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Περίληψη/ Abstract 
 
Situating them in the context of Call-out/Cancel Culture and widespread practices of coveillance or lateral surveillance, this 

presentation discusses the interconnections between face-threat and identity attribution and ratification in the on/offline nexus 

of public spaces (Blommaert, 2019). It does so by focusing on a stigmatized social identity (Goffman, 1963), a local 

ethnographically specific, cultural position (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005) attributed to some (mostly) American women stereotypically 

middle-aged and white who are positioned by others as Karens. Thus, Karen is attributed as an identity category to a woman 

“thought to be acting inappropriately, rudely or in an entitled manner” (Greenspan, 2020). Often, this inappropriate behavior is 

linked to perceived displays of racism against minorities. Infamous cases include Amy Cooper - dubbed Central Park Karen- 

who called the police on a black man claiming that he was threatening her life when, in fact, he was just a bird watcher who 

had asked her to leash her dog. During the COVID-19 pandemic, anti-masker Karens also gained notoriety. This relates to 

other well-known facets of the Karen identity kit (Gee, 2014), such as terrorizing services workers and refusing to abide by 

rules and regulations.  

 

First, I will describe the results of a multimodal (Norris, 2019), multidisciplinary analysis -including notions drawn from 

geosemiotics, speech act theory, and models of impoliteness –of 256 videos depicting Karen incidents. These videos had 

been submitted to “Karens Gone Crazy” (KGC), an Instagram digital repository of all things Karen and were deemed Karen-

enough (Blommaert & Varis, 2013) by the moderator to be posted on the page. The goal was to scrutinize and corroborate – 

as most depictions of Karen thus far had been impressionistic - general social demographics and locations related to the offline 

emergence of this social identity and, importantly, what actions and patterns of language and other semiotic modes are 

perceived as impolite i.e., face-threatening, and thus deemed part and parcel of the Karen identity.  Not unexpectedly, the 

analysis revealed, among others, strong connections between attributions of the Karen identity, on the one hand, and gender, 

perceived racism, public spaces, and (non)verbal actions often assessed as aggressive/impolite, on the other.  

 

However, I argued that Karen as a social identity is not ratified as such until (i) an individual displaying what is deemed to  be 

Karen-like behavior is video-taped, i.e., entextualized, by coveillance practices (Garcés -Conejos Blitvich, 2022; Jones 2009, 

2017); (ii) the video is then uploaded and thus recontextualized to dedicated online spaces – such as Instagram’s KGC, and 

(iii) and the individual is positioned and labeled as a Karen (via hashtags and comments, for instance) by page moderators, 

users, etc.  

The second part of the study delved into the role of KGC’s light community in said processes of identity ratification. Applying 

mainstream im/politeness models (Brown & Levinson 1987; Culpeper 2011, 2016), general notions of morality (Monroe & Plant 

2019, Workman et al. 2020, among others), moral emotions (Haidt, 2003) and conceptualizations of digital technology 

facilitated (DTF) violence against women (Esposito & Alba Zollo, 2021), posts evaluating 12 videos depicting Karen-like 



behavior and posted to Instagram’s Karens Gone Crazy (KGC) were analyzed. Results showed that, from an emotional 

geographies’ perspective (Davidson et al., 2005), KGC constitutes an “other condemning” emotional space where behavior 

considered antinormative in off-line public spaces is, in turn, uncivilly evaluated. Furthermore, the dynamic between incivility 

against Karen and ingroup civility emerges as key to the site’s normativity. The analysis also unveiled the widespread use of 

DTF in the data, which would lead to preliminary conclusions regarding connections between misogynistic ideologies and the 

emergence of Karen. In sum, these uncivil online public spaces become sites of normativity and moralizing about what 

constitutes civil behavior in offline public spaces, effectively co-constituting each other. 

 

We find a clear nexus here: the Karen identity emerges offline out of her own face-threats to different others but is ratified as 

an identity online via different others’ face-threatening behavior towards Karen. It is through the synergy of these online/offline 

practices that Karen is rendered a stigmatized social identity in the Goffmanian sense. 
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