
Twitter Self-Representation and Performance of Celebrity Masculinities: The Case of Stephen Fry 

INTRODUCTION AND THESIS STATEMENT

PRIMARY SOURCES (featuring on this poster):*

@stephenfry (Stephen Fry). “I've learnt to forgive myself for days that aren't good," @stephenfry told @dazburn about how to

cope with the pandemic. They also talked all things travel and plenty more. Watch the full interview at

https://travelgay.com/editorial/stephen-fry-interview/ [airplane emoji] #stephenfry.” Twitter, 26 Feb. 2021, 8:30 a.m.,

https://twitter.com/TravelGayCom/status/1365202439419363328.Accessed 24 June 2021.

@stephenfry (Stephen Fry). “The UK government promised in July 2018 to ban LGBT+ conversion therapy. Over two years

later, it has FAILED to honour its promise. I urge you to support the call to ban this unethical, harmful practice. SIGN at

http://StopDithering.com #StopDithering.” Twitter, 10 Feb. 2021, 12:00 a.m., https://twitter.com/stephenfry/status/

1359457081934319618.Accessed 24 June 2021.

@stephenfry (Stephen Fry). “Those of us who’ve struggled, fought and sometimes come close to losing mental health battles

know that the issue always needs to be at the forefront of any talk about national health. This week reminds us of that.”

Twitter, 10 May 2021, 12:21 p.m., https://twitter.com/stephenfry/status/1391699912983732229.Accessed 24 June 2021.

@stephenfry (Stephen Fry). “Under the guise of a tedious and deceitful "anti woke" sentiment, countries like Hungary and

Poland are beginning to strangle the precious rights and freedoms of their LGBTIQ citizens - I stand with brave and good

MEPs like Mr Engerer here....” Twitter, 10 Mar. 2021, 9:08 a.m., https://twitter.com/

stephenfry/status/1369560710783660033.Accessed 24 June 2021.

SECONDARY LITERATURE:

BOLA, J. J. Mask Off: Masculinity Redefined.Kindle ed., Pluto Press, 2019.

CALHOUN, Amanda J., and Jessica A. Gold. ““I Feel Like I Know Them”: the Positive Effect of Celebrity Self-Disclosure of Mental

Illness.” Academic psychiatry, vol. 44, no. 2, 2020, pp. 237–41. Springer Link, doi:10.1007/s40596-020- 01200-5. Accessed 9

June 2021.

CONNELL, Raewyn. Der gemachte Mann: Konstruktion und Krise von Männlichkeiten. 4th ed., Springer VS, 2015. Springer Link,

https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-3-531-19973-3.Accessed 23 June 2021.

“Counting Characters.” Twitter Developer Platform, Twitter Inc., 2021, https://developer.twitter.com/en/docs/counting-characters.

Accessed 22 June 2021.

CROSS, Wendy, and Ken Walsh. “Star Shots: Stigma, Self-Disclosure and Celebrity in Bipolar Disorder.” Bipolar Disorder - a Portrait

of a Complex Mood Disorder, edited by Jarrett Barnhill, InTech, 2012, pp. 221–36. https://www.intech

open.com/books/bipolar-disorder-a-portrait-of-a-complex-mood-disorder/star-shots-stigma-self-disclosure-and-celebrity-

in-bipolar-disorder.Accessed 23 June 2021.

JAVA, Akshay, et al. “Why we twitter: understanding microblogging usage and communities.” WebKDD/SNA-KDD '07: Proceedings of

the 9th WebKDD and 1st SNA-KDD 2007 workshop on Web mining and social network analysis, 12 August 2007, Association for

Computing Machinery, 2007, pp. 56-65.ACMDL, doi: 10.1145/1348549.1348556.

MARWICK, Alice, and danah boyd. “To See and Be Seen: Celebrity Practice on Twitter.” Convergence, vol. 17, no. 2, 2011, pp. 139–58.

SAGE journals, doi: 10.1177/1354856510394539.Accessed 9 June 2021.

MORGAN, Ashley. “The real problem with toxic masculinity is that it assumes there is only one way of being a man.” The

Conversation, The Conversation Trust (UK) Limited, 2021, https://theconversation.com/the-real-problem-with-toxic-

masculinity-is-that-it-assumes-there-is-only-one-way-of-being-a-man-110305.Accessed 21 June 2021.

MURTHY, Dhiraj. Twitter: Social Communication in theTwitter Age. 2nd ed., Polity, 2018.

“Our President.” Mind, Mind, 2021, https://www.mind.org.uk/about-us/celebrity-support/our-president/.Accessed 23 June 2021.

RETTBERG, Jill Walker. “Self-Representation in Social Media.” The SAGE Handbook of Social Media, edited by Jean Burgess et al., 1st

ed., SAGE Publications, 2017, pp. 429–443. doi: 10.4135/9781473984066.n24.Accessed 9 June 2021.

TURNER, Graeme. Understanding Celebrity. 2nd ed., SAGE, 2014. SAGE Knowledge, http://dx.doi.org/10.4135/9781446279953.

This project seeks to investigate the role of categories of difference in 

the Twitter self-representation of Stephen Fry as a male celebrity, 

focussing on gender, sexuality, and able-mindedness. By adopting an 

intersectional approach and by drawing on concepts from the fields of 

Masculinity and Critical Disability Studies, it examines attempts by Fry 

to reconcile his homosexuality and his mental impairment (bipolar 

disorder) with dominant discourses and representations of masculinity.

Thesis: Instead of conforming to dominant discourses and 

representations of masculinity, Fry uses his difference in order to fight 

marginalisation and to construct and perform new forms of masculinity.

Keywords: masculinity, able-mindedness, homosexuality, self-

representation, Twitter
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 Corpus-based (corpus consisting of tweets and retweets published 

on the verified @stephenfry Twitter-account between 1st of 

February and 16 May 2021, the end of Mental Health Awareness Week)

 (Re)tweets in the corpus were categorised into (self-)promotion, 

self-representation, and “self-affirmation” (Murthy 32)

 Analysis of written and visual self-representation (see Rettberg)

 Method: close reading of (re)tweets in the light of the categories of 

difference (gender, sexuality, and able-mindedness)

METHODOLOGY

(1) Challenging Hegemonic Masculinity

 Neither explicit challenging of hegemonic masculinity nor criticism of 

contemporary discourses surrounding masculinity

 However: analysis reveals an INDIRECT REJECTION of hegemonic masculinity 

and the construction and performance of an alternative masculinity which is 
NOT HETERONORMATIVE AND WHICH ACCOMMODATES MENTAL IMPAIRMENT

(II) Construction and Performance of Alternative Masculinities

AFFILIATION WITH THE LGBTQ+ COMMUNITY (POTENTIAL FOLLOWERS)

 Tweeting about talks/events/television series in which Fry makes an 

appearance (such as It’s A Sin, National Student Pride, Travel Gay  see Fig. 3)

 In five instances: using visual clues (especially in shared content and retweets) 

such as the RAINBOW/RAINBOW FLAG (see Fig. 4)

 (Re)tweeting content by or concerning other famous gay celebrities and 

activists such as Russel T Davies or Peter Tatchell

AFFILIATION WITH THE MENTALLY-IMPAIRED (POTENTIAL FOLLOWERS)

 In two instances by using the pronoun ‘us’ (see Fig. 1) (see Marwick and boyd

147 on affiliation)  affiliation less salient than with LGBTQ+

Affiliations relate to marginalised groups

CELEBRITY ADVOCACY AND ACTIVISM

 Express support for mental health awareness, gender equality, LGBTQ+ rights 

(see Fig. 2, 4), HIV awareness, and the fight against homophobia 

 (Re)tweet content published by the NHS and charities such as Rethink Your 

Mind, Just Like Us, Time to Change, BipolarUK, and Mind (of which Fry is the 

current president; see “Our President”) 

 Support campaigns such as the Mental Health Awareness Week (see Fig. 1)

 Some campaigns tweeted by Stephen Fry feature photos of or quotes by 

himself (see Fig. 4  personal association with LGBTQ+ rights movement)

Advocacy and activism are part of Fry’s masculinity  both can be seen as a 
WAY OF FIGHTING STIGMATISATION AND MARGINALISATION AND OF

INDIRECTLY CHALLENGING HEGEMONIC MASCULINITY

(III) The Role of Class and Celebrity Status

 Cross and Walsh argue that celebrity status may be an asset for a celebrity 

suffering from mental illness (reduced stigma) (227-28)  “power 

differentials” (compare Marwick and and boyd 144): some tweets in the 

corpus illustrate Fry’s celebrity status (role as guest speaker/award ceremony)

List of Works Cited

 Hegemonic masculinity and marginalised masculinities (Connell 129-35)

 Toxic masculinity (see Morgan; also Bola) 

 Masculinity as unconscious learning process (Bola 15, 21) 

 Performative and normative nature of masculinity (Bola 23) 

 Plurality of masculinities (see Connell 129-30; Morgan; Bola 16)

 Potential stigmatization and marginalisation of homosexual men (see Bola 17) and 

of men suffering from a mental illness (Bola 34-39), 

 Association of certain (male) mental impairments with weakness (Bola 37)

 Potential benefits of male celebrity health advocates in the destigmatisation process 

of mental illness (Bola 37; also Calhoun and Gold 238-39)  empowerment

 Potential contribution to the discussion of the representations of 

celebrity masculinity and the study of celebrity and social media

 “Microblog” (Java et al.; Murthy 9-11)  messages are limited to 280 

characters (“Counting Characters”)

 Twitter communications are public (Murthy 2) 

 According to Niedzviecki, Twitter users communicate with an (albeit 

virtual) audience (qtd. in Murthy 11-12)

 “Twitter suggests the possibility of interaction” (Marwick and boyd

144) (in the case of celebrity-audience interactions) 

 Twitter interactions between celebrities and their audiences are 

marked by “power differentials” (see Marwick and boyd 144)

 Twitter can be used by celebrities and other public figures to 

“[manage] their public persona“ (Turner 74)

 Content of (re)tweets can reflect interests of the celebrity and 

respond to audience (Marwick and boyd 147)  “affiliation” (147)
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