
This summer’s SURF project helped advance Dr. 

Lori Blewett’s ongoing communication project aimed 

at identifying key moments of rhetorical innovation 

(particularly lexical innovation) in U.S. social 

movement discourse (women’s movements, black 

liberation movements, and queer rights 

movements). The project aims to pair the evolution 

of new terms and concepts with their political 

contexts and antecedents: investigating how 

innovations functioned to reframe 

people’s perceptions of reality and why those 

innovations were seen as strategically necessary or 

beneficial at the time. The long term project goal is 

to demonstrate how an understanding of social 

movement rhetoric over time, paired with an 

understanding of the inertia of language in society, 

can help us better understand (and perhaps reduce) 

some of the challenges we face in contemporary 

conversations about social injustice. For the SURF 

project this summer, we focused our attention on the 

rhetoric of black liberation struggles.
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We identified about 80 key terms and phrases that were 

particularly important to evolving movements, from the pre-

abolitionist era to current day. After identifying this set of 

terms, students concentrated their research on concepts with 

a long history of usage. They also did an initial analysis of 

some newly coined terms in order to identify search tools that 

would be appropriate for emerging rhetorical trends. A key 

features of the summer SURF project was learning about the 

possibilities and limitations of “big data” research tools, 

particularly Google Ngrams. Students worked with research 

librarian Dr. Paul McMillin and their lead faculty to consider a 

variety of research tools and strategies for approaching this 

large research task. They explored and proposed various 

research tools, generated and analyzed numerous Ngrams, 

and did initial historical investigations of many key terms that 

reflect the evolution of black liberation struggles in the U.S.

Next Steps

Social movements develop new ways of describing problems in 

society as part of a general persuasive goal to change dominant 

ways of thinking and acting. But such innovation may indicate 

other political dynamics as well. It may indicate that movement 

goals or political opportunities have changed. It may be a 

response to opposing ideological forces that have co-opted or 

neutralized earlier rhetorical frames. It may represent a major 

paradigm shift in how activists understand their experience. It may 

arise almost by chance or it may be carefully cultivated by social 

movement leaders, lawyers, or educators. By studying the history 

of rhetorical innovation and usage, we focus on the political 

functions of language rather than on the “correct” meanings or 

truths of conceptual frames.

Regardless of why it catches on, lexical innovation does not 

suddenly replace other ways of thinking and speaking. It exists 

alongside older rhetoric, becoming dominant in some areas of 

society but not others. Conversations about oppression become 

particularly difficult when “old” ways of speaking (and thinking) 

about oppression intersect with newer ways of speaking. To some 

listeners, for example, a speaker’s failure to use contemporary 

social justice discourse may suggest a misguided understanding of 

oppression or possible support for an oppressive status quo. To 

other listeners, new ways of speaking about oppression may 

appear to be biased jargon, inflammatory rhetoric, or mere “political 

correctness.” It is not uncommon for people to be surprised, 

confused, or defensive when the “positive” (maybe even 

progressive) discourse they learned in one context is perceived as 

regressive or oppressive in another context. Such clashes in 

perceptions and assumptions make conversations about social 

injustice especially difficult, even when political and material 

interests are otherwise aligned. By developing a deeper 

understanding of the political history and dynamics of social 

movement rhetoric, students and educators may gain new 

perspectives on contemporary rhetoric and new insights into 

communication challenges that affect conversations about injustice 

today.
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• Thank you to The Evergreen State College for creating the 

SURF grant opportunity to participate in this research project

• Special thanks needs to be given to Paul McMillin and the 

other library staff who helped in discovering additional 

research tools, as well as directing us to texts that would be of 

great use during this project. Paul especially dedicated time 

with the team to get acquainted with the project and to 

educate us on great research sources that would be a benefit 

to the project overall.

Additional Tools UsedIntroduction

Project Overview & Goal

Approach to Research
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• Continue work on the words that were unable to be completed 

due to time constraints. 

• For contemporary words (1990’s-present) this would require 

more creative methods of research in adjusting how language 

is being used, especially the 2000’s and later. As stated 

previously, Ngrams is a great tool to offer a footprint but there 

are limitations. The date range does not exceed past 2008 

currently. This is where alternative research tools such as the 

Google Trends & Reddit Ngram come into play.

•

Create a timeline that lists major US & World events. Compare 

the events, to when sudden spikes in the Google Ngrams, 

Reddit Ngrams & Google Trends occur, to find the correlation 

of when language is being developed and what may have 

spurred it.

•

Create a document that lists language that seems to have 

become dormant in usage, or if it took on additional meanings, 

list the timeframe the additional meaning came about.

•

Find out if we can adequately answer: Did the old meaning die 

out? Is it still being used in conjunction with the newer 

meaning? 

•

Eventually, begin the foundation process for other social 

movements now that we have a method developed.

•

Utilize more primary sources, to see the usage of language in a 

historical context.

Google Ngrams

• Google Ngrams (https://books.google.com/ngrams) is an 

online search tool that that can chart the frequencies of 

single words & word phrases that appear in a massive 

corpus of printed and now digitized texts written between 

1500 and 2008. Google Ngrams was the foundational tool 

used in this project to begin creating timestamps as well as 

a documented chart of when language was being discussed 

and written about. Additionally Google Ngram was helpful in 

locating many texts relevant to our search criteria. One of 

the many positive features of Google Ngrams was the 

ability to compare multiple words & phrases with one 

another. 

• As with any tool, there were some limitations in its usage. 

The primary concern with Ngrams was that some texts did 

not “translate” properly for the search. A lot of older texts, 

with a specific font, would confuse S’s with F’s and vice 

verse. This font translation issue led to results including 

books not related to the particular topic at hand. 

Additionally, some book results would be duplicated 

multiple times.

Google Ngrams was a great tool for giving us an estimated date 

when these words were being used, but we needed to seek out 

additional research tools to dig deeper into the language and its 

history.

•

The Online Etymology Dictionary tool (

http://www.etymonline.com/) was helpful to gain an 

understanding of when a particular word was recorded as well as 

other or similar words the language might have replaced or been 

replaced by. All dates were approximates, as stated on the 

website. The search results were limiting in that they listed a date 

estimate of when the language was documented but did not 

supply sources or texts of where the language was first 

discovered.

• Oxford English Dictionary Online (http://www.oed.com/) was of 

great help in rectifying some the shortcomings of the Online 

Etymology Dictionary. They would include the definition of the 

word with several references and examples of the word being 

used in historic texts and newspapers. However, when utilizing 

some of the other research sources to verify the dates listed, I did 

find language being written at earlier dates with a different 

newspaper or text.

• The Evergreen Library (http://evergreen.edu/library) was where a 

majority of this research was conducted. Thanks in large part to 

the interlibrary loan system for allowing access to many texts 

from other colleges throughout the region. Also the Research 

Database 

• The search database (http://evergreen.edu/library/databases) 

provided by the Evergreen State College Library gave access to 

many different search engines that were utilized when gathering 

information.

• Google Trends (https://trends.google.com/trends/) was a tool I 

became familiar with midway through the project. It will be 

essential for the 2nd or 3rd phase of this project, in large part 

because Google Trends tracks language being used on the 

internet from 2004 to present real time data. You can also 

research hashtags. This will be especially useful as many social 

movements have evolved by utilizing the internet, and social 

media in particular to convey important issues, ideas and 

concerns. 

• Reddit Ngram (https://projects.fivethirtyeight.com/reddit-ngram) 

created by FiveThirtyEight is a bit exclusive in the sense it is only 

capable of researching language used on Reddit. But, with reddit 

being active since 2005, is the 4th most visited website in the 

United States, and can arguably be credited with helping to foster 

many social movements as well as counter movements, it's a 

great source of seeing how language is being used and 

perceived presently by everyday people on a social networking 

site.
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