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Good morning, today I’m going to talk about an aspect of my PhD research, in which
I’m looking at artists’ performance of expertise on social media. Today I am focusing
on the specific experiences of women artists, because I found some interesting
differences between how the women artists in my research performed their expertise
compared to the men. Today I unpack this and consider some of the implications for
women artists, some of which are involved in what are still believed to be ‘amateur’
forms of cultural production.
So first I will provide some background to the long-standing notion that forms of
cultural work associated with women are considered amateur. I link this to the ideas
of the masculine artist and expert which continue to affect how art created by
women is perceived. I will then introduce social media and its relationship with
expertise, and the methods I used to examine this in my PhD. I’ll then present some
of the gendered performances of expertise on social media by the women in my
research before considering the potential opportunities and implications of this for
women in cultural production.
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Feminised cultural work as ‘amateur’
• Increase in women working for themselves from home - Etsy

• Post-feminist masquerade?

Art created by women has traditionally been held in a much lower regard than the art
created by men. This is because of the devaluing of women’s art throughout history
and the social construction of women’s art as inferior. Craft in particular is an area
dominated by women, and its dismissal as an art form is linked to its connotations of
domestic ‘women’s work’. In the late 19th and early 20th century craft was considered
a part of domestic labour, as a necessity, rather than a form of creative expression.
Susan Luckman argues that the domestic location of craft work is a big factor in its
denigration. She says that:
“Even when money and labour are being traded, the very fact that it is often home
working means that records of production have historically rarely been kept, further
contributing to female craft production’s erasure from economic history and
devaluing as ‘serious work’”
According to Luckman, craft has been dismissed as ‘twee’ and ‘uncritical amateurism’,
but she argues that the lines between amateur and professional are blurring.
This is partly because of the resurgence home-based cultural production, facilitated
by online platforms and websites such as Etsy. For those of you who are not familiar
with Etsy, it is an online marketplace, similar to Ebay, where people can sell their own
handmade products, such as homeware, gifts, books, and art. Anyone, it seems, can
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create art and craft products and make money from them. For women, especially
those who have families to manage, sites such as Etsy offer opportunities for them to
run their own creative businesses from home.
However, some scholars have argued that the discourses of flexibility and freedom
associated with these types of work actually reinforce patriarchy. Luckman argues
that the “lack of respect and recognition for women who work from home is
exacerbated by heteronormative perceptions of women’s ‘place’ being in the home.”
Stephanie Taylor points out that the discourses around the freedom of women being
able to work for themselves does little to help their status. She says: “in contrast to
the heroic masculine figures of the entrepreneur and artist, this is a feminized lowstatus worker.” Taylor argues that “this feminized figure is part of a ‘new mystique’,
resembling the ‘housewife trap’ made famous by Betty Friedan, which invited women
to move back from the paid work-force to the home and domesticity.” These
arguments evoke Angela McRobbie’s idea of the ‘post-feminist masquerade’, where
developments which appear to empower women actually reinforce patriarchy and
gender inequality.
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The masculine artist
“Apparently miraculous, nondetermined, and asocial nature of
artistic achievement […] The artist, in the nineteenth-century
Saints’ Legend, struggles against the most determined parental
and social opposition […] and ultimately succeeds against all
odds”
(Nochlin, 1971:155).

The masculine idea of the artist has a long history which also continues to influence
how art created by women is perceived. Linda Nochlin’s 1971 article why have there
been no great women artists? Drew attention to the way that art created by women
was perceived in comparison to art by men. Nochlin highlights how making art is
dependent on favourable social and cultural conditions, and for women, such
conditions are historically unfavourable. The biographies of the male genius artists
were mythical stories which celebrated the:
“Apparently miraculous, nondetermined, and asocial nature of artistic achievement
[…] The artist, in the nineteenth-century Saints’ Legend, struggles against the most
determined parental and social opposition […] and ultimately succeeds against all
odds”
These types of stories, according to Nochlin, helped to form the unconscious bias
towards the ‘genius’ male artist, possessing the special qualities and talent which are
eventually discovered. These stories suggest that any genius or talent within female
artists never revealed itself, despite unfavourable conditions, therefore, to quote
Nochlin, “women do not have the nugget of artistic genius”.
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The masculine expert
“A man can be marginalised in consequence of his class,
ethnicity, or race, his character, economic circumstances, […]
but it is rare, in male-dominated societies, for him to be
marginalised primarily because of his maleness. A woman, by
contrast, is disempowered in the face of authority and
expertise because she is female, in ways that cut across and
inform all of the other socially disadvantaged positions she
occupies”
(Code, 1991:175-176).

As well as the devaluing of their art, domestic work and the long-standing perception
of the genius masculine artist, women artists also have the masculinised idea of the
expert to contend with. The idea of the expert has long been associated with
masculinity, as Lorraine Code argues:
“A man can be marginalised in consequence of his class, ethnicity, or race, his
character, economic circumstances, […] but it is rare, in male-dominated societies, for
him to be marginalised primarily because of his maleness. A woman, by contrast, is
disempowered in the face of authority and expertise because she is female, in ways
that cut across and inform all of the other socially disadvantaged positions she
occupies”
(Code, 1991:175-176).
Here, the idea of the expert as masculine is clear – because women are
“disempowered in the face of expertise” – the idea of a woman being an expert
appears to not be possible.
Cynthia Cockburn’s account of the 19th Century printmaking industry is an example of
how women’s technical expertise was denigrated. She describes how manual
typesetting – considered highly skilled, men’s work – was gradually replaced by the
keyboard in the 1970s. The introduction of the keyboard led to a surge of women’s
employment as typists, yet the skill of typing was considered to be a cheap and
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feminine form of labour, in contrast to the supposedly highly skilled labour of the
typesetters it replaced.
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What is expertise?
The possession of specialist knowledge and skill,
which is recognised as legitimate and mobilised,
accumulated and performed within a social context

Now I’ve provided some background, it’s worth clarifying what expertise actually is.
From my research I have come to an understanding of expertise as:
The possession of specialist knowledge and skill, which is recognised as legitimate,
and mobilised, accumulated and performed within a social context.
As I present my discussion and findings you will see how I came to this understanding
of expertise.
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Expertise and social media

In a saturated cultural sector, with an excess of supply of creative and cultural
workers and not enough jobs for them, the competition to get on in this industry is
fiercer than ever. Social media platforms are argued to have opened up opportunities
for people to distribute and sell their work to a global audience. Being known as an
expert in this sector would be an advantage – building artistic expertise,
demonstrating it and getting it noticed by others of a higher status in the industry is
what is required to gain a steady stream of work and commissions. Can social media
platforms help women artists gain more exposure and recognition for their expertise?
How do women artists perform their expertise on social media?
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Methods
Jones, C. (2002)
Signaling expertise:
How signals shape
careers in creative
industries. In Career
creativity:
Explorations in the
remaking of work
pp.209-228.

To find this out, I looked at the social media activities of artists, who were mostly UK
based, and a few of which were high profile. I also interviewed 19 of the artists about
their social media use. All of the participants in my research used social media to help
promote their art and practice. They were from all over the UK, from a variety of
backgrounds, all different ages, and I interviewed slightly more women, most of
whom sell their work on Etsy. I asked them about their career, their background, and
social media use.
To examine their performance of expertise I analysed samples of their social media
posts, drawing from Candace Jones’ signalling expertise framework. Jones draws on
the performance work of Erving Goffman to conceptualise how expertise is signalled
in creative industry careers, arguing that signals are important for conveying one’s
knowledge and expertise in the creative industries job market. I collected samples of
the artists’ social media posts over a period of four months, and analysed them using
an adapted version of the signalling expertise framework, as you can see here. So I
looked at the aesthetic style of the post, the display of requisite skills, which can refer
to either their artistic skills or their social media posts and how they are composed.
And relationships, including the strategies to connect with others.
During the analysis I noticed some gendered differences in how expertise was
performed among the male and female artists. While the men posted mainly about
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their own work - examples of their own work, exhibitions and so on, the women did a
little less of this, and instead engaged in more relational strategies such as sharing the
work of others and sharing aspects of their home and personal life. How does this
constitute a performance of expertise?
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Relational strategies for performing
expertise
• Mutual aid
Development of “bottom-up
infrastructures to support
independent work”
(de Peuter and Cohen,
2015:306)

First, I found that the women were very supportive of other artists, particularly fellow
female artists. They retweeted a lot of each other’s’ work. To conceptualise this, I use
the idea of mutual aid, which is used by de Peuter and Cohen to describe the
collective activities between cultural workers to respond to poor labour conditions. I
liken this to the activity of female artists, who are among those groups struggling for
recognition in the art world, and on social media at least, appear to publicly engage
with and support each other.
For example, Lisa who is a writer and has her own Etsy shop, often praised the work
of other writers. The second Tweet features an anthology called A Winter’s Romance,
which includes a story by Lisa. Yet, she is Tweeting about this anthology not by
mentioning her own work, but the contribution of another writer in the anthology by
posting a mini positive review. By mentioning fellow writers in the anthology, it
increases the chances of them returning the favour either immediately or at another
point in the future. This reciprocal sharing is a strategy to help amplify reach on social
media. This can only really happen if artists recognise and appreciate each other’s’
artistic expertise, because they would not want to associate themselves with anyone
who is bad at what they do. The mutual recognition of expertise leads to sharing, and
the potential of increased online visibility and recognition of artistic expertise from
those with a higher status, which, according to the signalling expertise framework, in
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turn enhances the status of the person performing their expertise.
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Relational strategies for performing
expertise
• Forming bonds through icons
Zappavigna (2014) addiction,
frazzle and self-deprecation
bonds

Second - the use of specific objects, or ‘icons’ on social media can symbolise a shared
experience particularly among women. Michele Zappavigna (2014) calls this the
‘addiction bond’ and is one of three key bonds which she argues are particularly
common in women’s online interaction. The other two ‘bonds’ she identified were
‘frazzle’ and ‘self-deprecation’ which are also in some evidence in my research. For
the artists in my sample, the use of icons are part of their feminised performance of
expertise, for others (mainly women) to rally around, so that, to quote Zappavigna,
“rather than simply informing other users that the microblogger has consumed a cup
of coffee or a glass of wine […], the main function of the post is to propose a bond
positively valuing the bonding icon.”. The formation of these initial bonds is important
for these women, because they can help increase the chances of mutual recognition
of artistic expertise, and the subsequent exposure of their work facilitated through
mutual aid.
For example, Abi posted about having wine, as a reward for finishing a painting. If we
use Zappavigna’s ideas of the key bonds, here are examples of both the ‘frazzle’ and
‘addiction’ bonds – Abi has worked hard all week and her reward is alcohol and food.
While she mentions wine, Abi is also sharing an example of her work – the result of
her labour and a way of showing how she has earned her reward. The sharing of work
is evidence of her artistic expertise and the mention of wine, or whisky, may be a way
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for other women in particular to rally around Abi as a person and at the same time,
recognise her work. There were several other examples in my research of this,
including cakes and pets. While not an explicit performance of their artistic expertise,
the use of familiar icons is another strategy to form relationships to facilitate greater
online exposure for their work and expertise.
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Relational strategies for performing
expertise
• Emotions and self-disclosure
Luckman (2015) part of a
“rounded performance of a
seemingly successful balanced
self” (p.113).

Third - like the use of icons, the use of emotive language and self-disclosure was also
used by women to affiliate with others online. The women artists were more emotive
than the men in their posts, mostly saying what made them happy, or what they love.
But some also disclosed harder times. This is a counter to popular discourses of
online presentation of self, as polished and perfect. Susan Luckman refers to this in
her critique Etsy’s featured blogs segment, where a seller is featured and
photographed in their own home. She criticises the idyllic presentation of creative
work where home and work life are seamlessly integrated and reconciled. Some of
the artists in my research shared far from idyllic aspects of their lives, the most
striking being Jazamin here, asking for a job. Rather than implying she is in demand
and successful, she is appearing to be candid about her situation.
This might not seem to benefit a performance of expertise, especially compared to
the positive, happy language used most commonly by the artists in my research, but
Jazamin and Robyn’s self-disclosure adds to their overall presentation of an authentic
person which people could relate to and could help them form important relational
bonds. According to Susan Herring, women tend to exhibit a more supportive style of
communication online, so they are more likely to respond with sympathy to negative
emotions.
The use of relational strategies by the women depict an alternative to the traditional,
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masculine conceptions of expertise which evoke the individual ‘genius’ working in
isolation.
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Implications
• Problematising ‘amateur’
• Relational strategies to get expertise recognised – collective
expertise?
• Persisting inequalities

For women artists, the performance of expertise is much more than just promoting
their work. Associations and relationships are crucial for the recognition and
legitimation of expertise, and I have revealed the more feminine strategies utilised to
facilitate these relationships. The traditional conceptions of women’s art and craft as
amateur could be problematized by women who mobilise online to perform their
expertise, almost collectively, in this way. My research suggests that social media
platforms offer positive possibilities for women to gain wider recognition for their
artistic expertise.
However, these relational strategies are not done in isolation - it is how others in
their network are doing it and they are becoming conventions. Adhering to these
conventions requires a level of social media knowledge, which, like the women’s own
artistic skill and expertise, can only be accumulated over time and with practice.
Learning these conventions requires time and effort in addition to the effort they put
into their own practice as well as other commitments such as other jobs and family. It
is therefore possible that using social media platforms in this way could also add to
struggles for women artists in ways which go beyond gender. For example, the
bonding icons such as wine, cake and pets are not accessible to everyone, and they
may not always translate across different cultures and backgrounds. The presentation
of the idyllic is not always possible and while, as I have shown, the self-disclosure of
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harder times could also help, the very fact that women are continuing to talk about
their struggle, much more than the men did in my research, is telling. As much as
social media platforms and the social process of expertise holds some new and
positive possibilities for women artists, the long standing concerns around inequality
persist.
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