language of the previous tweet than to the 

nuanced stances themselves. 

In Example 18, Participant N responds to a tweet from E, which expresses a nuanced 

stance, by presenting a subsequent nuanced stance. N’s nuanced stance shares structural 
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similarities to the collection of tweets analyzed in the first section of this analysis while also 

showcasing features more prevalent among subsequent interactants than initial participants. 

(18) Participant E 

Although I didn’t agree with his politics, he was a well accomplished Black man. 

I’m so disgusted that he died because he attended Trump’s rally. Was it worth it? 

Participant N 

Yes. Sad about his passing..But unfortunately...he made a choice..so 

upsetting though.simpathy to his family🌸 

 Just as in previous examples with nuanced stances, N’s post contains two divergent stance 

utterances; in this case, N presents an affective position of sadness regarding Cain’s death 

followed by a second affective position that regards Cain’s “choice” as “unfortunate”. These 

stance utterances are placed sequentially, separated only by the coordinating conjunction “but” 

indicating that they are in contrast to each other. The use of the subordinating conjunction 

“though” later on serves to enhance the original affective position with an evaluation of the event 

as “upsetting”. Besides the use of conjunctions, another structural similarity to previous 

examples is providing additional context of the nuanced stance. E’s expression of personal 

disgust situates their nuanced evaluation firmly within Cain’s death. Similarly, N situates their 

own nuanced position regarding Cain within an offer of sympathy to his family. N presents this 

additional affective language multimodally, offering sympathies to Cain’s family followed by the 

use of the “cherry blossom” emoji1. As a visual image, the emoji operates as a resource which 

evokes the physical act of bringing flowers to a funeral or a memorial. This multimodal 

 
1 Names for each emoji and their general uses are according to the reference website emojipedia.org. 
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expression pairs with the evaluation “so upsetting” to contextualize the nuanced stance with 

representations of grief-pity. 

While these similarities demonstrate N’s tweet as in keeping with participants that 

expressed nuanced stances in response to the death notice, there are also structural differences 

that differentiate N’s tweet from that group. Given the context that follows, the use of the word 

“yes” at the beginning of the tweet appears to be an act of alignment with E’s affective position 

of grief-pity more than as an answer E’s question. N does not offer reasons for why attending the 

rally would be worth doing but does offer additional words of sympathy that align with E. This 

act of explicit alignment is not a feature of initial tweets which expressed nuanced stances; as 

mentioned earlier, their alignment is largely implicit, with interactants not challenging the 

content of the original death notice. Another distinction is in the difference in specificity 

regarding Cain’s death between the two interactants. N describes Cain’s actions as “he made a 

choice”, phrasing which requires more explanation than E, who provides more explicit examples 

of Cain’s choices. This decrease in detail may be an act afforded to a subsequent interactant, as 

the context of the “choice” has already been provided by the previous tweet. Finally, N does not 

provide additional or competing knowledge to complement their stance; instead, N situates their 

nuanced stance with additional affective language. This marks a shift away from the largely 

epistemic language used by E. This suggests that a distinguishing feature of subsequent nuanced 

stancetaking is to differentiate their contributions to the discourse by complementing the 

language used by a previous participant rather than repeating the same content. 

A nuanced stance expressed by a subsequent interactant may be interpreted as an implicit 

act of alignment between two stance subjects. Unlike the unilateral and polarized examples later 

in this section, a second nuanced stance validates the original one, showcasing that the form of a 
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nuanced stance can be shared between discourse participants. That said, alignment can also be 

performed explicitly rather than implicitly, as seen in Example 18. The participants in Examples 

19 and 20 showcase four different expressions of alignment. 

(19) Participant C 

This is terrible. I wish his family well. 

But this death was likely avoidable, if he had not gone to an event put on 

by a President who turned not wearing masks or social distancing into a 

kind of loyalty test. 

Participant O 

Exactly 

Participant D 

I didn't like his politics but I'm sorry he's passed from a preventable virus. 

My condolences to his family n friends n I hope his death makes trump n 

the GOP wake up n see. this is not a hoax n just how serious  COVID-19 

is. 

Participant P 

I totally agree with you on this 💯 

In Example 19, Participants O and P provide two explicit acts of alignment using 

epistemic language. O aligns positively with Participant C through an assertion that C’s claims 

are exact. Because C makes both factual and affective assertions, a reasonable interpretation is 

that the claim of exactness applies to all of these, as well as the specifics of the nuance. 

However, another possibility is that this response is elicited by the hypothetical of C’s statement 

in particular. In comparison to O, Participant P is more direct and emphatic, affirming their 
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alignment in multiple ways. P explicitly aligns with the previous participant (“I…agree with 

you”) emphasizing agreement by using the adverb “totally”. Similar to Participant N, P employs 

the of an emoji to further emphasize their evaluation, in this case by the use of the “100 points” 

emoji. This figure reaffirms both a positive evaluation and a complete agreement with the 

previous statement by Participant D. Yet just like with N in Example 18, there is a potential 

structural reason for this act of alignment. P’s response may have also been elicited by D’s 

appeal with regard to the impact of Cain’s death in changing the narrative and taking the virus 

more seriously. 

(20) Participant Q 

"Rest in peace, Herman Cain.  

Too easy to be mean-spirited and political about this (though I felt the urge. I'm 

human).  

But everyone deserves to live and die with dignity. 🙏 " 

Participant R 

❤ 

Participant S 

amen 

In Example 20, Participants R and S showcase how explicit acts of alignment can also 

occur through affective language. R aligns with Participant Q by use of the “Red Heart” emoji, 

often used as an expression of love. This affective stance signals that R has a strong positive 

emotional reaction to Q’s words. Although Q expresses a nuanced stance, the tweet as a whole 

rescales Cain’s death by placing it within the theme of dignity in life and death. The emoji, then, 

appears to serve primarily as an affective act of alignment towards these ideas. Although S does 
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not make use of this multimodal affordance, they nevertheless demonstrate alignment through 

the use of the word “amen”. The insertion of this religious term not only serves to ratify the 

previous participant’s words, but also implies the ideas in the tweet befit a religious setting. Just 

as with R, this response appears to be elicited in part by Q rescaling Cain’s death toward a topic 

that may be understood as in keeping with religious language. 

In viewing Examples 19 and 20 together, the subsequent interactants do not actively 

differentiate between the affective and epistemic stances made by the previous participants. 

However, the epistemic and affective expressions of alignment appear to mirror the preference of 

the previous participant. That is to say, when the initial participant situates their stance in largely 

affective language, a subsequent interactant who explicitly aligns with them will likely do so 

using affective language as well, and the same holds true for epistemic language as well. 

While acts of disalignment can be performed as succinctly as in the examples of 

alignment above (such as the interactant who responded to a tweet with a nuanced stance with 

the phrase “That’s false”), subsequent participants are more likely to justify their disalignment. 

Example 21 shows two responses to the same tweet, each disaligning from Participant B’s 

nuanced stance. Although both Participants T and U favor an oppositional stance, each does so 

by focusing on different aspects of the previous tweet. 

(21) Participant B 

At the news about Herman Cain, I find myself experiencing 90% sadness and 

10% schadenfreude. I wish the circumstances of his death would allow me to 

experience zero schadenfreude. #ETTD 

Participant T 
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my percentages are just the exact opposite. Yes, I'm going to hell. But 

Cain led a bunch of people off the cliff and we will never know how many 

took his advice and now are in the same boat. 

Participant U 

100% schadenfreude for me. All my tears fell for John Lewis. Got nothing 

for someone who willfully chooses to ignore science and set a bad 

example for others. 

Utilizing B’s framework of percentages as a way to express states of emotion, Participant 

T expressly disaligns with B by presenting their affective stance through the epistemic phrase 

“the exact opposite”. A semantic interpretation of this language suggests that T is also presenting 

a nuanced stance (composed of 10% sadness and 90% schadenfreude). However, T’s self-

evaluation of this position, with the suggestion that they are “going to hell” for this stance, 

suggests that they view their own stance less as nuanced than as unilateral. This position, and by 

extension the disalignment, is defended by offering a negative assessment of Cain’s actions. T 

positions Cain as agentive, someone who “led… people off the cliff”, and implies that his actions 

have caused the death of many others. This justification does not merely look backward toward 

Cain’s life, but projects into the future as well, as T expresses concern for unknowable number of 

individuals who have similarly been negatively affected by Cain’s decisions. Similar to 

Participant N in Example 18, T’s usage of epistemic language throughout their tweet contrasts 

with B’s primarily affective language.  

Participant U also disaligns with B, showcasing similar structural devices to T but applied 

in differing ways. While also taking up the framework of percentages, U chooses to disalign not 

from B’s nuanced stance but rather from B’s desired stance of “zero schadenfreude”. This 
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disalignment is justified by presenting an assessment of Cain’s behavior in life. Cain is 

negatively evaluated both on an epistemic level (as someone who “willfully chooses to ignore 

science”) and on an affective level (as someone who sets “a bad example”). This evaluation is 

performed with less metaphorical language than in T’s case, yet it is still different from B’s 

stance taking in providing explicit rather than vague reasoning for their position. Another 

structural similarity between T and U is that this context is embedded within a different frame. 

While T invoked the notion of “hell”, U invokes the narrative of John Lewis, a Black 

congressman who was a key figure in the Civil Rights movement and who died of cancer less 

than two weeks before Cain. In embedding Cain’s death within the narrative of Lewis’ death, U 

presents themselves as someone for whom the emotion of sadness is limited, parceled out 

selectively, and fully spent before Cain’s death. Similar to T, who presents the notion of “hell” 

with a sense of finality, U provides no suggestion that they hope or expect to feel sadness for 

Cain in the future. 

Seen together, these responses show that subsequent stancetakers can disalign with any 

explicit stance provided by the previous discourse participant. However, as was seen in Example 

18, subsequent interactants often borrow structural features from the previous participant while 

also differentiating themselves with changes in language style. The explicit acts of disalignment 

by T and U showcase oppositional positions which shame Cain for his actions, utilizing language 

that moves the conversation toward heightened polarization. Yet this increase in polarizing terms 

also seems to be a response to the previous participant. B did not merely present a nuanced 

stance, but also offered a preferred counterstance. In presenting this shift explicitly, B elicits 

responses that showcase unilateral stances in a heightened, more aggressive manner, a suggestion 

which both T and U take up. 
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Polarization can be also presented much more aggressively. The data section earlier 

showcased an exemplar of polarizing responses to the @nytimes tweet. Example 22 

demonstrates that this level of aggression can also occur as a response to tweets which contain 

nuanced stances. Participant V uses politically charged language in a response intended to shame 

Cain. 

(22) Participant A 

Sad news. But.. at least Herman Cain consciously chose to go to that Trump rally 

despite being aware of the risk. How about the majority of the 150, 000 

Americans who never chose to go to a Trump rally, who tried to escape this 

deadly virus, but died? 

Participant V 

I hope he's in a place where all #republicans/#conservatives deserve to go 

when they die: HELL! He had plenty of chances to change his divisive, 

evil ways but chose not to. Time to celebrate the #GrimReaper doing 

society a favor & removing a member of a cancerous party:#GOP👎 

V uses strong negative evaluative language regarding both Cain and those whom he 

associated with politically or shared common political values. Unlike Participant D from 

Example 15, who shifted the stance object in response to this same question. V’s response is 

focused on Cain’s identity as a political figure. V’s evaluation is wholly negative, describing 

Cain as “deserving” of hell and the Republican party as “cancerous” while inviting others to 

celebrate Cain’s death through an invocation of the hashtag “#GrimReaper”. This negative 

evaluation of Cain as a result of his political identity is paired with evaluations of his actions, 

which are described as “divisive [and] evil”. In expressing this, V places Republicans as an out-
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group deserving of significant shame, which extends to Cain due to holding that same label. 

While U evaluates Cain in part by invoking other Covid deaths, V doesn’t explicitly address 

Covid at all. The phrase “divisive, evil ways” is overly broad and suggests political concerns 

more than merely Covid-related ones. Additionally, the Grim Reaper is invoked as the agentive 

figure causing death rather than Covid. These two instances together suggest a topic shift away 

from Covid toward broader political statements. It was noted earlier that the Participant A’s 

question rescales Cain’s death by broadening the conversation to include the 150,000 who died 

of Covid. By repeatedly invoking the conservative political party, V also engages in a subsequent 

act of rescaling. This again illustrates how subsequent interactants differentiate themselves in 

style from previous participants, even in instances of severe polarization, while at the same time 

borrowing some structural elements from them. 

Finally, while polarized stances are oppositional, an oppositional stance in general need 

not necessarily be polarized in the way shown above. In Example 23, Participants W and X 

present positive or negative stances respectively to the same tweet without resorting to polarizing 

language. 

(23) Participant D 

I didn't like his politics but I'm sorry he's passed from a preventable virus. My 

condolences to his family n friends n I hope his death makes trump n the GOP 

wake up n see. this is not a hoax n just how serious  COVID-19 is. 

Participant W 

It's tragic. I am sorry he listened to trump. I wish his family peace and 

comfort. 

Participant X 
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Well I didn't know the man so I really don't care if he is dead. I'm only 

glad he now has lost his ability to spread the virus 

Participant W presents a stance of grief-pity toward Cain’s death, affectively evaluating it as a 

tragedy. This is compounded by further affective positioning, feeling “sorry” for Cain that he has 

listened to Trump. A further affective stance is taken toward the family. All these utterances 

work unilaterally and in that way W aligns with a part but not the whole of the nuanced stance. 

However, while W emulates D’s nuanced stance by taking largely affective stances, W’s 

language is not overtly aggressive towards Trump and does not dwell on Cain’s political beliefs 

or personal decisions. That said, the phrase “It’s tragic” is ambiguous as to its referent even in 

context. It may be referring particularly to Cain’s death, but it may also be referring to D’s 

assertion regarding the seriousness of Covid. Ambiguity aside, W’s lack of polarization mirrors 

the tone that D presents by not ascribing strong negative evaluations to Trump or the GOP. 

Participant X, meanwhile, presents a stance that is perhaps best described as lacking 

investment than as shaming. X begins their post with the discourse marker “Well”, suggesting 

disalignment with Participant D. The phrase “I didn’t know” presents an epistemic claim of 

negative certainty which is used as evidence for an affective stance toward Cain’s death, namely 

that X “really [doesn’t] care”. Taken at its word, this primarily signals a lack of investment; 

however, this lack of concern may also imply a shaming stance, suggesting that Cain does not 

deserve positive affective evaluations from individuals who do not know him on a personal level. 

X continues by presenting a positive affective position regarding Cain’s inability in death to 

contribute to the spread of Covid. The epistemic marker “only” situates the affective stance as a 

complement to X’s lack of investment in Cain’s death even as they situate Cain’s death within 

the context of a “spreading virus”. Unlike Participant W, Y’s reference to Covid directly build on 
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the language used by Participant D. Even though the language remains oppositional, the 

epistemic evaluation of Covid as “not a hoax” but “serious” is retained by X. Thus, even when 

subsequent interactants present oppositional stances, they can nonetheless take up the claims 

made by a previous participant when crafting their own response. 

In this section, I have showcased a variety of responses available to discourse participants 

who respond to nuanced stances but retain Cain’s death as a stance object. In contrast to the 

initial respondents to the @nytimes death notice, acts of alignment and disalignment were more 

explicit by subsequent stancetakers who often took more advantage of Twitter affordances such 

as emojis. Similarly to responses which shifted the stance object, subsequent interactants often 

responded not to the nuanced stance itself but rather to the text that surrounds the nuance 

provided by the previous participant. Subsequent interactants often borrowed structural elements 

of the previous participant’s text while maintaining differences in content and language choices. 

This manifested itself almost uniformly among subsequent interactants, whether the posts 

express nuanced, oppositional, or polarized stances. 

Summary 

My analysis has examined seven posts on Twitter and a subset of subsequent responses to 

demonstrate the construction of nuanced stances and how those constructions affect the stance 

object and stances of subsequent discourse participants. Although there is a high diversity 

between the responses examined here, certain patterns emerge. Nuanced stances employ 

conjunctions which join oppositional stance utterances and which must be understood in tandem 

rather than separately. Yet these stances are not stated alone but are situated alongside affective 

and epistemic claims in the form of questions or declarations. Discourse participants who engage 

in nuanced stancetaking are less likely to employ Twitter affordances than subsequent or 
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polarizing interactants. The positions of initial participants, both in content and form, are often 

modified or challenged by subsequent participants to change the stance object or provide 

competing unilateral or oppositional stances. Yet while some subsequent interactants employ 

polarizing language, participants exp express nuanced stances appear to elicit less polarizing 

language. 

 
DISCUSSION 

As Du Bois (2007) notes, stance is a dialogic act which “invokes, explicitly or implicitly, 

presupposed systems of sociocultural value” (p. 139). Conversations and narratives on social 

media platforms in particular are often highly interactional, with multiple co-tellers making use 

of a wide range of linguistic features and multimodal tools as they take stances and make 

contributions to the discourse. Yet responses to previous stancetakers are also shaped by 

platform-specific affordances and limitations which can affect how a subsequent discourse 

participant constructs their response. Stance objects can shift between turn takers, individuals can 

present multiple stances on the same object, as well as situate their stances within a context they 

identify as particularly salient. The present data, taken from Twitter threads regarding a public 

figure’s death and surrounded by polarized pandemic discourse, provide significant avenues 

from which to assess the complexity of emergent nuanced stances in interaction on social media. 

The research question for this study was: “When presented with a nuanced stance on an 

issue of ideological contention on social media, how do participants argue and negotiate 

subsequent stances?” In my analysis, I examined three related aspects of the present data. First, I 

analyzed the construction of Twitter posts which included acts of nuanced stancetaking towards 

a particular stance object, in this case, Herman Cain’s death. Next, I showed the ways in which 

subsequent stancetakers shift the stance object to a related but distinct object. Finally, I analyzed 
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the stances of subsequent participants who did not shift the stance object. In this section, I 

discuss my findings regarding these topics.  

The term “nuanced stance” is an extension of Du Bois’ stance framework meant to 

encompass instances of stancetaking where the individual presents a complex but unified stance 

by joining two seemingly divergent stance utterances together. Rather than seeing each 

individual utterance as complete in itself, a nuanced stance recognizes that stancetaking may 

sometimes emerge and develop throughout consecutive utterances during an interactant’s turn. 

This moves the analysis of stance beyond the Du Bois’ diagraph, where stances are shown 

through dialogic syntax between discourse participants, into more complex interactional data. 

Indeed, the discourse in which the present data is situated provides fertile ground from which to 

analyze these more complex instances of nuanced stancetaking. The death of Herman Cain 

allows for multiple avenues of potentially oppositional stances, as he was a public political figure 

campaigning for a polarizing president during the early months of a pandemic where the use of 

preventative health measures became ideologically contentious. The increase of polarization in 

social media in recent years adds an additional salience to researching instances where 

individuals push against this in ideologically contentious situations. 

In the present data we see that nuanced stances share similar constructions even at 

different stages of interaction (that is to say, these constructions hold true for both initial 

respondents as well as subsequent stancetakers). Two stance utterances are joined by a 

conjunction (usually but not limited to the coordinating conjunction “but”) which identifies them 

as a unit to be understood and interpreted as a whole. Although the appearance of a conjunction 

in and of itself does not mean a nuanced stance was expressed, participants invariably utilize this 

grammatical marker to signal a symbiotic relationship between the two utterances. These 
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nuances employ combinations of explicit evaluations and positioning as well as affective and 

epistemic stances. While the death of Herman Cain is the focus of these nuanced stances, some 

individuals present implicit stances on Cain’s death by taking explicit stances on acts he 

committed or beliefs he held while alive. As seen in the analysis, these seemingly separate 

stances are not wholly separable, and if treated as such present an interpretation that appears to 

obfuscate the participant’s intended meaning. The use of conjunctions in a written format makes 

explicit that the interactants themselves see their two utterances as joined rather than separate. 

While one can imagine a Twitter post expressing only of a nuanced stance, the data 

shows that no discourse participant limited their contribution to the discourse in this way. 

Instead, each of them constructs their tweets by situating their stance within additional text to 

explain or contextualize their stance within the broader discourse. This can be done in multiple 

ways. Often a participant directly references salient details from Cain’s life or other relevant 

individuals, paired with positive or negative evaluations of such. In other cases, individuals may 

ask questions, eliciting additional information or evaluations from subsequent interactants 

regarding Cain. Finally, participants can also provide additional explicit stances to complement 

or compete with their original nuanced stance. While some participants added this context at the 

beginning of their posts, all tweets concluded with additional text which can be used to signal a 

preferred stance within the nuance or to present a reframe or rescale towards a preferred 

narrative from which to understand Cain’s death. The ubiquity of these additions suggest that 

discourse participants find additional explanations and context to be valuable or even necessary 

tools when taking nuanced stances on social media platforms. While the data here is too limited 

to provide a full view of that conclusion, it is perhaps enough to say that producing additional 

text within a single turn has value to these interactants. 
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However, whatever the original purpose of this additional text by their authors, its 

placement within a post highlights additional objects and establishes a structure which 

subsequent interactants may choose to respond to. Interactants who shift the stance object away 

from Cain largely shift toward objects mentioned by the previous participant. Given that these 

shifts generally coincide with tweets that do not express nuanced stances, this may be an implicit 

rejection of the nuanced stance as an acceptable response to Cain’s death. More charitably, these 

shifts may also be an act of responding to the final statement of a participant rather than a push 

against nuanced statements as a whole. Yet whether the content of this additional text is 

challenged or not, subsequent respondents often borrow structural elements from the previous 

participant. If, as seen in Example 15, the initial participant rescales the event in question, the 

subsequent interactant may imitate this and rescale again. Similarly, if a participant uses a 

framing device such as percentages to express their stance (see Example 21), subsequent 

interactants may use the same frame when expressing their own. This signals an awareness by 

subsequent interactants, either implicitly or explicitly, of how the previous participant 

constructed their argument and directly builds on it. 

Given the wide range of approaches individuals can take, it stands to reason that there 

would also be a wide range of stance objects, stances, and levels of polarization by subsequent 

interactants. Indeed, as seen throughout the data, other than the consistent construction of 

nuanced stances nearly every other aspect of these posts is unique. That said, when comparing 

the initial responses to the @nytimes tweet and the subsequent responses to tweets which express 

nuanced stances, it appears that polarization is less likely in the latter than the former. This may 

be due to the attempt by the New York Times to present a death notice without stating an explicit 

stance, thereby allowing individuals to respond to the discourse around Cain’s death in a more 
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open manner. By contrast, tweets which express nuanced stances not only present two stances 

but generally establish a moderated approach which may limit polarized responses. It is also 

possible that the differences in platforms between @nytimes and other Twitter users could have 

an effect on how willing individuals are to respond to each tweet. Even though both tweets are 

publicly available, it is not necessarily the case that other users will choose to engage with them 

on an equal level. 

An interesting feature of the present data is how the interactional nature of a social media 

platform can affect the tools individuals use when expressing nuanced stances. Discourse 

participants who directly responded to the @nytimes’ death notice tweet by offering a nuanced 

stance were less likely to use tools such as emojis, gifs, or even hashtags than (1) unilateral and 

polarized responded to the death notice or (2) subsequent participants. While there are many 

polarizing issues intersecting within the discourse, the fact that the content is about a person’s 

death may also be affecting the use of these affordances by nuanced stancetakers, who may be 

less willing to utilize them. Hashtags usage showcases increased engagement with the platform, 

as these may be more easily searched and may signal key terms that the interactant means to 

highlight (see Examples 21 and 22). Additionally, emoji usage provides multimodality to the 

tweets as images that may represent physical expressions (see Examples 19 and 20). Although 

these affordances were also used in tweets that contained nuanced stances, the reduced usage 

among the initial respondents may also signal that these users are less likely to view these tools 

as less useful, necessary, or appropriate when directly interacting with a death notice. All this 

suggests that nuance stances must not be isolated from the broader interactional context in which 

they appear but must instead be properly situated within “the wholeness of the storytelling event” 

(De Fina, 2021, p. 54). 
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As a whole, this study provides additional qualitative data regarding polarization, 

situating examples in interaction rather than through aggregate data-mining contexts. Although 

the focus on the study is on responses to tweets which express nuanced stances, unilateral stances 

with polarizing language are also present. As acts of stancetaking, aggressive and polarizing 

language cannot be viewed in isolation from the platform or from previous discourse 

participants. While ideologically contentious issues may inspire stronger language among 

discourse participant, this study suggests that even in such a context the construction of a post 

with a nuanced stance can have a mitigating effect on the aggression of subsequent interactants. 

That said, unlike Vasquez (2020), this data is primarily limited to two-turn interactions rather 

than sustained multi-turn conversations between two individuals. Additionally, by focusing on 

interactions this data excludes the effect of liking and retweeting, which can contribute to 

polarization by providing more or less visibility to those posts on the platform. Regardless of 

these limitations, however, this study shows that polarization, even in contentious contexts, is not 

inevitable, and social media users have some influence in shaping narratives toward civility. 

Finally, this study also provides additional data for understanding how Covid discourse 

has continued to develop over time. The US’s and the world’s relationship to the Covid 

pandemic has evolved. However, questions regarding preventative health measures, social 

responsibility, and personal freedoms – all of which are central to stances on Herman Cain’s 

death – have remained salient. Yet the ubiquity of Covid may cause discourse regarding the virus 

to be different than health or political concerns that are more localized. Additionally, if Covid 

becomes endemic or less fatal, these questions may become less central or may shift in focus. 

That said, even as individuals continue to die from the virus, partisan divides remain regarding 

health-protective measures and behaviors. Therefore, continued analysis of pandemic discourse 
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is vital to understanding how individuals discuss ideologically contentious topics in which death 

remains an irremovable factor. 

 
CONCLUSION 

In this study, I have shown how nuanced stances are constructed by users on Twitter and 

how subsequent discourse participants respond to these stances. Examining seven different posts 

with nuanced stances, I have demonstrated how nuanced stances may be composed by explicit 

and implicit stances and that these are often situated by turn takers with additional discourse 

elements to explain, justify, or otherwise contextualize the nuance. Further, I have shown that 

subsequent discourse participants will often borrow structural elements from a previous 

participant’s post in constructing their own. While this often causes shifts in the stance object, it 

may also produce a decrease in polarizing language from those who do not shift. The diversity of 

responses to nuanced stances reinforces Du Bois’ assertion that stance is “undeniably complex” 

(Du Bois 2007, p. 173) while also showcasing the value of applying a narrative as practice 

approach to stancetaking in social media contexts. Finally, my study shows that qualitative 

analyses of nuanced stances on social media provide a constructive view for understanding non-

polarizing conversations in social media by highlighting interactional, emergent conversations 

situated within the Covid-19 pandemic. 
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