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Apostol, Nicoleta Elena, Surugiu, Romina. 2024. Convergences: Communication, Work, and
Gender. Gender a vyzkum / Gender and Research 25 (2): 3-12, https://doi.org/10.13060/
gav.2024.019.

The premise of this thematic issue is that work and communication are converging,
and that the process is upheld by interactive (digital) technologies. ‘Convergences’
(in plural) was chosen to emphasise the ‘always-existing entanglement’ (McRobbie
2011:61) between the ‘nature’ of work, gender, and other dimensions of identity,
such as social class, age, race, ethnicity, educational background, occupational status,
job type, bodily and cognitive abilities, non-normative sexualities, and nationality.
The intrinsic link between labour and technology surfaces regularly in public de-
bates, which include concerns about risks to the workforce in the future, as we have
seen in the past decade with the rise of generative artificial intelligence (Reeves
2016). Currently, we experience ‘technology’ through the intensification of our in-
teractions with it (Rogers 1986). An interaction necessarily involves another entity
(human, non-human); it relies on action and cognition and manifests across differ-
ent forms of communication, verbal and non-verbal. Interactive technologies have
created a media ecology with different genres of participation compared to print
media, radio, and television (Madianou, Miller 2013). The increased access to digital
infrastructure and the relative affordability of devices have led to an environment in
which we alternate between being on- and off-line. A major outcome is that pro-
duction (remunerated work in the market) and social reproduction (the unpaid work
needed to make life itself possible, for oneself and for others) are further enabled to
go along. The household is no longer considered the sole site of social reproduction,
nor is social reproduction limited to housework and care responsibilities, as it has
instead come to be understood as ‘the work of creating and sustaining social forms
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and relations of cooperation and sociality’ (Weeks 2007: 235). With technological
interconnectivity, we are exposed to and compelled to participate in the incessant
production of symbols and data (Morini 2007; Virno 2004), both when we are en-
gaged in paid labour and when we are at home, as we are performing domestic
work or enjoying our leisure time.

The role of work in (de)focusing gender

Like previous technological milestones (e.g. the steam engine, electricity, the assem-
bly line), computing and the internet — the basis of interactive technologies — have
changed labour processes and workplace relations, thereby transforming social dy-
namics (Moll 2022). Nowadays, the distinction between working life and private life
has become untenable, as the subject must take advantage of opportunities to in-
stantiate its potentiality: ‘subjectivity itself, in its experiential, relational, creative di-
mensions’ represents what is exchanged in the labour market (Morini, Fumagalli 2010:
236). As such, the central asset becomes one’s capacity to mobilise linguistic intellect
and communicative competencies (Morini 2007; Virno 2004). Prima facie, one might
associate these patterns exclusively with today’s growing share of intellectually orient-
ed jobs, but as Carlo Vercellone (2005: 3) points out, ‘human labour is an activity that
reunites within it both thought and action’, and employment in industrial capitalism
has produced a distortion by emphasising the standardised and repetitive aspects of
work. The pioneering study by Shoshana Zuboff (1988) captured the transition from
manual dexterity to intellectual capacity in American industries with the integration
of computing, and nowadays it is accepted that to accomplish work people need to
draw on a mix of intellectual abilities and action-centred skills.

While we are being collectively transformed into a ‘labour society’ through a dif-
fused system of production (Virno 2004: 101), with a generalised sense of anxiety
about the availability (and suitability) of jobs in the background, gender remains a core
dimension of personal identity. To paraphrase Donna Haraway (cited in Weeks 2007:
239), we are living in times characterised by both the erosion and the intensification
of gender. We know that in more economically developed countries, as well as in
less economically developed regions of the world, there has been a steady increase
in women'’s labour market participation (WTO 2017). Women with tertiary education
outnumber male graduates, and even though by 1998 one-half or more of all profes-
sionalised occupations were held by women (ILO 2004: 50), in what today is labelled
‘knowledge work’ the earnings disadvantages of women persist (Sauer, Van Kerm,
Checchi 2022). Historically, they have been more likely than their male counterparts
to be concentrated in precarious forms of labour (e.g. temporary work, part-time
positions, underemployment, low-wage jobs with diminished levels of control over
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hours and work conditions), both due to segregated occupational patterns and be-
cause within the private sphere of life they have been (and continue to be) the main
providers of domestic work and childcare (Betti 2018). However, with the onset of
post-Fordism and the decline of manufacturing, male workers in industrialised coun-
tries have been exposed to insecure employment at higher rates and to jobs that lack
regulatory protection and are poorly paid (Kalleberg 2012).

It seems that we are moving irreversibly towards ‘equalisation’, and that gender
as a political category is losing its impact on ‘citizenship rights, educational and em-
ployment opportunities, levels of income and wealth, access to prestige and power’
(Hawkesworth 2013: 3). Female workers are catching up with their male peers, and
this enables them to exert more choice in their lifestyles, in key areas such as partner-
ships, marriage, mothering, and childrearing, and in managing disposable income and
consumption patterns (McRobbie 2011: 67). As the emerging generations of women
are benefitting from the equality achievements of the first two waves of feminism
and living the intellectual sophistication of the third one, it has been suggested that
precariousness is becoming a gender-unifying experience (Fumagalli, Morini 2020).
Traditionally, young people are a vulnerable category of workers (Esping-Andersen
2000), and they are further disesmpowered in bargaining for working conditions in a
context that is marked by the rising costs of pursuing higher education and of em-
barking on a particular occupational path, costs that young people and their families
bear with limited or inexistent welfare-state support (Antonucci 2018). Among the
various forms of precarious work, underemployment is considered to have become
"the global normality for youth in the labour market’ (Roberts 2009: 4), which has
been defined as an insufficient ‘quantity and quality of employment to meet the needs
and wants of workers’ (MacDonald, Giazitzoglu 2019: 729), in terms of wages, job
security, aspirations. This restates the importance of intersectionality for acknowl-
edging how various aspects of one’s identity interact and the need to pay attention
to how identity categories coexist under the influence of socioeconomic, political,
and environmental contingencies.

The amplification of the impact of gender on labour began to occur in the 1970s,
with the growth of the service (tertiary) sector, predicated on an influx of female
workers. Women were the largest available workforce to enter this labour market,
in addition to being considered naturally more qualified to deal with clients in retail,
to provide care services, and to perform clerical tasks, which had lost status with the
diffusion of education (Blackburn et al. 2002). The distinction between the feminised
service sector and the masculinised manufacturing sector has since then faded, as
male workers have increasingly taken jobs in service industries, and there has been a
diversification of the sector through the rise of the information economy, which has
also increased the demand for knowledge work. With the permutation of the econ-
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omy, Cristina Morini (2007: 42) argues that women have become a model for the
contemporary labour market, both in their historically driven capability to be ‘elastic’
(Thompson 1983: 193), to stretch themselves in order to have a wage and to maintain
their involvement in the domestic sphere, and because of the advantage of bringing
to the point of production attitudes and behaviours related to their social reproduc-
tive role (e.g. to care for the other, to impart linguistic meaning).

The feminised ethos of labour

The newfound centrality of these dimensions in the labour market — elasticity and
social reproductive prospects — has been linked with the presumably low-skilled char-
acter of service jobs, creating the expectation for women to always ‘give that little
extra something’ (Grossman 2012: 71) to compensate for the fact that what they were
bringing to the table were innate inclinations, not skills that require hard work or the
physical strength and authority embodied by the (white) male worker. The growing
spectrum of service industries at the intersection with mediatisation has caused the
paradigm to shift and made desirable those workplaces and skills that involve ‘ac
tions affecting primarily people and paper’ and currently relying on screens (Greene,
Swenson 2018: 242).

As we have moved firmly into the cultural feminisation of economic life (Adkins
20071), there has been a generalised attempt to extract from the workforce qualities
that carry the trace of female labour that is, a labour that is flexible, interactive, af-
fective, and self-aware. Originally, the concept of the ‘feminisation of work’ referred
to the overrepresentation of women in jobs with low status and rewards, since men
were clustered in the better unionised branches, while women were segregated in
areas of work that were considered low-skilled, conveniently viewed as a natural
extension of their domestic roles (Thompson 1983: 203). Thus, the feminisation of
work is also the quiet advance of a feminised ethos of labour, which has spread from
the ‘bottom’ of the labour market towards the labour market’s specialised branch-
es. What in the past was perceived as female disposition is getting recognition as a
skill, i.e. something that takes effort to master and implement, exchangeable in the
labour market. Concomitantly the labour market is becoming de-gendered, as the
attributes that were traditionally associated with female labour are in the process
of being expropriated from female embodiment to become the standard expected
from the average worker. An illustration is the transversal demand for soft skills. The
quintessential worker, even if in possession of expertise or ‘hard’ skills, is expected
to train and make use of their ‘soft” abilities. These skills are intensely cognitive in na-
ture and require intrapersonal and interpersonal exchanges, and in the labour market
they are codified, for example, as communication, management, relationship skills,
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and continuous learning (Weber et al. 2009). They convey infinite possibilities, and in
tandem with interactive technologies they support the multiplication of surplus value.

With the diffusion of education and with computing, the occupational profile of
workers who are in demand has changed as well. Women'’s greater participation in
the labour force coincided with these developments and correlates with an economy
(with forms of capital accumulation) thriving on social reproduction.

The contributions of this thematic issue

For this special issue, we have prioritised the term ‘work’ over ‘labour’, as the former
is inclusive of the latter. ‘Labour’ is the institutionalised form that the organisation of
work takes in society, and it is associated with estrangement (alienation) from oneself,
from the process and the product of one’s effort, and from social relationships, while
‘work’ refers to the general process by which humans satisfy the various needs that
exist at a given time, creating goods, providing services, and simultaneously impact-
ing nature, culture, and society (Fuchs, Sevignani 2013: 240). Work is what it takes to
create and maintain life and the world we are inhabiting, it is constitutively reproduc-
tive before it is productive. We were interested in the experience of work in its variety,
and we sought to explore how communication actualises the potential of work to be
a source of toil and hardship and a source of satisfaction and self-expression (Frayssé
2014: 472), and we aimed to provide gendered illustrations of this phenomenon.
Alina Silion’s ‘The Aftermath of Minds, Hearts and Symbols: A Multidimensional
Perspective of Digital Housework’ is the sole contribution that focuses on the domestic
sphere of life. We know that housework has paved the way to the ‘double shift’, from
which women have not been able to free themselves. What is the impact of interac-
tive and smart home technologies on the division of labour? Do they foster a more
equal workload? According to the author, digital housework is mostly performed
by men, while women assist the process. Men interact in-depth with these devices
in the buying process and in ensuring their proper use and maintenance, and they
communicate with household members for endorsement and regulation purposes.
Digital housework does not affect (yet) the paradigm of domestic work, it only adds
tasks that men are willing to engage with. It raises men'’s self-esteem, as it enables
them to bring technical improvements into the household, while women increase
their ability to connect online and offline aspects of life through these technologies.
The study co-authored by Alexandra Codau and Valentin Vanghelescu, ‘The Limits
and Opportunities of Practicing Journalism in the Digital Space: A Gender Perspec-
tive’, is a case study on the professional debut of a female journalist in the visible — in-
stantly praising and hostile — digital environment. Their research analyses the twisted
outcome of a feature article on a music festival hosted in Romania. The article went
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viral and generated not just positive comments — acknowledging the young journal-
ist's work of showing aspects of interest for the community — but also many negative
reactions from the publication’s online readers. Predictably, the female gender of the
journalist was used as significant grounds for justifying the criticism levelled against
the piece she had authored. Such a debut would be likely to put a person off pursuing
journalism as a career but given the simultaneity of communication practices in the
digitised public sphere, the young journalist immediately received ‘institutional’ sup-
port. Well-established media figures, a feminist NGO, and university representatives,
along with allied social media users, were able to discursively counter the imprint left
by the aggressive and misogynistic speech being expressed online.

The article of Mariana Fagundes, ‘The Transnational Construction and Maintenance
of Digital Feminist Media Activism: Engagement Practices in the Global South and
North’, explores how collectives in Brazil and France organise their editorial workflows.
Through the accounts of different actors involved in the market production and social
reproduction of feminist media projects, the article offers readers a glimpse of the
work it takes to produce this type of content as a readily available discursive resource
that offers an alternative to the mainstream media’s heterosexist biases. The author
underlines the precarity of the working conditions in media activism and how symbolic
rewards — access to social and cultural forms of capital — to some extent compensate
for the low-paid or voluntary nature of work in this field. The exposure granted by
these spaces allows authors to gain visibility in the world of activism, and professional
recognition in the world of content creation. At the same time, the danger of online
harassment endures, feminist websites and blogs are regularly hacked, and their au-
thors are threatened and often have to discontinue their own social media accounts.

Keren Darmon’s ‘Time to Change the ‘Change’: Stigma and Support in Blogs about
the Menopause’ describes a development rarely observed in industries such as public
relations, which traditionally seek to follow protocol and maintain ‘respectability’ in
an effort to appeal to audiences — namely, women working in public relations who
are using their skills in this case not for the benefit of their clients but to reflect on
the transformation that menopause brings about at work. As often happens with
occupations that rely predominantly on intellective skills, bodies are placed in paren-
theses, except with respect to the concern for the aesthetics of self-presentation.
Menopause symptoms — such as low energy levels, impaired memory and concen-
tration, and ‘brain fog’ — are brought to light in blog posts created by members of
women-only networks. ‘Menopause talk’ is placed at the crossroads of feminist and
postfeminist sensibilities: on the one hand, there is the imperative of ensuring wom-
en’s full participation in the labour market by raising awareness on this specific issue;
on the other hand, a step is being taken to de-normalise and to question the expec-
tations that we have from labouring bodies.
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Chiara Perin offers an auto-ethnographic account in ‘Washing “Dirty Work" in
Academia and Beyond: Resisting Stigma as an Early Career Researcher Investigating
Sexuality in the Digital’. The paper provides us with insight into the tensions that
young women can experience when studying topics related to sexual attitudes and
behaviours that cannot be examined using measurable variables and impersonal num-
bers. The paper also prompts reflection on the disjunctive worlds of academia, where
there is one world that provides an environment for engaging with and publishing
on hitherto (metaphorically speaking) ‘closeted’ strands of research, and one that is
linked to the institutionalised spaces in which (work-in-progress) theses are defended,
diplomas are conferred, teaching commitments are assigned, and (sometimes) job
security is granted. Institutional and personal struggles are inherent to gender and
sexuality scholarship, as society seems to reject the boundary between the research-
er's professional life and personal life. This then seems to be part of the ‘dirty work’
required to master this area of research.

Concluding remark

How can we bring these theoretical and research insights together? The ‘convergence
between labour and communication’ (Brophy 2011) was the syntagm that inspired
us for this call for papers after several years of discussing media convergence and
engaging with the scholarship on labour in communication studies. These words
were used by Enda Brophy (2011) to capture the alienating uses of communication
in the post-Fordist economy, specifically in the form of call centre labour. Our call for
papers departed from this syntagm by using ‘work’. When we launched the call we
decided to keep things open, to accommodate various layers of experience. Around
the same time (September 2023), we attended a welcome celebration for first-year
students at our university, which to a certain extent augured the direction of this
thematic issue. It is customary in the faculty where we teach to invite professionals
from the media and communications industries (many of them alumni) to serve as role
models for incoming students. The leitmotif established during the event was that if
you enter the media and communications industries, you will never feel that you are
‘really’ working. This view was articulated by one of the (male) invited professionals,
after a timid attempt was made by a (female) journalist to discuss instances of per-
sonal precarity in the field. As they stepped in front of the audience in the university
amphitheatre, the guests active in these industries followed the lead of the second
speaker in declaring communication jobs to be among the best occupations in the
labour market for the ‘usual’ reasons: creativity, flexible work schedules, learning new
things, and interacting with ‘interesting people’. Based this anecdote, and on the ar-
ticles published in this issue, and with the support of the literature we have cited, we
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suggest that communication as such — interpersonal exchanges, content creation, the
acts of disseminating, sharing, and commenting on social media posts, etc. —is also
what often makes day-to-day labour seem less alienating. When we say this, we are
referring not just to the segment of workers who are paid to create and disseminate
communication, but also to the increasingly larger section of the population that has
become invested in performing its share of paid work (Moulier Boutang 2011). We
have become attached to paid work as we have been given the chance to put our
thoughts, linguistic intellect and communicative competencies into it, and it thereby
contains a part of us, a part of our living power.
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Abstract: Digital housework is one of the outcomes of the spread of interactive, smart tech-
nologies in the home. This new type of work consists of domestic, personal, and profession-
al activities that are carried out at home using technological and digital devices. This study
seeks to provide a better understanding of the gender implications of the cognitive, emotion-
al, symbolic, and outcome dimensions of digital housework. The research questions used in
the study are: (1) What are cognitive, emotional, and symbolic digital housework tasks and
their outcomes? (2) What gender patterns can be observed in the performance of cognitive,
emotional, and symbolic digital housework? The results are drawn from a thematic analysis
of 53 cultural biographies of domestic devices and indicate a distinction between cognitive,
emotion, and symbolic digital housework tasks that lead to digital housework outcomes in
the form of digital capital. The gender aspects of all the dimensions of digital housework are
discussed along with the theoretical and practical implications of the study’s findings.
Keywords: digital housework, gender, digital capital
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Today, the domestic realm is saturated with devices, appliances, and digital systems
(Lupton, Pink, Horst 2021). Also, domestic work is dynamic and continuously trans-
forming through technological development. Moreover, the way people live and
work in their households is of interest because of the transformations caused by the
diversification and increased time spent on activities carried out inside the home since
the pandemic. In other words, macro-social events have penetrated and are influenc-
ing the private domestic life of individuals. Therefore, the new way of living in tech-
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nologised domestic spaces requires sociological attention. Furthermore, the gender
dimension of technologised domestic activities needs further understanding. These
aspects can be captured and illustrated through the practice of digital housework.

To grasp digital housework, this paper provides a theoretical background of the
concept and proposes four new dimensions that are relevant when analysing digital
housework: the cognitive, emotional, symbolic, and outcome dimension. The research
questions are: What are cognitive, emotional, and symbolic digital housework tasks
and their outcomes, and what are the gender patterns of performing cognitive, emo-
tional, and symbolic digital housework? By answering these questions, the pervasive
practice of digital housework is outlined in order to raise awareness regarding its
implications for household members and other stakeholders. Thus, the aims of this
paper are to provide a complex conceptualisation of digital housework and address
some sociological implications regarding gender roles and dynamics in the household
through the performance of cognitive, emotional, and symbolic digital housework
and its outcomes.

Theoretical background: What is digital housework?

In the sociological literature, digital housework is defined as: the work of installing
and maintaining the digital network in the domestic space (Tolmie et al. 2007), the
work of maintaining the online domain (Whiting et al. 2015), the activity of using
ubiquitous technological devices in the home (Rode, Poole 2018), the support work
for professional activities performed at home (Whiting, Symon 2020), and the work
of managing digital data and information (Horst, Sinanan 2021). These definitions
comprise multiple elements of digital housework and can be summarised as the
work that is implied by the use of digital devices for all the activities undertaken in
the house.

More specifically, digital housework represents the transformation of housework
in response to the pervasion of technology in the domestic realm. Oakley (2018) de-
scribed housework as monotonous, fragmentary, routine, continuous, and repetitive,
and, by extension, the tasks performed with domestic technologies can be alike. If
housework consists of household management tasks, such as grocery shopping, pre-
paring meals, household cleaning, yard work, repairs, paying bills, and childcare tasks
such as caring for children, transporting them, and helping them with homework
(Schwanen, Kwan, Ren 2014), digital housework consists of those new tasks that
directly involve domestic, personal, and professional digital devices used in homes.
Since the literature does not provide a comprehensive operationalisation of digital
housework, Table 1 presents three identified classifications and several indicative ex-
amples of such tasks. Based on the literature, this article ultimately proposes eight
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digital housework tasks: technology acquisition, technology installation, digital lit-
eracy, technological customisation, technology updates, digital devices and systems
automation, technology maintenance, and technology repair.

Table 1: The operationalisation of digital housework according to the literature

Dimensions Types of tasks | Example of tasks Example of dimension
overlapping
Temporal Frequent Cleaning devices Surface cleaning of devices
(Whiting et al. 2015) Seldom Repairing devices Deep cleaning of devices
Typological Physical Charging devices Physical cleaning of devices
(Kennedy et al. 2015) Virtual Syncing digital devices | Virtual cleaning of devices
Teleological Functional Installing devices Functional cleaning of devices
(Whiting, Symon 2020) Aesthetic Personalising devices Aesthetic cleaning of devices

Source: Author.

Digital housework is strongly related to traditional housework because it involves
(1) the digital transformation of original housework tasks and (2) the addition of
digital tasks to traditional housework. In concrete terms digital housework consists
of tasks where household members (1) modify the ways of using digital appliances
for housework (e.g. programming a vacuum cleaner robot instead of doing the task
manually) and (2) perform previously inexistent tasks for domestic technologies (up-
dating, customizing, maintaining, etc.). Thus, digital housework is a natural continu-
ation of housework determined by the technological advances in home appliances.
In this context it is important to mention the division of digital housework as a topic
that needs to be explored, since, to the author’s knowledge, no quantitative data yet
exist on the gender and generational division of digital housework.

Nevertheless, based on a qualitative study, digital housework, unlike traditional
housework, is performed mostly by men (Kennedy et al. 2015). According to Kenne-
dy et al. (2015), the explanation for this resides in the projection of this type of work
as a personal interest. Furthermore, since technology is associated with masculinity,
the performance of digital housework tasks is a form of power expression in relation
to the female partner and other household members (Rode, Poole 2018). In addition,
men who undertake digital housework consider women'’s preferences and abilities
regarding technological devices and exhibit digital chivalry (Aagaard 2023). In other
words, digital housework shifts who does some tasks in the household but reinforc-
es gender roles. For example, Martin (2022) discusses how by performing energy
housekeeping (a form of housework that implies energy consumption management
through digital technologies), men strengthen their position of authority in relation
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to the woman partner. Considering these results, digital housework entails transfor-
mations in the gender domain that need to be further analysed.

Finally, digital housework has four work characteristics that are relevant for the
scope of this paper. Firstly, digital housework has a cognitive dimension involving tasks
like planning, programming, learning, and so forth (Aagaard 2023). Secondly, digital
housework has an affective dimension, which consists of encouraging an emotion-
al attachment to technology (Horst, Sinanan 2021). Thirdly, digital housework has a
symbolic dimension, determined by the role of expertise in the house (Kennedy et al.
2015) and by the co-construction of identity (Rode, Poole 2018). Lastly, digital house-
work has a dimension to it that relates to outcome in the form of the ability to work
from home (Whiting, Symon 2020). These characteristics of digital housework, as
being cognitive, affective, symbolic, and an outcome, are the basis for the dimensions
of it that are analysed in this paper from a gender perspective. Therefore, theoretical
background for these four dimensions of digital housework is provided forwards.

The cognitive dimension of digital housework

The physical side and the cognitive side of digital housework interact and cannot
exist in isolation (Mehta, Parasuraman 2013). The cognitive dimension of housework
is defined in this paper as the mental tasks that are performed for the purpose of
using technology in the domestic environment. Reviewing the literature on cognitive
work, we can distil the specific nature of cognitive digital housework. For example,
cognitive labour is: invisible for both the person doing it and for other household
members; overlooked because of it is immaterial in nature and diffuse and abstract
in terms of time-boundedness, control, flexibility, etc. (Daminger 2019). These three
characteristics apply to digital housework (Whiting, Symon 2020; Whiting et al. 2015;
Tolmie et al. 2007). Therefore, the cognitive dimension of digital housework renders
it invisible, overlooked, and diffuse.

Regarding the content of cognitive housework, Daminger (2019) identifies four
tasks: the anticipation of needs, problems, or opportunities; the identification of op-
tions; choosing between options; and monitoring the processes of addressing needs
and executing decisions. These tasks can be performed in both the housework or
digital housework domains. While this paper focuses on digital housework, two some-
how overlapping but distinctive domains of digital housework are presented below.

Firstly, cognitive tasks can be performed in the physical domain of digital house-
work. A concrete example given by Aagaard (2023) is the programming of a vacuum
cleaner robot through tasks like: identifying and deciding the robot’s best route and
program to avoid obstacles and monitoring its performance in the house. Secondly,
another domain that implies cognitive digital housework is the virtual domain. On
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this line, household members express virtual intelligence by: recognising, directing,
and maintaining the virtual realm (Makarius, Larson 2017). In other words, the virtual
component of digital housework creates an opportunity to perform cognitive tasks
by adding a virtual space that needs to be managed. For example, Kennedy et al.
(2015) identify the need to plan in advance to download digital content owing to an
intermittent connection or the need to sort and organise digital content.

Therefore, using the cognitive attribute proposed by Layer et al. (2009) the inter-
section of the domains of cognitive tasks and digital housework can produce some
specific cognitive digital housework tasks in the following forms: accurately perceiv-
ing the characteristics of technologies; processing the stage and condition of devices;
acting in a proper and efficient manner regarding the technological needs; check-
ing and retrieving devices; selecting the type and adjusting technology; transmitting
technological knowledge in the house; and planning a technological intervention or
acquisition. Every example of a cognitive task mentioned here can be assigned to one
of the four cognitive tasks proposed by Daminger (2019). Therefore, the cognitive
housework tasks proposed by Daminger (2019) can be used to identify the cognitive
dimension of digital housework.

Also, the cognitive nature of digital housework can reside in the mental processes
and operations that are required to perform it. These operations are: cognitive shifts,
interruptions, and workload management (Potter et al. 2005). Cognitive shifts can oc-
cur when performing a digital housework task. For example, in the process of repairing
a device, attention shifts from the device to the tutorial and back. Also, regarding the
use of technology in the house and interruptions to a given activity, two scenarios are
possible. The first one is represented by an interruption in the performance of a digi-
tal housework task — for example, a phone ringing while a new kitchen robot is being
installed. The other one sees digital housework tasks as an interruption in the ordinary
use of domestic technologies. In this case, tasks such as updating, learning, repairing,
and so on are the interruptions that need to be managed. Therefore, the cognitive
work of managing shifts and interruptions is an integral part of digital housework.

Moreover, mental workload management is relevant in the context of perform-
ing digital housework tasks that necessitate attention. A domestic technology may
not require attention if it is automatised. However, Mehta and Parasuraman (2013)
argue that automation can increase the mental workload because of the need to
monitor the automatised process. Therefore, digital housework may entail mental
work through the task of monitoring digital domestic devices and systems. Therefore,
when at least one digital housework task needs to be done, a cognitive stacking load
is formed. Considering the existence of multiple devices in the households, this cog-
nitive stacking load can be easily formed and household members have to manage
the tasks accordingly. Yet, vigilance and mental fatigue can be managed with tech-
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nological cues such as notifications, sound or visual signals, maintenance panels, and
a flexible distribution of tasks between the human and the technology. Considering
both the requirements and the contributions of technology in the house, the cogni-
tive side of digital housework needs to be carefully defined.

Finally, cognitive housework, is gendered in type and distribution (Daminger 2019).
Regarding the gender-typed domains of cognitive housework (logistics, caring for
children, social relationships, cleaning, shopping, food, leisure, finances, home and car
maintenance), Daminger (2019) finds a difference in focus: the first six are female-led
domains and the last three domains are shared. These findings reflect the domains
of physical housework that are typically handled by women (Daminger 2019). For
example, caring for children and cleaning are women'’s domains in the case of both
physical and cognitive housework, while logistics and social relationships are found are
found to be women-led only in the case of cognitive housework. For the distribution
of cognitive housework tasks, Daminger (2019) presents anticipation and monitoring
tasks as female-led and identification and decision tasks as shared between partners.
This distribution of cognitive housework tasks illustrates a disproportionality regarding
the cognitive load of housework. Considering these findings and the specific nature
of digital housework in terms of the gender dimension (Kennedy et al. 2015), it is
important to establish what the gender patterns of cognitive digital housework are.

Emotion work

Emotion work can be performed in a tech work environment or in a smart house
(Beare et al. 2020). Emotion work is defined as the effort to modify a feeling through
acts of evoking or suppressing it (Hochschild 1979), the psychological process involved
in emotional management (Zapf 2002), and the individual behaviours that influence
in a favourable way the affect and emotional condition of others (Strazdins 2000).
Therefore, emotion work is performed to manage one’'s own or others’ emotions
(Hochschild 1979) and can be found in the organisation of digital housework in the
household (Aagaard 2023). In this paper, the emotional dimension of digital house-
work is defined as the affective tasks that are performed for the use of technology
in the domestic environment.

Emotion work is relevant in the technologised domestic environment due to the
affective implications of digital devices. Beare et al. (2020) argue that emotional re-
actions to digital technology are determined by outcome beliefs (the emotional cost
and benefit of using technology), motivators (emotions generated by using technol-
ogy), personality-technology fit (similarity), and task-technology fit (stability). Also,
technology creates an emotional attachment and emotional reluctance (Beare et al.
2020). In other words, people can become emotionally attached to technology and

| 18 |



Volume 25 ¢ Number 2 / 2024 GENDERAVYZKUM

can have counter-feelings regarding technology based on their beliefs, personal char-
acteristics, the technology’s features, and so on. These situations can lead to the per-
formance of emotion digital housework when a person is trying to adhere to feeling
rules. Feeling rules are the general principles that guide an evaluation of a feeling
in a given situation (Hochschild 1979). These are determined by ideologies such as
political feminism, progressivism, environmentalism, globalism, etc. An example of
emotion work performed to respect feeling rules is: a household member loving the
dishwasher because it is environmentally friendly.

Also, emotion work is mainly specific to work relating to people, such as the digital
housework task of transmitting tech knowledge within the household, but it is also
found, as a subtask, in object-related work (Zapf 2002), such as the digital house-
work tasks of installing, charging, updating, etc., devices. Therefore, according to Zapf
(2002), emotion work has two dimensions: emotional dissonance and emotional ef-
fort. An example of emotional dissonance is evoking calmness when feeling threaten
by technology surveillance, and an example of emotional effort is accepting domestic
video surveillance through habituation. These are personal dimensions because they
imply primarily a human-technology emotional interaction. During these interactions,
the frequency, attentiveness, duration, intensity, and variety of emotional display is
managed through emotional dissonance or emotional effort. Thus, the performance
of emotion digital housework can require expressing, suppressing, and sensing emo-
tions when interacting with domestic technologies.

Moreover, from Strazdins' perspective (2000), emotional work has three dimen-
sions: companionship behaviours, help behaviours, and regulation behaviours. Com-
panionship behaviours consist of the process of developing positive emotions through
verbal affection and the effort to spend time together (e.g. personalising domestic
devices). Help actions include the operation of reducing negative emotions by means
of doing things that protect others form stress (e.g. repairing a domestic appliance).
Regulation behaviours are represented by acts that determine the self-adjusting of
negative and positive emotions through persuasion to stop harmful behaviours and
to improve beneficial ones (e.g. transmitting technological knowledge to a household
member in need). These emotional behaviours illustrate the social dimension of the
emotional work required by digital housework.

Finally, from a gender perspective, a relevant characteristic of emotional work is
that the type of work matters more than the personal traits of the individual doing
it (Strazdins 2000). The roles that demand emotional work can be both professional
(manager, mate, etc.) and familial (parent, spouse, etc.). In this context, another role
that is significant in this paper and in 21st-century households is that of expert or
person responsible for digital housework (Kennedy et al. 2015). A result from Straz-
dins’ study (2000) is that emotion work is a requirement of the job more than it is a
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gender function. Therefore, digital housework can require emotion work from the
digital housework expert regardless of who (a man or a woman) is performing the
role. Considering all these theoretical data, the specifics of emotion digital house-
work tasks are to be studied.

Symbolic work

In literature, social-symbolic work is defined as the deliberate endeavours of indi-
viduals to shape objects such as individuals and institutions (Shourkaei, Taylor, Dyck
2024), and as intentional efforts to change social arrangements (Geiger, Stendahl
2023). Symbolic work is multidimensional and integrates two types of work that are
found explicitly in the digital housework literature: identity work (Rode, Poole 2018)
and boundary work (Whiting, Symon 2020). In digital housework, the object of sym-
bolic work may be the use of domestic technology and the social arrangements may
involve the distribution of digital housework responsibilities. The symbolic nature of
digital housework is therefore defined in this paper as the intentional shaping of tasks
that are performed while using technology in the house.

Following the contribution of Shourkaei et al. (2024), symbolic work has three di-
mensions: a material dimension, a relational dimension, and a discursive dimension.
These dimensions are relevant for understanding the concrete forms that symbol-
ic digital housework can take. Firstly, material symbolic work consists of tasks that
Shourkaei et al. (2024) classed as input, throughput, and output that have a symbolic
aim. For example, material symbolic digital housework can include tasks like: pro-
curing technology, installing devices, the alphabetisation (input), customisation, and
actualisation of technology, the maintenance and repair of technological applianc
es (throughput), and tech automation (output). Secondly, relational symbolic digital
housework can reside in a feedback loop between household members or between
household members and online tech sites or technological brands. Thirdly, discursive
symbolic digital housework can consist of informing and guiding other household
members on the use of technology through language, narratives, and symbols (Gei-
ger, Stendahl 2023). Therefore, in both human—human and human-technology do-
mestic interactions, people perform material, relational, and discursive tasks in order
to fashion their domestic environment and identities.

Moreover, from a temporal perspective, forms of symbolic work can be staked,
aligned, and integrated (Geiger, Stendahl 2023). In other words, the three forms of
symbolic digital housework discussed above can interact or be performed in isolation.
These data address the quantity of symbolic work that can occur. Geiger and Stend-
ahl (2023) examined the dimensions of symbolic work in relation to the pathways of
work to identify six types of symbolic work: material breach work (DIY efforts), discur-
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sive breach work (online community), material bridge work (co-innovating), relation-
al bridge work (help request), values work (functioning based on a core value), and
amplification work (sharing stories to reinforces community values). These symbolic
dimensions and types of work are used to outline digital housework symbolic tasks.

From a gender perspective, Karakulak and Lawrence (2024) describe how two
forms of symbolic work (relational and practice work) can shape the construction of
gender inequality as a social problem in the context of social partnerships. Concretely,
they found that building deep relations (between professional partners) worked to
address the problem of gender inequality, while building efficient relationships did
not. Likewise, deep practice work (education, role models, social practice disruption)
helped to eliminate the barriers preventing women from participating in economic
life, but shallow practice work (financial resources and trainings) did not affect these
barriers. Therefore, symbolic work can exhibit nuances regarding gender construction
and inequalities. Considering these findings, it is important to analyse the impact of
performing symbolic digital housework on gender aspects.

The outcome dimension of work

Any work can have various material and immaterial outcomes. Some examples of out-
comes from an organisational context are: attitudes, psychological well-being, physi-
cal health, motivation, performance, satisfaction, commitment, citizenship behaviour,
etc. (Bond et al. 2004; Parker et al. 2003; Wang, Haggerty 2011). Among these, in
the case of digital housework, motivation is an outcome that can result from a per-
son gaining social recognition in the household and improving self-esteem through
digital housework tasks (Kosfeld, Neckermann 2011). Satisfaction can be obtained
by practising virtual intelligence skills like: establishing behavioural guidelines in in-
teractions; coordinating information by using media according to the available tools
and task-technology fit (Makarius, Larson 2017) during the performance of digital
housework. Therefore, the outcome dimension of digital housework is defined in this
paper as any positive results from the performance of digital housework.

However, the main concept that is considered relevant for digital housework out-
comes is digital capital (Ragnedda 2018). Digital capital is defined as the set of digital
skills and digital devices that a person collects and transfers form one sphere to an-
other (Ragnedda 2018). Ragnedda (2018) argues that having a certain level of digital
capital (abilities and resources) influences the usage of other forms of capital (social,
political, economic, personal, and cultural) in the online realm, so that new perceivable
outcomes occur in offline activities. Hence, a basic assumption is that by performing
digital housework people enhance their digital capital. In other words, digital capital
is an outcome of digital housework. However, in this paper the emphasis is not on
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how digital capital is accumulated but rather on how the accumulation of digital cap-
ital through digital housework has a significant outcome for the household member
performing digital housework.

Concretely, the interaction of digital capital with other forms of capital results in
a set of benefits (Ragnedda 2018). Firstly, from a social viewpoint, digital house-
work can lead to capacities to connect with online and offline social networks and
to transfer social capital and activism in the offline domestic realm. Secondly, from
a political standpoint, but applied to the domestic domain, digital housework can
increase people’s credibility and position within the household. Thirdly, from an eco-
nomic perspective, through digital housework individuals can use resources to im-
prove their class position or status and online information for resolving household
tasks. Fourthly, regarding personal capital, digital housework supports individual’s
capacities to develop a creative lifestyle and self-esteem and deal with face-to-face
interactions. Lastly, culturally speaking, digital housework improves household mem-
bers’ abilities to use, verify, absorb, and elaborate online information. These are some
intuitive applications of digital capital interactions with the others forms of capital
in the domestic environment. Therefore, digital capital can be used to identify the
outcomes of digital housework.

Ultimately, regarding gender, the outcomes of work can differ by sex (Bond et al.
2004). Firstly, a study carried out by Elizur (1994) differentiates between cognitive (e.g.
influence), affective (e.g. satisfaction), and instrumental (e.g. pay) work outcomes.
The study’s findings indicate that men and women ranked the outcomes slightly dif-
ferent. Nevertheless, Rosenbach et al. (1979) consider job dimensions (skill variety,
task identity, task significance, autonomy, feedback, and dealing with others) to be
the predictors for affective work outcomes (general job satisfaction and internal work
motivation) for both men and women. Therefore, men’s and women'’s perceptions
of the dimensions of digital housework are important for discovering possible gen-
der differences in the affective outcomes of digital housework. In addition, De Vuyst
and Raeymaeckers (2019) identifies differences in the evaluation and accumulation
of digital capital between men and women journalists. These differences include
women owning undervalued digital capital and women being disadvantaged in the
accumulation of digital capital. Considering these data, the gender implications of
digital housework outcomes are of interest.

Methodology

The objective of this paper is to identify the gender implications of the proposed
dimensions of digital housework. A qualitative methodology is used to achieve this
because it is able to capture and analyse digital housework practices in detail. Thus,
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two research questions are addressed: (1) What are the cognitive, emotional, and
symbolic tasks of digital housework and their outcomes? (2) What are the gender
patterns of performing cognitive, emotional, and symbolic digital housework? By
answering these questions, the implications that digital housework has for domestic
gender aspects like task distribution, roles, identities, and dynamics can be addressed.

To answer the research questions, 53 cultural biographies of digital domestic ob-
jects are thematically analysed. These social documents are gathered in a doctoral
research project that conducted a sociological investigation based on semi-struc-
tured interviews. These interviews were conducted in 10 Romanian technologised
households. A section of the interview focused on building cultural biographies for

Table 2: A list of devices described with cultural biographies according to their
category of use

Domestic devices Kitchen robot: Thermomix (2 biographies)

Microwave oven

Dishwasher

Coffee machine

Electric oven (2 biographies)

Electric stove

One Pot kitchen pot (2 biographies)

Air fryer

Kitchen robot: Ninja

Refrigerator

Classic vacuum cleaner

Vertical vacuum cleaner (4 biographies)

Vacuum cleaner robot (2 biographies)

Personal devices Telephone (11 biographies)

3D printer

Laptop (3 biographies)

Dyson hair dryer
TV

Radio

PC

Electric nail cutter and lamp

Electric toothbrush

Professional devices Laptop (12 biographies)

Source: Author.
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the most used or recent domestic, personal, and professional digital devices. Thus,
the instrument used to collect the data is designed to catch the transformations dig-
ital housework has brought about in domestic, personal, and professional life (see
Appendix 1). However, the resulting cultural biographies of domestic devices offer a
detailed narrative of technology use in the house and are used to identify the dimen-
sions and outcomes of digital housework and their gender implications.
Constructing the cultural biographies of objects is a method that consists of using
things to describe the social realm. Kopytoff (1986) suggests that people and objects
construct themselves reciprocally in a world of commodities. Likewise, Dant (2001)
argues that material objects are part of people’s lives and that social lives impact ob-
jects. Objects can therefore reveal cultural aspects of the social world in how they ac-
quire meaning through the way they are used (Dant 2001). Also, the anthropological
method of constructing the cultural biographies of objects analyses the materiality
of the social world by considering that objects have agency and lives (Hoskins 2006).
From this perspective, domestic technologies, as ordinary objects, are the focus of the
biographies in this paper and reveal changes in the everyday life of domestic practices
and routines through their stories. Thus, the cultural biography of objects is the meth-
od used here to capture the social domestic practices that involve digital appliances.

Table 3: Sociodemographic data of the sample

Type of family Married couple Household 2, Household 9
relations Married couple with children Household 3, Household 6, Household 10
Multigenerational family Household 1, Household 4, Household 8
Siblings Household 5
Live alone Household 7
Status of Employed* Household 1, Household 2, Household 5,
employment Household 6, Household 7, Household 9,
Household 10
Employed and maternity leave Household 3
Employed and retired Household 4
Employed and student Household 8
Age structure Young couples (27-36 years) Household 2, Household 3, Household 6,
Household 9, Household 10
Young people (27-44 years) Household 5, Household 7
Multigenerational (18-65 years) Household 1, Household 4, Household 8

*All the employed respondents work full time.
Source: Author.
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Therefore, the biographies of domestic technologies were analysed using a set of
categories, defined in reference to the literature. In other words, the analysis instru-
ment (see Appendix 2) contains cognitive, emotional, symbolic, and outcome catego-
ries that are followed throughout the thematic analytic process. The cultural biogra-
phies analysed describe the domestic, personal, and professional digital devices that
are used in the household and are thus the object of digital housework (see Table 2).
Moreover, Table 3 provides a sociodemographic description of the households in-
cluded in the study. The sample is a convenience sample accessed by the researcher
through her personal network. However, the households are both smart houses (4)
and technologised houses (6).

Findings

| analysed four dimensions of digital housework in order to draw out the multidimen-
sional nature of digital housework. Beside the main tasks that form digital housework,
| identified another three new categories of digital housework tasks and the out-
comes of performing them. These digital housework tasks are cognitive, emotional,
and symbolic and their outcomes are included in the construction of digital capital.
Figure 1 summarises the answer to the first question of this study.

Cognitive digital housework

First and foremost, all digital housework tasks have a cognitive component. Whitin
them, there is a purely cognitive digital housework task: gaining digital literacy. The
process of digital literacy involves various cognitive operations but, rather than be-
ing treated as a self-standing cognitive digital housework task, digital literacy is con-
sidered a skill that transcends all cognitive digital housework tasks. The other main
digital tasks have both a cognitive side and a physical one. From them, five generic
cognitive digital tasks of digital housework are derived using the biographies of do-
mestic devices, as explained below.

The anticipation of technological and personal needs involves acknowledging a
personal need for new and specific technologies (e.g. a vacuum cleaner robot to vac-
uum the large amount of dust that accumulates in the house) and the need for do-
mestic technologies to function properly while they are being used (e.g. positioning
the fryer on the kitchen counter next to the hood to prevent the smell from spreading
through the house) or while they are operating independently (e.g. creating space
for the robot vacuum cleaner). The cognitive digital housework task of anticipating
needs is accompanied by processes of planning tech acquisition and interventions.
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Figure 1: Digital housework tasks and outcomes
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Identifying technological options, problems, solutions, situations, etc., is done by
means of various operations: searching for technologies, perceiving them accurate-
ly through online promotional offers and online video materials, searching for and
processing online reviews of certain devices, finding preferred settings (e.g. the pre-
ferred setting on an electric toothbrush), detecting problems through tech reparation
tasks (e.g. finding a motherboard failure while trying to repair a laptop battery), and
discovering the best solutions by means of trial and error: ‘I searched through the
settings until | found it. | tried a lot of things trying to see where the problem was
coming from until | found it, more by accident.” (female, age 18).

The cognitive digital housework task of making technological decisions includes:
deciding whether to perform a certain task, where time and financial costs are the
main factors considered; deciding when to perform it (e.g. frequently at the last
minute); deciding where to place devices; deciding what digital devices to buy, use,
learn, customise, automate, repair; and deciding how to carry out any given digital
housework task. Therefore, digital housework has a strong decision-making compo-
nent embedded in it.

The monitoring of processes and the state of devices is a task that especially ap-
pears in the process of tech acquisition, in the process of tech automation, and in
the process of tech maintenance. It consists of the cognitive tasks of checking and
processing prices and promotional offers at different moments in time; monitoring
the actions and routines of automatised domestic technologies through small ges-
tures of helping or avoiding digital devices; and monitoring the state and condition
of the devices in order to change parts that do not work, add consumables, maintain
their proper condition, etc. This cognitive housework task is constantly required and
household technology regularly needs this kind of attention.

The management of cognitive shifts, cognitive workloads, cognitive fatigue, and
interruptions is undertaken with or without the help of technology. Cognitive shifts
appear when updating digital devices and are managed through update resistance
or through digital literacy. Cognitive workloads are specific to tech maintenance and
are neglected or managed with the help of technology (e.g. logistics apps and set-
tings). Cognitive fatigue is managed through technology automation (e.g. smart plugs
for remote control). Interruptions can occur when technology is in use and are man-
aged through the digital housework task of tech maintenance, repair, learning, etc.
Also, they can occur through notifications and sound signals when a digital house-
work task or something else is being done and are managed through multitasking
or boundary setting.
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Emotion digital housework

Like cognitive digital housework, emotion digital housework is woven into the fabric
of digital housework. Firstly, the feeling rules that guide it, identified in the cultural
biographies of domestic devices, are as follows: technology has two faces (feminist);
technology is our friend (progressist); through technology we should help the en-
vironment (environmentalist); new is (always) better (globalist). Secondly, emotion
digital housework is determined by: outcome beliefs, where the task of maintaining
technology seems insignificant compared to the benefits of using it for housework;
motivations, where the technology is seen as a time-saving option or where a person
has a passion for technology and using it generates a sense of satisfaction; a per-
sonality-technology fit, where a person develops an emotional attachment to the
technology; or a task-technology fit, where technology is used for domestic routines
and can be replaced in order to better meet a domestic need.

Emotion digital housework incorporates both human-technology and human-hu-
man emotional management. Two emotion digital housework tasks performed in
relation to domestic technologies are: emotional dissonance (e.g. expressing inter-
est and excitement in the human—technology interaction) and emotional effort (e.g.
expressing excitement instead of anxiety or discomfort regarding tech repair). Three
emotion digital housework tasks performed in relation to another household mem-
ber are: companionship, help, and regulation behaviours. In companionship behav-
iour, household members strengthen the feeling rules by expressing an appreciation
for technology and by spending time and making an effort to perform and explain
digital housework to others: '/ admit I let him look at it and see exactly how it works
and then it's easier to explain [it] to me." (female, age 30). Help behaviour is the main
emotional digital housework task because through digital literacy and the digital
automation of devices others are protected from stress and personal relationships
are improved. Regulation behaviour is rare but can be expressed through the digital
housework task of acquiring technology and developing digital literacy.

Symbolic digital housework

In the cultural biographies of domestic devices eight symbolic digital housework tasks
were identified (see Figure 1). They are exemplified further.

The identity of household members is constructed through the performance of
digital housework in relation to family roles, gender roles (discussed separately),
personal characteristics, and personal interests. Firstly, young adults establish their
identity as technology users and specialists in the household and become providers
of knowledge and help for their parents. Secondly, the personal inclination towards
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expressing curiosity, seeking change, solving problems, and other technological in-
teractions determines the construction of a digital houseworker’s identity. Lastly, the
individuals that invest in advanced domestic technologies form their identity around
the experience of living in a smart house.

Boundary work is performed through digital housework in order to maintain the
desired work-life balance (e.g. establishing a place for the professional devices), to
limit the negative effect of technology upon personal health (e.g. buying a laptop
with screen filters and protecters for the eyes), and to keep a healthy connection
with other household members (e.g. designating a member who is responsible for
digital housework). Furthermore, a common example of the task of boundary work
is limiting the time spent on the usage of apps (by household members) through
tech customisation.

Tech DIY actions include the following examples: creating a personalised light sys-
tem in the house using sensors; using a Dyson extension in a personalised manner;
repairing a vacuum cleaner cable with tape, etc. The co-innovation of digital domestic
systems is performed more in collaboration with tech stores and suppliers by creating
digital domestic configurations in the house using the technologies that are available
on the market and accessible to the digital houseworker. The practice of co-innova-
tion was not identified among household members while doing digital housework.

Online community participation is practised mainly while buying and learning about
new devices by appealing to online resources such as ‘Reviews of specific mom
groups.’ (female, age 28). A common symbolic, relational digital housework task is the
outsourcing of digital housework tasks. It is the reverse of DIY actions and consists of
externalising mainly the installation and repair of domestic devices. Another aspect
of outsourcing is the delegation of digital housework tasks within the household.

The observance of core values is performed through technology progress in the
household, technology control, and early tech adoption. On the one hand, technol-
ogy is considered a value. On the other hand, in relation to domestic technology use,
value is placed on personalisation, adaptability, upsurge, curiosity, and the fulfilment
of personal and technological needs. The symbolic digital housework task of sharing
stories about personal technologies amplifies the effects of digital housework. It is
performed both within households, through discursive practices, and between them,
which leads to the spread of the use of digital domestic devices.

The outcomes of digital housework

The outcomes of digital housework can be efficiently synthesised in the concept of
digital capital. In other words, the main and comprehensive outcome of digital house-
work is the accumulation of the digital capital of household members. The digital
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capital formed through digital housework contains multiple digital housework out-
comes that consist of improved digital abilities and social position.

By performing digital housework people can connect with online and offline social
networks (e.g. combining social resources in the process of searching devices). Also,
household members can transfer online activities (e.g. analysing video materials) to
the offline realm (e.g. analysing domestic devices), especially through the cognitive
digital tasks of identifying and managing information about technological repair.
Another outcome is the development of a creative lifestyle, which is manifested in
system tech installation and automation in the household. The development of face-
to-face interactions is also an outcome of the symbolic digital housework task of
outsourcing the repair of devices. Moreover, the symbolic digital housework tasks of
tech DIY actions and identity construction can lead to the outcome of self-esteem
development: 'I’'m so proud of them, | liked the smart part, that’s why | bought some
sensors, some stuff.’ (male, age 33). In addition, digital alphabetisation can result in
the improved abilities of verifying, absorbing, and using online information regarding
domestic technology. Finally, another outcome of performing any digital housework
task is the improvement of social position within the household and within society
by gaining credibility and status based on tech expertise.

The gender dimension of digital housework

In this section the gender patterns of the digital housework dimensions discussed
above are explored. Firstly, | analyse who performs cognitive, emotional, and sym-
bolic digital housework tasks and how. Secondly, | identify the ways in which digital
housework benefits both men and women. Table 4 presents the key findings re-
garding gender differences in the performance and outcomes of digital housework.

These findings show that cognitive digital housework is mostly performed by men,
while women assist with the anticipation of personal needs, the identification of lim-
ited technological options and solutions, the monitoring of domestic devices, and
multitasking in domestic life. Regarding emotional digital housework, women perform
tasks in relation to technology through the management of emotional dissonance
and emotional effort, while men seem to present less emotional tech dissonance
and, thus, focus on the domestic endorsement of, assistance with, and regulation
of tech-generated emotions for women. Symbolic digital housework tasks are both
shared (identity construction, DIY actions, online community participation, and digital
housework outsources) and specific to men (tech co-innovation, core value obser-
vance, and the sharing of tech stories) or to women (boundary establishment). Thus,
through symbolic digital housework men and women build different identities (men
— relational identity; women — individual identity) and domestic arrangements (men
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Table 4: Key gendered digital housework findings

Digital Key findings regarding the MALE Key findings regarding the FEMALE
housework performance of digital housework performance of digital housework
dimension
Cognitive Anticipate both personal and Anticipate only personal needs
technological needs
Identify technological options, problems, | Identify technological options, problems,
solutions, etc. solutions, etc. (only among women aged
18-34)
Monitor devices and tech processes Monitor devices and tech processes
(if used personally for housework)
Make decisions about technology Trust men with making the decisions
about technology
Manage the cognitive operation for Manage interruptions through
all the household members; manage multitasking
cognitive shifts, workloads, fatigue,
and interruptions by age
Emotional Perform human-human emotional Perform human-technology emotion
management management
Gender feeling rule: Men like and Gender feeling rule: Women need
understand technology assistance in domestic technology use
Express interest and excitement (in the Express confusion but contentment
case of younger men) and friendship (in | through the management of emotional
the case of older men) about technology | dissonance
Perform technological endorsement, Perform emotional effort
assistance, and regulation in relation to
women
Symbolic The constructing of an identity as tech The construction of an identity as

experts, helpers, and providers

responsible, resourceful, and flexible
domestic workers

Co-innovate

Set boundaries

Install complex DIY systems and
configurations

Undertake simple DIY actions

Outsource a few digital housework
tasks: such as installation and repair

Outsource installation, alphabetisation,
and repair to persons outside the
house and delegate most of the digital
housework tasks inside the house to
others

Participate in online communities
especially for digital housework
purposes

Participate less in online communities
for digital housework purposes

Observe core tech values and share tech
stories

Not involved in symbolic discursive
digital housework tasks
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Outcome Improve ability to transfer online Develop ability to connect online and

activities to the domestic realm; improve | offline in social domestic networks,
ability to verify, absorb, elaborate, and engage in a domestic lifestyle and in
use information; develop self-esteem face-to-face interactions

and social position in the household

Source: Author.

— systems construction, women — tech use personalisation); they also participate in
online communities and outsource digital housework in distinct ways (men partic-
ipate more and outsource less while women participate less and outsource more).
These observations of shared symbolic tasks reveal that men focus on technological
development and valorisation while women focus on technological preservation and
limitation.

The outcomes of digital housework impact men and women differently depend-
ing on the specificity of the cognitive, emotional, or symbolic digital housework task
performed. In other words, men and women can perform (1) different cognitive,
emotional, and symbolic digital housework tasks or (2) the same cognitive, emo-
tional, and symbolic digital housework tasks but do so differently, according to their
genders. This has a direct impact on the personal outcomes of the digital housework
performed. Therefore, as indicated in Table 4, men and women benefit differently
from the outcomes of digital housework.

Discussion and conclusion

Understanding the implications of digital housework for gender sheds light on the
transformations brought about by the penetration of technology into the domestic
sphere. Also, considering the qualitative nature of this study, these implications need
to be further explored. These findings, however, have implications for sociological
knowledge regarding housework, digital housework, and gender.

First and foremost, given that housework includes digital housework, it is possible
to draw one implication, which addresses a new characteristic. Housework has already
been perceived as having an emotional dimension (Oakley 2018) and a cognitive di-
mension (Daminger 2019). Concretely, the symbolic nature of digital housework adds
a new perspective on housework for the household members and contributes to the
dynamics of task distribution. The result is that men take charge of the performance
of digital housework (in accordance with findings from the literature, confirmed in this
study by the quantity of tasks undertaken by men). Therefore, men are more involved
in housework through digital housework. The extent to which they take over house-
work responsibilities has yet to be explored, but the findings of this study confirm
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men’s involvement in digital housework at a higher level than women’s. Therefore,
with the diversification of housework tasks determined by technology, men partici-
pate in housework undertake only through the tasks of digital housework, but they
do not get involved in the other traditional housework tasks. In other words, men take
on work that has symbolic significance. The implication of this preference is that men
become more involved in the domestic realm as long as they can construct an identity,
endorse technology use in the household, make technological decisions, and so on.

More precisely, digital housework does not replace traditional housework; it only
transforms it by changing the type of tasks performed in order to clean, cook, wash,
and so on and by adding new additional tasks on top the original housework tasks.
Therefore, even if some housework tasks are automatised and the quantity of house-
work performed by women may decrease, this is offset by the new digital housework
tasks that need to be undertaken. Women tend not to be the digital housekeeper
of the home, but they involuntarily perform various types of digital housework tasks
on a daily basis. So, the second implication that can be drawn by considering digital
housework an independent domain is that it creates new gender role transfers within
households. In this study, women were found to have a more individualistic approach
to digital housework while men tended to take over the social role in the household
by getting involved in relational emotional digital housework and creating relational
identities. This implies a role transfer regarding social interactions in the household,
where men have a double responsibility: the management of devices and the man-
agement of interactions between devices and household members (women).

Another gender implication is determined by the fact that housework benefits
the entire household while digital housework directly benefits the person who per-
forms it. In addition, while housework is considered a burden that rests on women
shoulders, digital housework is not perceived as burden, so even if it is largely men'’s
responsibility, it does not have the same attributes. Considering these differences be-
tween housework and digital housework, gender plays a double role. Firstly, while
men tend to get involved in digital housework, they are the ones who quantitatively
benefit more from it without feeling it to be a burden. Secondly, the fact that gen-
der shapes how men and women perform digital housework, as the study findings
indicate, implies that the outcomes differ accordingly. Therefore, the difference in
the performance of the same digital housework leads to differences in the quality of
the benefits men and women get from it. Digital housework benefits men’s abilities,
self-perception, and status in the household and women’s domestic lifestyle and so-
cial interactions. Therefore, there is a gendered double standard regarding the per-
formance of digital housework.

Lastly, given that the performance of digital housework is gendered, the outcome
of undertaking this type of work — digital capital — is also gendered. The implication
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of gendered digital domestic capital, which is the accumulation of personal benefits
by performing digital housework, is that digital housework fosters gendered digital
inequalities. In other words, since digital capital contributes to digital inequalities
(Ragnedda, Ruiu 2020), gendered digital capital generates disparities between men’s
and women's skills, resources, and personal benefits. This study highlights how the
formation of gender-specific digital capital can lead to inequalities by creating a vi-
cious but advantageous circle between the performance of digital housework and
the formation of digital capital for men and a vicious but necessary circle between
household management and social interactions for women. The nuance that the
study of digital capital as an outcome of digital housework highlights is the need to
consider the digital divide within households, as microunits of society, in order to
address gender inequalities. Therefore, gendered digital capital is especially relevant
in the contemporary digitalised world.

In conclusion, digital housework is a multidimensional concept that can by grasped
through a detailed analysis focusing on cognitive, emotional, symbolic, and outcome
dimensions. Using 53 cultural biographies of domestic devices this study revealed that,
as well as the concrete digital housework tasks performed in order to use appliances,
it is also necessary to perform cognitive, emotional, and symbolic digital housework
tasks. The performance of digital housework tasks results in a series of outcomes
that are concretised in digital capital construction. Gender plays a significant role in
the performance of both cognitive, emotional, and symbolic digital housework tasks
and in the assumed outcomes of digital housework performance. Digital housework
both fosters and transfers gender roles in the household. Also, while digital house-
work tends to ease the housework performed by women, it creates new opportu-
nities for men.

The implications of these findings are twofold: from a theoretical perspective they
offer a theoretical tool of inquiry and from a pragmatic perspective they represent
a basis for policy implementation regarding consumer, domestic, and work culture.
One limitation of this study is the retrospective methodological approach that un-
derpins the results. Nevertheless, the significance and contribution of this study are
that it fills a gap of knowledge regarding the dimensions of digital housework and
provide new data on the field of the sociology of work and the sociology of gender
that can be further evaluated. As future research directions, digital housework needs
to be studied through quantitative sociological investigations in order to understand
the impact of domestic technology use on housework, work-life balance, human-
technology relations, and the like. By considering digital housework, sociologists, the
producers of technologies, and policymakers can better understand the particularities
of the domestic and professional work that takes place in the home and take action.
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Appendix 1

Research instrument: section of semi-structured interview design to capture cultural
biographies of devices

1. Select one of the newest appliances in your home that you use frequently to do domestic work and
describe it in detail. Say everything you think is relevant about it.

1. Pre-purchase period:

1.1. Who purchased this device and when?

1.2. What was the main reason why you decided to buy this new appliance?

1.3. What did you do with the device you had before?

1.4. What did you consider when choosing it? Mention at least three criteria (for example: price,
company, appearance, etc.). By what process did you acquire information? How long did it take to find
what you wanted?

2. Familiarisation period:

2.1. Who installed and introduced the home appliance? Where is it positioned?

2.2. How did you learn to use this technology? How long did it take you to familiarize yourself with it?
2.3. On ascale of 1 to 5, how well do you feel you use the device domestic? What are its main
features that you use? What feature do you know it has but haven't used yet?

3. Use of the appliance:

3.1. Have you customised this device in any particular way? Through specific settings, name, mode of
use?

3.2. How do you use this device on a typical day to get things done in the house? What is different
when you use it? What did it add? Does it cause you inconvenience in domestic work? Do you also use
it for anything else?

3.3. Apart from you, who else uses this device and how?

4. Device maintenance and replacement:

4.1. How do you maintain your home appliance? What exactly do you do? At what point? How often?
How long? Do you follow a certain sequential order? How do you organise its maintenance?

4.2. What do you dream of buying related to this device?

4.3. What do you do when the device stops working properly or breaks down? Has it happened? How
did you proceed? How would you proceed?

4.4. What are the main reasons why you would change this device?
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Appendix 2

Data processing tool: Category schemes for thematic analysis of cognitive, emotional,
symbolic and outcome dimensions of digital housework

1. Categories of cognitive digital housework tasks

Domains of digital housework Cognitive digital tasks

Technology acquisition Anticipate technological needs

Plan tech acquisition

Perceive options accurately

Identify of suitable options

Make decisions

Monitor technological offers

Technology installation Anticipate technological needs

Identify best spatial position

Manage mental workload

Manage cognitive shifts

Digital literacy Searching information

Identify useful information

Process data

Make decisions

Transmit technological knowledge

Technological customisation Anticipate personal needs

Identify preferred or needed option

Make decisions

Technology update Make decisions

Manage cognitive shifts

Digital devices and systems automation Anticipate technological and personal needs

Identify efficient solutions

Make decisions

Monitor technology’s actions

Manage mental fatigue

Technology maintenance Anticipate technology’s needs

Process the stage and condition of devices

Identify technological situations

Check devices

Make decisions

Manage mental workload
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Technology repair

Identify of technological solutions

Process the stage and condition of devices

Make decisions

Organise tech interventions

Manage cognitive shifts

Manage interruptions of tasks

2. Categories of emotion digital housework

Dimensions

Indicators

Emotion work

Emotional dissonance

Emotional effort

Companionship behaviour

Help behaviour

Regulation behaviour

Feeling rules

Political feminism

Progressivism

Environmentalism

Globalism

Emotion—technology relations

Outcome beliefs

Motivators

Personality-technology fit

Task-technology fit

3. Categories of symbolic digital housework tasks

Types of symbolic work

Identity work

Boundary work

Material breach work

Discursive breach work

Material bridge work

Relational bridge work

Values work

Amplification work
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4. Outcomes of digital housework

Dimensions Indicators

Symbolic outcomes Social recognition
Self-esteem

Practical outcomes Satisfaction
Motivation

Material outcomes Ability to connect to online and offline social
networks

Ability to transfer social capital and activism to
the offline realm

Increased credibility and status within the
household

Use of resources to improve class, position, or
status

Use of online information to resolve household
tasks

Ability to develop a creative lifestyle

Ability to develop face-to-face interactions

Ability to develop self-esteem

Improves abilities to use, verify, absorb, and
elaborate online information
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The Limits and Opportunities of Practising
Journalism in the Digital Space:
A Gender Perspective

Alexandra Codau®?, Valentin Vanghelescu®?
Department of Modern Languages and Literatures and Communication Sciences,
Faculty of Letters, Ovidius University of Constanta

Abstract: This study explores the professional debut of women journalists in the digital envi-
ronment in Romania, focusing on the dynamics of gender identity. The research examines the
phenomenon of the viralisation of the first material published by a young journalist and the
subsequent online reactions to it on social media. The case study method is used to analyse
the discursive and institutional consequences of this event, observing the reactions of various
stakeholders (the author, readers, journalists, NGOs, and the academic community). The find-
ings highlight the opportunities created by the viral nature of the debut article, which provides
the journalist with a discursive platform post-publication to address gender-related issues and
enhances her visibility. However, the analysis also exposes significant challenges faced by the
journalist, such as sexist and misogynistic discourse in the comments on social media, demon-
strating that in the public sphere of Romania, a woman journalist’s online debut is viewed
and analysed not just in terms of professional standards but also from a gender perspective.
Keywords: journalistic debut, gender identity, digital hostility, misogynistic discourse, viral-
ization

Codau, Alexandra, Vanghelescu, Valentin. 2024. The Limits and Opportunities of Practicing
Journalism in the Digital Space: A Gender Perspective. Gender a vyzkum / Gender and Re-
search 25 (2): 42—-64, https://doi.org/10.13060/gav.2024.017.

Theoretical background

This article analyses the phenomenon of journalistic debuts in the digital space from
a gender perspective. The goal is to identify the limits and opportunities that female
journalists face in their current professional environment. In particular we observe
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the empowering and disempowering effects that online exposure has on journalists.
The digital space — after going through an optimistic phase in which the benefits
of the democratisation of communication were highlighted along with the promise
of egalitarianism and free expression — is regarded in the literature also as a medi-
um in which the asymmetries and the unequal distribution of power in society are
reproduced (Fuchs 2014; van Dijck et al. 2018; Zuboff 2019), in a setting permeable
to hate speech and disinformation. Moreover, even if platforms are based on an in-
clusive philosophy, the inclusion appears exploitative, as it normalises the pervasive
platformisation of social life and daily communication, which benefits certain actors
who gain near-monopolistic control over platform communications and design (Hroch
et al. 2024). Even for ordinary users, platforms offer technological affordances that
enable them to become predators and exploiters.

Previous studies have highlighted the vulnerable position of journalists in relation
to the public, drawing attention to the digital hostility they encounter (Stahel 2023;
Holton et al. 2021; Riives et al. 2021; Lewis et al. 2020) and the lack of a systemic ap-
proach on the part of media organisations, which treat the problem of digital hostility
as an issue for journalists themselves and not for the organisation (Holton et al. 2021).
On the other hand, how fragile journalists are is also determined by the organisational
culture of the media outlet for which they work, revealing gender-based asymmetries
among colleagues/ staff and management (Apostol 2018), which are reinforced by
the pressure of hegemonic masculinity in the behaviour of male journalists (Riives
et al. 2021). Furthermore, from a feminist perspective the media transform women
into objects and invite everyone to view them as such. Sarah Projansky argues that
the 'media incessantly look at and invite us to look at girls. Girls are objects at which
we gaze, whether we want to or not. They are everywhere in our mediascapes. As
such, media turn girls into spectacles-visual objects on display’ (Projansky 2014: 5
quoted in Banet-Weiser 2015: 56-57). The same phenomenon is found among men.
There is empirical evidence confirming that men are objectified, too, though less
than women, and presenting commercials, films, action figures, and video games as
primary sources, noting that the methods of objectification are similar for both gen-
ders (Thompson 2020). This implies that the media create the rules through which
gender norms are socialised and the context for exposure and, further, serve as the
opportune setting for public criticism.

According to Reporters Without Borders, for many journalists, being targeted by
hate speech after the publication of an article is now routine (RSF 2018: 7): It used to
be the news organisations that were attacked but now it is the journalists themselves
as individuals”, the editor of a French media outlet told RSF’ (RSF 2018: 7). Previous
studies have shown how online abuse and the pressure on journalists to develop a
"thick skin’ in their online relationship with the public have become normalised (Lewis
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et al. 2020; Riives et al. 2021). Furthermore, journalists are increasingly pushed to pro-
mote themselves and their work on social media, feeling obligated to build a brand
and develop closer relationships with their audiences (Lewis et al. 2020). Equally im-
portant is the fact that, according to the conclusions of ‘The Chilling: A Global Study
of Online Violence against Women Journalists’, ‘the social networking platform Face-
book was rated the least safe of the top five platforms or apps used by participants’
(ICF) 2022). The same study identified several types and methods of online attacks
on women journalists worldwide, noting that these attacks are becoming increasingly
sophisticated (ICFJ 2022). This sophistication aligns with the evolution of technolog-
ical affordances in virtual spaces and the digital culture shaped by platform society.

Regarding the gender perspective, in this study we refer to the definition given
by Laura Grinberg, according to which ‘feminist theories for which gender is a cen-
tral category of analysis emphasize the gender dimension of social reality, thus the
gender perspective of any aspect of social life under study’ (Griinberg 2002: 284 in
Miroiu 2002; authors’ translation). The author explains that ‘from a feminist point
of view, any study, theoretical analysis, sectoral or global policy must pay attention
to the importance of the meanings and consequences of what is culturally defined
as woman and man, as well as the feminine ways in comparison to the masculine
ways of thinking, knowing, feeling, valuing, and acting’ (ibid.; authors’ translation).

Stahel (2023) notes that historically disadvantaged groups, particularly women
and ethnic minorities, are those most likely to face hostility in journalism. However,
there is a notable lack of research focused on the experiences of their advantaged
counterparts (Stahel 2023).

In the field of journalism, the concept of digital hostility encompasses vulgar, pa-
thologising, disparaging, offensive, and threatening verbal messages received via any
electronic medium, whether publicly on social media or privately through email, text,
or phone, and distinguished from merely negative comments by their pejorative and
threatening tone (Stahel 2023: 412). Although explicit theoretical categories of hos-
tility are rare in the literature on journalists, we identified three types based on ob-
served recurrent forms of hostility relating to identity, professional devaluation, and
severe threats, all based on empirical evidence (Stahel 2023: 412). These categories
are: identity-based attacks relating to gender (sexism) or race (racism); the devaluation
of professional work like job performance criticism; and particularly severe threats or
threats from repeat offenders (Stahel 2023: 412).

From the perspective of gender identity and the occupational ideology of journal-
ism, studies show that there are no major discrepancies between the ways in which
women and men seeing their journalistic activity (Apostol 2018: 40). Feminist theory
emphasises that differences and inequalities appear because ‘female journalists are
exposed to a sexist work environment, characterized not only by an unequal distri-
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bution of social capital between genders but also by the symbolic privilege of the
“masculine”’ (Apostol 2018: 3). Female journalists must handle a dual pressure: to
prove their professionalism while maintaining traditional femininity and to adhere to
occupational values and present themselves as feminine, accepting sexist jokes and
benevolent sexism, including compliments and gestures from colleagues (van Zoonen
1998 quoted in Apostol 2018).

The International Center for Journalists (ICFJ), with support from UNESCO, pub-
lished a study in November 2022 on online violence against women journalists. The
study’s authors claim that ‘The Chilling: A global study of online violence against
women journalists is the most geographically, linguistically, and ethnically diverse
research ever published on the theme’ (ICFJ 2022). According to the findings of this
study, nearly 73% of the journalists surveyed had experienced online violence. As
per their responses, 25% of the threats were physical threats, while 18% were of a
sexual nature.

Holton et al. (2021) identified notable differences between the online harassment
of male and female journalists. Male journalists experienced less harassment, typically
dismissing it as minor off-colour comments or jokes, often from persistent trolls or
critics, with little impact on their social media engagement (Holton et al. 2021). Online
attacks on male journalists refer to specific skills or competence, general knowledge,
education, and age/generation stereotypes (Riives et al. 2021).

Conversely, female journalists faced more frequent and severe harassment, often
focused on their gender or perceived sexuality, and this harassment is more sus-
tained, spanning multiple social media platforms and blurring professional and per-
sonal boundaries (Holton et al. 2021). Women in politics or sports journalism were
particularly targeted, facing a questioning of their credentials, verbal assaults, lewd
images, threats of physical violence, and exposure of personal information, signifi-
cantly impacting their well-being (Holton et al. 2021).

Other studies have shown that journalists with larger audiences, a strong social me-
dia presence, and working in television on political topics are those who experience
more general digital hostility, with women and migrant journalists facing less general
hostility but higher levels of sexist, racist, and xenophobic hostility, and a particularly
strong link between television work and hostility, especially involving repeat offend-
ers, was observed for these groups (Stahel 2023). This heightened visibility places
journalists at greater risk of recurring and severe online abuse compared to ordinary
internet users (Lewis et al. 2020).

Other scholars affirm that male journalists’ experiences with online abuse remain
under-researched, partly due to masculine stereotypes that inhibit them from ac
knowledging and reporting harassment (Riives et al. 2021). This phenomenon is de-
scribed in reference to hegemonic masculinity as a ‘blockage’ that forces men to re-
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press emotions, potentially leading to severe mental and physical strain (Riives et al.
2021). Even though alternative masculinities have emerged, they are often ridiculed,
reinforcing traditional gender norms (Riives et al. 2021).

Despite the abuse, journalists often stay online because of the demands of their
job, and this leads them to develop coping strategies like avoiding reading comments
or limiting their social media use, which can result in audience disengagement and
impact their reporting or career longevity (Lewis et al. 2020). Female journalists are
particularly likely to leave the profession, change positions, withdraw from social me-
dia, or self-censor due to harassment, even though they are encouraged to develop a
"thick skin (Lewis et al. 2020). While harassment is pervasive and media organisations
lack systematic approaches to address it, leading to self-censorship, this paradoxically
does not deter journalists from engaging with audiences, as harassment is sometimes
seen as misguided participation (Lewis et al. 2020).

The subject of this research cannot be understood without adequate contextualis-
ation of the dynamics of gender roles in Romania, which could have explanatory val-
ue. According to the study ‘Gender Barometer 2018’, even though conservative pres-
sures do not have the same magnitude as in other countries in the region, ‘Romania
is particularly facing anti-gender equality rhetoric and the demonetization of gender
equality themes’ (Grinberg 2019; authors’ translation). Regarding legislative efforts
and institutions focusing on combating discrimination, the following should be noted:

In 2002, Parliament passed the Law on Equality of Opportunities and Treatment
between Women and Men. In 2003, an article concerning the principle of equ-
ality of opportunities between women and men was introduced into the Con-
stitution. In the same year, the Law on Preventing and Combating Domestic Vio-
lence was passed. Key institutions were established to implement these laws: the
National Council for Combating Discrimination (CNCD) and the National Agency
for Gender Equality between Women and Men (ANES). ... Unfortunately, with
the implementation of new austerity measures at the beginning of 2011, ANES
lost its budgetary autonomy, and the County Commissions for Gender Equality
(COJES) were closed, thus indicating that gender discrimination was considered
an unimportant issue for the political leadership of the ruling party (PDL). (Mi-
roiu, Bucur 2019: 77-78)

Another important aspect of the Romanian context relates to mentalities. Maria
Bucur and Mihaela Miroiu address, in ‘The Birth of Democratic Citizenship: Women
and Power in Modern Romania’ (Nasterea cetateniei democratice. Femeile si puterea
in Romania moderna)’, describe how women and men relate to marital relationships:
‘In 2000, 92% of men and 91% of women approved the statement that men are the
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“head of the family”. ... Seven years later, only 49.7% of men and 33.7% of wom-
en still believed that men should be the “head of the family”’ (Miroiu, Bucur 2019:
83; authors’ translation). The two authors also note that ‘before 1940, women con-
sidered themselves subordinate to men in marriage, but by 2010, they had come to
expect partnerships and appreciation for their role in building and maintaining the
household’ (Miroiu, Bucur 2019: 85; authors’ translation).

It is worth mentioning that, according to the European Institute for Gender Equality
(EIGE), in 2023 Romania ranked last in the European Union on the Gender Equality
Index (which highlights developments in gender equality every two years), with a
score of 56.1 out of 100, which is 14.1 points below the EU average.

The debut analysed in this study takes place in the field of Romanian journalism
that is historically perceived, in our country, as more of a literary expression motivat-
ed by talent rather than a solid professional education based on rules, techniques,
and rigorous ethical norms oriented towards social responsibility (Gross 2023: 119).

To understand the sociocultural and professional context of our cases analysis it is
important to note the following about the Romanian journalists condition: ‘Journalists
are presented as timid professionals, with low self-esteem, subject to changes in their
terms and conditions of work’ (Surugiu 2016: 182 in Randle 2016). It is worth men-
tioning, again with the aim of understanding the sociocultural and professional con-
text in which Romanian journalists conduct their work, that, according to Reporters
Without Borders, in 2023 Romania occupied the 53rd position out of a total of 180
countries on its index of press freedom in the world (Reporters without Borders 2023).

The present study analyses the example of a debut in digital media because ‘the
mass media play an important role in contemporary society, shaping public relations
and private practices, and maintaining and changing rules, representations, and ide-
ological assumptions’ (Roventa-Frumusani 2002: 47; authors’ translation). An exam-
ple in this sense is a study on the presence of women and men in audio-visual news
programmes on internal and external politics. The study carried out by Media Trust
Romania in 2023 analysed five national television stations and found that men over-
whelmingly predominate on these TV programmes (74.2%) over women (25.8%)
(Media Trust Romania 2023. On the other hand, our research does not start from the
assumption that the digital environment and social networks are completely different
from the society in which they operate. ‘In other words, there is no reason to think
that gender representations within new media will be any different to the gender
representations elsewhere. But having said that, the Web provides opportunities for
individuals and groups to provide alternatives to the existing set of dominant ideas
about women and men, on their own websites’ (Gauntlett 2005: 53).

Regarding the feminisation of the journalist profession in Romania, the 2015 GMMP
report indicates that in Romania women dominate in the role of presenting news on
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the radio (92%) and TV (69%), while there is a more balanced gender representation
among authors of articles (55% women, 45% men) (Apostol 2018: 45).

In the report ‘Media Freedom in Romania Ahead of Super Election Year: Mission
Report on Media Capture, Legal Obstacles and Journalists’ Safety’, published in 2024,
the International Press Institute (IPI), Osservatorio Balcani e Caucaso Transeuropa
(OBCT), and Free Press Unlimited (FPU) describe the organisational culture within
Romanian media institutions in which female journalists work:

It is no coincidence that, with the exception of assaults in the forest,” every case
the mission encountered involved the targeting of a woman journalist or the wife
of a male journalist. So, while statistics sugqgest that threats to Romanian jour-
nalists are comparatively low, it is also clear that below the surface lies a hostile
culture for women journalists, who are forced to operate with the expectation
that misogynistic insults and threats of assault can be ‘part of the job’. There is
a freedom of expression crisis for women journalists which must be at the heart
of the country’s safety strategy.

This shows us that despite the seemingly low overall threat to Romanian journalists
according to statistics, there is an underlying hostile environment specifically target-
ing women journalists, who are compelled to accept misogynistic insults and threats
as a normal part of their profession.

Methodology

In our research, we aim to understand the discursive and institutional consequences
of a young journalist’s debut in the Romanian media, considering the opportunities
and limitations that the digital space offers for professional legitimacy. The research
questions are:

1. Do power structures in society reproduce in the digital environment?

2. How is user discourse configured in the online environment from a gender per-
spective?

3. How is a journalist who is just starting out in this professional field perceived?

We utilised the case study method, which Robert K. Yin describes as an investiga-
tion that examines a current phenomenon in its actual context (Yin 2005: 30). Ac

! This refers to the journalists and whistle-blowers who stood up to the phenomenon of illegal lumbering
in Romania and were subjected to violence.
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cording to the same author, case studies are most suitable when exploring ‘how’ or
‘why’ questions, particularly in situations where the researcher has limited influence
over events and when the researcher is studying a recent phenomenon within a re-
al-life setting (Yin 2005: 15).

In this work, we chose to analyse the case of a 19-year-old journalist, a student in
the field of communication sciences who faced a dual phenomenon at the beginning
of her press career. Her debut text — ‘I pretended to be a foreign tourist at Neversea
to see how friendly Constanta is with tourists from other countries’ (M-am dat drept
o turistd straina venita la Neversea ca sa vad cat de friendly e Constanta cu turistii
din alte tari) — went viral on G4media.ro, a national media platform, and garnered
approximately 100,000 views. However, the same text attracted around 900 com-
ments from readers on the publication’s social media platform, some of which were
aggressive, sexist, or misogynistic in nature.

It's worth noting that Delia’s text received over 46,000 views on Info Sud-Est, the
regional publication in which the report was initially published. According to the
author, the text had a reach (impact) of approximately 400,000 users on Facebook
about two weeks after publication. On the other hand, the author mentions that
approximately 80% of the comments ‘were negative, abusive, inciting violence, de-
famatory, or contained unsubstantiated claims’ (ibid.).

Journalist Delia Dascalu’s text addressed a topic of public interest, namely how
prepared the port city of Constanta was to welcome foreign tourists arriving for the
Neversea music festival held on the beach near the historic centre of Constanta. Just
a few days before the festival began, the journalist conducted an experiment from the
perspective of a tourist, using participatory observation as a documentary technique.
She found, on-site, that there were no road signs in English at the Constanta Train
Station in the city of Constanta to guide tourists to the city’s historic centre, nor were
there any special signs in English with information about the Neversea festival. After
interacting with several people, she concluded that very few individuals spoke or un-
derstood English and were able or willing to provide foreign tourists with directions.
The conclusion of her report is that a foreign tourist coming to Constanta for the
Neversea festival would greatly struggle without a mobile phone with internet access.

We viewed Delia Dascalu’s first journalistic article as aligning with one of the spe-
cific types of case studies outlined by Robert Yin:

a) it serves as a critical examination of an existing theory;
b) it addresses a rare or distinctive scenario;

Q) it represents a typical or common case;

d) it aims to reveal new insights;

or (e) it involves a longitudinal study (Yin 2005: 65).

(
(
(
(
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Her debut as a journalist can more specifically be categorised as rare because of the
post-publication echoes that this first article generated, making the debut an event in
itself. To understand this phenomenon in depth, we chose to use the embedded case
study method, analysing the discursive and institutional reactions that this exposure
produced from all the stakeholders involved: the text’s author, readers, journalists,
NGOs, and representatives of the academic community. Additionally, we examined
the report ‘Media Freedom in Romania Ahead of Super Election Year: Mission Re-
port on Media Capture, Legal Obstacles and Journalists’ Safety’ published in 2024.

To study the readers’ reactions, we opted for a quantitative content analysis of the
comments on Facebook to the post ‘I pretended to be a foreign tourist at Neversea
to see how friendly Constanta is with tourists from other countries’ (M-am dat drept
o turista strainad venita la Neversea ca sa vad cat de friendly e Constanta cu turistii
din alte tari), and we assessed the frequency of types of messages. To extract the
comments, we used the ESUIT application. This gave us a corpus of 891 comments
resulted, which we exported to Excel. We preserved the authors’ spelling, punctua-
tion, and original wording. We then manually categorised the comments thematically
using the following coding scheme:

C1. Comments unrelated to the post/without direct reference to
the journalist/user-to-user replies
C2. Comments related to the subject/with direct reference to the journalist
C2.1. Positive comments
C2.1.1. Comments that appreciate or admire Delia’s journalistic initiative
C2.1.2. Comments that share the author’s viewpoint in the journalistic
text/provide arguments in support of the author’s viewpoint
C2.2.Negative comments
C2.2.1. Insulting/misogynistic comments that trivialise women and
contain explicit sexual content
C2.2.2.Disparaging comments about the journalist/comments criticising
the subject matter/approach/execution of the report/the irrele-
vance of the subject/irony
C2.2.3. Comments that are insulting/contain profanity, not necessarily
related to gender

This coding scheme resulted in the distribution of comments as indicated in Table 1.

Another key component of this study was the interview we conducted with the
article’s author. For this step of the research, we opted for a structured interview. We
asked the following questions during the interview: ‘How did you create the article
and what were your expectations?’; ‘How did you monitor its virality and what was
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Table 1: Comments distribution

Code No. of comments
1. 521
C2.1.1. 29
C2.1.2. 74
C2.2.1. 58
C2.2.2. 187
C2.2.3. 22

Source: Authors.

relevant for you in this process?’; ‘Did you receive messages of solidarity from other
journalists?’; “Was there contact with other institutions and NGOs after publication?”.

Additionally, we analysed the social media and media reactions of the following
stakeholders: Andreea Pavel, editor-in-chief of Info-Sud Est newspaper (a post on
her personal Facebook account); Daniela Palade Teodorescu, former editor-in-chief
of Avantaje (Advantages) and Cariere (Careers) magazines, shared Andreea Pavel’s
post in the ‘Feminism for Real’ Facebook group; Victor llie, a former journalist at Rise
Project and Recorder shared Andreea Pavel’s post on his personal Facebook account;
Adrian Mihaltianu, editorial director of PressOne publication shared Andreea Pavel's
post on his personal Facebook account; Alexandru Tudor, a journalist at Canal SUD
(Channel South) shared Andreea Pavel’s post on his personal Facebook account; Ana
Otilia Nutu, a policy analyst at Expert Forum for energy and infrastructure shared An-
dreea Pavel's post on his personal Facebook account, a statement on the Facebook
page of the feminist organisation Centrul Filia (Filia Centre) (a stand-alone post); a
statement on the Facebook page of the Journalism Specialisation at the Faculty of
Letters, Ovidius University of Constanta (a stand-alone post); journalist Sabina Fati
wrote the article ‘Is Gheboasa Misogynistic? Are the harassers of the journalist also
going to get fined?’ (E Gheboasa misogin? lau amenda si hartuitorii jurnalistei?)” for
the Romanian edition of Deutsche Welle.

Findings

Opportunities

Regarding the opportunities generated both by the virality of her debut text and,
seemingly paradoxically, by the social media comments on it, we learned from the
interview with Delia Dascalu that these opportunities led to a context conducive to
the young journalist expressing herself on gender-related subjects:
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This offered me space to start talking about similar cases to mine and about
women’s safety in the media. | mean, in a way, | wanted to write about this even
before the report, but | didnt know how to package it. (...) It offered me space
and it gave me a voice. The attention on me at that time gave me the opportuni-
ty to speak and to be heard, so | wasn't speaking by myself. (authors’ emphasis)

Another opportunity identified by the beginner journalist relates to her media ex-
posure, in the sense that she was approached to publish a text about her situation
in the Romanian edition of Deutsche Welle: 'DW contacted me to write that article’.
Last but not least, Delia Dascalu’s debut text allowed her to become popular online:

A lot of people were telling me, ‘This is you, look, you appeared [in my feed —
eds.]". Or, 'Look, a friend of mine or a friend of a friend ... Everyone was mes-
saging me and telling me that | had appeared somewhere and somehow just
with the reposting of the article, not something written about me or anything
like that. Many said it was a harmless experiment or a cute experiment about
how Constanta prepares for tourists or how Constanta prepares for the summer
season, meaning that those who shared it were actually quite positive overall.
(authors’ emphasis)

Positive reactions of this kind, mentioned by the journalist, were also observed in
the social media comments that we analysed. Thus, from a thematic point of view,
we identified comments that appreciate and admire Delia’s journalistic endeavour
(C2.1.1.) and comments that share the author’s viewpoint in the journalistic text/pro-
vide arguments in favour of the author’s viewpoint (C2.1.2.).

Examples for each category of these comments can be found in Table 2.

The numerous comments surrounding Delia Dascalu’s experiment before the Nev-
ersea festival attracted the attention of both other journalists and organisations,

Table 2: Positive discourse

English (authors’ translation) Romanian

‘| really liked how you wrote. You are very ‘Mi a placut mult cum ai scris. Esti foarte
talented. | enjoyed reading it!" (C2.1.1.) talentata. Am citit cu placere!” (C2.1.1.)
‘Congratulations, this is how action should be ‘Felicitari asa trebuie actionat sa ii luminam
taken to enlighten the minds of the authorities.” | mintile edililor.’ (C2.1.1.)

(€C2.1.1)

‘Well done, clever girl! You showed the reality. ‘Bravo, fata isteata! Ai aratat realitatea. Din
Unfortunately, in some comments, we see that nefericire, in unele comentarii, observam ca
the truth hurts.’ (C2.1.1.) adevarul doare.” (C2.1.1.)
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‘Congratulations to the young lady for the
article, and good luck with college. | hope she
has the strength to stay in the country after
graduation. | didn‘t last long. And for all the
idiots with “get lost” and other garbage, if you
had read the article to the end, you would know
she’s a journalism student at Ovidius. She has a
future ahead of her. You jerks aren‘t even good
enough to be trash. The latest edit — how can
you say that Romania is a normal country, when
in response to an okay and decent article by a
journalism student, heaps of idiots with frothy
mouths appear, but those same idiots bow
down to people like FiRea,* who even steal from
old people in nursing homes and treat them like
animals?’ (C2.1.1.)

‘Felicitari domnisoarei pentru articol, si bafta
cu facultatea. Sper ca ea sa aiba puterea sa
ramana In tara dupa absolvire. Eu n-am rezistat
prea mult. lar pentru toti idiotii cu ,hai sictir” si
alte mizerii, daca citeati articolul pana la capat
aflati ca e studenta la Ovidius, jurnalism. Ea are
un viitor in fata. Sictiritii ca voi nici de gunoi nu
sunteti buni. Ultimul edit-cum naiba sa spui ca
Romaénia e o tara normala, cand la un articol
ok si decent al unei studente la jurnalism apar
gramezi de idioti cu spume la gura , dar aceeasi
idioti le pupa maéinile si picioarele unora ca fiRea,
care fura pana si de la niste batrani din azile si ii
trateaza ca pe animale?’ (C2.1.1.)

‘Congratulations on the experiment, this is
who we are, we don’t know or don’t want to
promote tourism!’ (C2.1.1.)

‘Felicitari pentru experiment, astia suntem,
nu stim ori nu vrem sa promovam turismul!’
(C2.1.1)

‘Congratulations for the initiative. Well done!
You will become an excellent journalist.’ (C2.1.1.)

‘Felicitari pt initiativa. Un mare bravo! Vei deveni
un jurnalist excelent.’ (C2.1.1.)

‘Sad :'( but true, on our highways and roads
there are signs and indications only in Romanian,
for those who don‘t speak Romanian, it's very
difficult without a Romanian to guide them :(.'
(C2.1.2)

‘Trist :'( dar adevarat, pe autostrazile si drumurile
noastre sunt indicatii is indicatoare doar in
romana, pentru cine nu vb romana e foarte greu
fara nu roman care sa il ghideze (' (C2.1.2.)

") 1) :) Ignorance, everyone knows 2-3 words
in English, but the rudeness is as big as the
People’s House! ) )’ (C2.1.2.)

")) 1) Ignoranta, toata lumea stie 2 3 cuvinte
in engleza, dar nesimtirea este mare cat casa
poporului! :) 1) (C2.1.2))

‘It's a shame that this city with great potential
is not at all prepared for foreign tourists who
could contribute significantly to the country’s
economy. We are dumber than a box of hair.’
(€C2.1.2)

'E pacat ca acest oras cu un potential f mare
nu este deloc pregatit pt turisti straini care ar
putea contribui destul de mult la economia tarii.
Suntem praf si pulbere de dobitoci.’ (C2.1.2.)

‘We don't know how to promote ourselves, to
turn what we have beautiful and natural into an
oasis of peace and prosperity for both locals and
tourists.’ (C2.1.2.)

‘Nu stim sa ne promovam, sa facem din ceea
ce avem frumos, natural o oaza de liniste si
bunastare atat pt localnici cat si pentru turisti.’
(C2.1.2)

‘Incredible... I'm reading and it feels like going
back in time... The same scenario as before '89...
how sad...' (C2.1.2.)

‘Incredibil... citesc si pare o intoarcere in timp...
Acelasi scenariu ca fnainte de ,89... ce trist...’
(C2.1.2)

‘We want tourists, but we drive them away
with our behaviour. Where is the Romanian
hospitality?’ (C2.1.2.)

‘Vrem turisti,dar tot noi fi alungam prin
comportamentul nostru.Unde este ospitalitatea
romaneasca?’ (C2.1.2.)

Source: Data collected by the authors.

* A reference to former mayor of Bucharest and minister in various governments, Gabriela Firea,
a controversial politician. ‘Rea’, which the author of the comment emphasised in her name,

translates from Romanian into English as ‘evil.
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creating an opportunity for solidarity to form with the rookie journalist. Andreea
Pavel, editor-in-chief of Info Sud-Est, commented in a post on her Facebook profile
on 28 July 2023 about how readers received Delia’s debut:

The debut in the Romanian press of a 19-year-old student who has been working
with us for several months gave rise to a wave of bile and sickness. Delia was hit
by a wave of hatred, misogyny, and incitement to violence and rape. If she were
a man, these comments wouldn’t exist. She published a report, which quickly
went viral, claiming to be a foreign tourist who came to Neversea to see how
friendly Constanta is to foreign tourists. The article’s idea, construction, and illus-
tration were discussed and decided in the editorial office, together with me and
Leonte [Cristian Andrei Leonte, project manager at Info Sud-Est]. The opening
featured a selfie of her at Neversea, after she'd finished the press experiment.
But the real experiment came later. For her and for us as well.

The comment about Delia Dascalu, written by journalist Andreea Pavel, was shared
on 29 July 2023 by several individuals: by Daniela Palade Teodorescu, former edi-
tor-in-chief of the magazine Avantaje, in the Facebook group ‘Feminism for Real’; by
Ana Otilia Nutu, an analyst at Expert Forum specialising in public policies on energy and
infrastructure and public companies and regulatory authorities; by Victor llie, a journal-
ist at RISE Project; and by Adrian Mihaltianu, editorial director of PressOne. Mihaltianu
also made an ironic comment on Delia Dascalu’s case accompanied by an emoji ex-
pressing anger: ‘This really makes you want to do journalism, especially as a woman'.

Another young journalist, a graduate of the same specialisation as Delia Dascalu
at Ovidius University in Constanta and currently a reporter at Canal SUD, shared the
same comment by Andreea Pavel on his Facebook account on 28 July 2023 and add-
ed a comment: ‘Take heart, Delia Dascalu!’

There were further reactions not only on social media but also in the actual mass
media. The Romanian edition of the prestigious publication Deutsche Welle devoted
space to this topic twice: first, in a text by Delia Dascalu titled ‘Just Because I'm a Girl.
Misogynistic Romania’ (Doar pentru ca sunt fata. Romania misogina) and published
on 8 August 2023; second, in a text by journalist Sabina Fati titled 'Is Gheboasa Mi-
sogynistic? Are the Harassers of the Journalist also Going to Get Fined?’ (E Gheboasa
misogin? lau amenda si hartuitorii jurnalistei?), published on 11 August 2023.

Regarding the stance of institutions towards the aggressive comments directed at
Delia Dascalu, the first reaction came from the journalism specialisation programme
at the Faculty of Letters at Ovidius University in Constanta that Delia is enrolled in.
The undergraduate study programme posted a message on its Facebook page on
28 July 2023, unequivocally expressing support for Delia’s journalistic endeavour:
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After she penned a report on how Constanta welcomes tourists on the eve of
the Neversea festival, a text that was picked up by G4 Media and garnered tens
of thousands of views, Delia Dascalu, a second-year journalism student, faced
a wave of extremely harsh comments, some with explicit language. Delia wrote
about the tough experience that followed the publication of her first text in the
national press, which you can read by accessing the link in the first comment. The
team at the UOC Communication Sciences supports the honest and passionate
work of all its students. Well done, Delia! We stand with you!

Another organisation that took a stand against the phenomenon faced by journalist
Delia Dascalu at the beginning of her journalistic debut was Centrul Filia, which de-
fines itself as ‘an organisation that amplifies women’s voices through direct work in
communities and activities of advocacy, activism and awareness, studies, and analysis’.
It further describes itself as follows: ‘We build a supportive society where the diverse
rights and needs of women are respected and where equal opportunities are offered
to everyone’ (authors’ translations). On 11 August 2023, the organisation posted the
following comment on its Facebook page:

About violence and sexism against women journalists. A few days ago, Delia
Dascalu, a 19-year-old student, made her debut as a journalist with a report
about the Romanian seaside.

In response to her article, the young woman received a wave of sexist and insult-
ing comments. (...) We express our solidarity with Delia and with journalists who
constantly face incitements to violence, sexual harassment, sexist comments, and
discrimination as a result of their work.

In addition to the discursive reactions and reverberations in the media circles, Delia
Dascalu’s case has become a subject of research for the International Press Institute
(IPI), Osservatorio Balcani e Caucaso Transeuropa (OBCT), and Free Press Unlimited
(FPU), who mention the journalist in the report ‘Media Freedom in Romania Ahead
of Super Election Year: Mission Report on Media Capture, Legal Obstacles and Jour-
nalists’ Safety’, published in 2024:

Her first article described her experience of pretending to be a foreign tourist
arriving in Constanta and speaking only English. Her second article, ‘Did the
Bitch Get Away Unraped?’ [A scapat neviolata panarama?], described the ava-
lanche of misogynistic abuse she received for having ‘defamed’ the city. Dascalu
ends the article by citing ‘The Chilling’, a study by the International Center for
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Journalists, which reports that in 2020 73% of women journalists experienced
online harassment and that three-quarters of women have considered leaving
Journalism as a result.

Being featured in a high-profile report increases Delia’s visibility, enhances her
reputation, and can lead to new professional opportunities, such as speaking en-
gagements and collaborations, and can help her to advance her career and expand
her network. However, this increased prominence may also make her a more appeal-
ing target for online trolls and harassers, potentially amplifying the harassment she
faced.

Limits
Delia Dascalu’s journalistic debut with the report ‘I Pretended to Be a Foreign Tour-
ist at Neversea to See How Friendly Constanta is to Tourists from Other Countries’
(M-am dat drept o turista straina venita la Neversea ca sa vad cat de prietenoasa e
Constanta cu turistii din alte tari) not only attracted what can be considered a series
of opportunities, it also highlighted the limitations that accompany exposure in the
online environment. Discursively, these can be observed in the numerous comments
made by users on Delia’s text on the G4media Facebook page.

For the author, as revealed by her responses in an interview with her, these limita-
tions are related both to the very large number of comments and to the content of
these comments, which she considers inappropriate:

Interviewer: It was shocking from what perspective?

Delia Dascalu: Shocking mainly from the perspective of the large number of com-
ments and what was on people’s minds. How many sick ideas they pictured in
their heads to be able to leave comments or imagine me as if | were an actress
or a prostitute or many other things like that. It was shocking to see how far
they could go with these things from a simple article about the fact that people
are not friendly to foreigners in Constanta. It was shocking both in terms of the
volume and the extremes they went to with the comments.

The shock of the young journalist was even greater because she had no expecta-
tions about the impact of her debut text:

I didn’t expect anything at all. It was my first article, they told me to just write
it as if it were a diary, to go and tell a friend what | did as an experiment. And
I had no expectations. | mean, in my mind, the article was very harmless and
experimental in itself.
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Table 3: Hostile discourse related to profession

English translation

Romanian

‘In a few words, you've turned crap to dust.’
(C2.2.2)

‘In cateva cuvinte, ai facut rahatul praf.’ (C2.2.2.)

‘Honestly, | find this post idiotic and in poor
taste. It's not obligatory for everyone to speak
English ... Let's be serious, inappropriate
behaviour, with airs of ... I'll refrain from further
comments..." (C2.2.2))

‘Sincer,mi se pare o postare idioata si de prost
gust.Nu este obligatoriu sa stie toti sa vorbeasca
in engleza...Sa fim seriosi,comportament
deplasat,cu aere de...Ma abtin de la
comentarii...’ (C2.2.2.)

‘Go to another country and speak Romanian.
See who pays attention to you or tries to speak
with you in the same language.’ (C2.2.2.)

‘Mergi in alta tara si vorbeste pe Romaneste.
Vezi cine te baga In seama sau incearca sa
vorbeasca cu tine pe aceeasi limba.’ (C2.2.2.)

'...Ciolacu* doesn’t even know how to speak
Romanian! How can you expect that the woman
selling tickets at the restroom speaks English?’
(C2.2.2)

‘...Ciolacu nu stie sa vb.nici Ib. romana!Ce
pretentii ai la o femeie care vinde bilete la wc.sa
vorbeasca English:)!" (C2.2.2.)

‘And what do ‘tourists’ expect, to have English
teachers employed at the kiosks or shops?”
(C2.2.2)

‘Si ce-ar vrea "turistii”, sa fie angajati profesori
de engleza la tonete sau buticuri?’ (C2.2.2.)

"-Daniela Stefanescu excellent journalist? An
excellent journalist who conducts experiments
and detective investigations to see how ordinary
people promote tourism would add a few words
to encourage tourism, so that ordinary people
can learn how it's done! | mean, if the pretext of
the investigation was to see if a foreign tourist
can manage with information from locals to get
to the Neversea festival, then write at least two
words in the article about Neversea and why

a foreign tourist should go there. Don’t have
expectations primarily of others, others like the
lady in the restroom!’ (C2.2.2.)

"-Daniela Stefanescu Jurnalist excelent ? Un
jurnalist excelent care face experimente si
investigatii detectivistice sa vada cum stiu
oamenii de rand sa promoveze turismul , adauga
si cateva cuvinte de promovare a turismului ,

ca sa se invete de catre cei de rand cum se face
I Adica , daca pretextul investigatiei a fost ca
sa vada daca un turist strain se poate descurca
cu informatii de la localnici cum sa ajunga la
festivalul Neversea , apoi scrie si tu in articol
macar doua cuvinte despre Neversea si de ce ar
trebui turistul strain sa ajunga acolo . Nu cere
n primul rand de la altii , altii ca doamna de la
WC!" (C2.2.2))

‘These guys mimicked VICE until they messed it
up.’ (C2.2.2)

‘Au furat astia meserie de la VICE pana s-au
prostit.’ (C2.2.2.)

‘Well, be grateful that people helped you as

much as they could. Surely you didn't expect to
find English speakers in the public toilet in Con-
stanta. Come on, get real! :rofl: :rofl:" (C2.2.2.)

‘Ei na, zi merci ca te-au ajutat oamenii asa cum
au putut. Doar nu te asteptai sa gasesti vorbitori
de limba engleza la toaleta din Constanta. Hai pi
buni! :rofl: rofl:' (C2.2.2.)

"Your expectations of the restroom lady, luggage
storage clerk, or pastries seller are too high.’
(C2.2.2)

‘Cam mari pretentiile de la o taxatoare wc,de la
taxator bagaje de mana,vanzatoare fornetti etc.’
(C2.2.2)

‘Why should the lady in the toilet or the
shopkeeper know English ... I'm sure they don’t
know it in Germany or France either...' (C2.2.2.)

‘De ce ar trebui femeia de la buda sau vanzatoa-
rea din magazin sa stie engleza..sunt sigur ca nici
in Germania sau Franta nu stiu...’ (C2.2.2)

Source: Data collected by the authors.

* The Prime Minister of Romania and head of the Social Democratic Party (PSD) at the time.
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A thematic analysis of the content of the comments indicates that the negative dis-
course from users can be divided into three categories: C2.2.1. Insulting/misogynistic
comments that trivialise women and contain explicit sexual content, C2.2.2. Deprecia-
tive comments towards the professional/comments criticising the subject/approach/
execution of the report/irrelevance of the subject/irony, and C2.2.3. Comments that
insult/contain swearing, without necessarily being related to gender.

Although we anticipated, from a quantitative perspective, that these messages
would be triggered by gender-related factors, the research shows that the predom-
inant discourse involves criticism of the journalistic text Delia Dascalu wrote. Specifi-
cally, users reproach the journalist, among other things, for not including in her text
actual information describing the Neversea music festival and for expecting the staff
at the restrooms in the Constanta Train Station to speak English. This feedback re-
flects a keen sense of disagreement with the report’s premise and a belief that the
report does not provide meaningful information or fair commentary on the issues it
addresses. Examples from this category of comments can be found in Table 3.

One distinct direction of the negative discourse from users relates to the gender
dimension. Specifically, these are comments that insult, contain misogynistic compo-

Table 4: Hostile discourse related to gender

‘Article written as a joke, all the shops have
prices displayed, and she didn't have to point
with her fingers, lies as big as China, go away
you country-defaming rag.’ (C2.2.1.)

‘Articol scris la misto,toate magazinele au pretul
afisat si nu trebuia sa arate pe degete,minciuni
cat china, mars tu zdreanta care defaimezi tara.’

‘Isn’t this the girl from OnlyFans?’ (C2.2.1.)

(C2.2.1)

‘Pai asa nu e tipa aia de pe Onlyfans? ('-')’
(C2.2.1)

‘| pretended to be a wh*re ... oh wait, that's
what | am anyway!’ (C2.2.1.)

‘M-am dat drept o ta*fa... aaah stai, oricum asta
sunt I’ (C2.2.1)

‘They figured out that you're just a bimbo and
that’s why they ignored you! So, IGNORED
again.’ (C2.2.1)

‘S-au prins si dia ca esti doar o fandosita si de aia
ti-au dat flit! Asa ca, FLIT, inca odata.’ (C2.2.1.)

‘And no one f*cked you?’ (C2.2.1.)

‘Si nu te futut nimeni?’ (C2.2.1.)

‘Cut off your hooves!’ (C2.2.1.)

‘Taie ti copitele!” (C2.2.1.)

‘Idiot." (C2.2.1.)

‘Idioata.’ (C2.2.1))

‘Did she get away not raped, the tramp?’
(C2.21)

‘A scapat neviolata, panarama?’ (C2.2.1.)

‘Next year try being a prostitute.’ (C2.2.1.)

‘La anul sa incerce ca prostituata.’ (C2.2.1.)

‘And ... The guys took you around the corner
for a bl*wjob, and then you happily went to
the festival ... The end!” (C2.2.1))

‘Si ... Te-au luat baietii dupa colt, la o mumu,
si dupa ai plecat fericita la festival ... The end!’
(C2.21)

Source: Data collected by the authors.
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nents, trivialise women, and have explicit sexual content. Despite the fact that these
are not the predominant comments, they can be a warning signal regarding the safety
of female journalists in the online environment because of the aggression, vulgarity,
and explicit sexuality they express. In other words, they represent an indicator of the
limits encountered by a journalist at the beginning of their journalistic debut and, at
the same time, demonstrate how vulnerable they can be when exposed in the digital
space. Examples of comments can be found in Table 4.

Table 5: Hostile discourse related to generational conflict, local pride,

and anti-foreigner sentiment

‘Blah blah blah and now go to a psychiatrist.’
(C2.2.3)

‘Bla bla bla si acum du-te la Psihiatru.’ (C2.2.3.)

‘To hell with you, generation of illiterates, lazy
people, and druggies!!!!” (C2.2.3.)

‘La cacat cu voi, generatie de inculti, lenesi si
drogati!!!l” (C2.2.3)

‘We sh*t on you!" (C2.2.3.)

‘sa ne kkm pe tine!” (C2.2.3.)

‘Oh, what “big"” problems for the poor foreign
tourists coming to Constanta. Isnt it so that in
Cluj tourists had an official translator each?
rofl: XD (;-V-). P*ss offl ('r) ;)' (C2.2.3.)

‘Vai, vai ce probleme “mari” pentru saracii turisti
straini veniti in Constanta. Nu asa ca la Cluj
turistii, aveau fiecare translator din oficiu?

rofl: XD (;-V-). Hai SICTIR! (1) ;)" (C2.2.3))

‘Get lost!’ (C2.2.3.)

‘Hai mars!’ (C2.2.3.)

‘Oh, what shall we do ... Leave the country and
that's it. P*ss offl’ (C2.2.3.)

'Vai, ce sa ne mai facem... Pleaca din tara si gata.
Mars!" (C2.2.3.)

‘Like why don’t shopkeepers know English?
Like she took money from her parents to go to
the concert and like they didn’t want to tell her
in English how much the water costs. When
getting hired at a supermarket like you should
at least know English. Jesus, it's unbearable to
live in this country. Like parents send their kids

abroad for studies. P*ss off and leave us alone.’

(C2.2.3)

‘Gen de ce nu stiu like vanzatorii engleza?like ea
a luat bani de la parinti sa mearga la concert si
gen aia nu au vrut sa ii spuna in engleza cat e
apa. La angajare la supermarket like trebuie sa
stii gen macar engleza. Jesus, nu mai e de trait
in tara asta. Like o trimit parintii gen in afara la
studii. Hai mars si lasa-ne.” (C2.2.3.)

"You're pathetic, complaining that the toilet
attendant and the grocery store cashier didn't
know English. Let me tell you something in
English: go to hell, worthless “journalist”.’
(C2.2.3)

‘Esti jalnica , te plangi ca nu stia engleza aia de
la wc-ul public si vanzatoarea de la alimentara. Iti
spun eu ceva in engleza : hai sictir , “jurnalista”
de doi bani." (C2.2.3.)

"We write reports and think we're big shots.’
(C2.2.3)

‘-Facem reportaje si ne credem balene-n
galeata.” (C2.2.3))

‘And are we treated differently in other
countries? Stop eating sh*t and get to work!”
(C2.2.3)

'Si ce noi suntem primiti altfel in alte tari? Nu
mai mancati cacat si la munca cu voi.” (C2.2.3.)

Source: Data collected by the authors.
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Another and no less important direction that we identified in the users’ comment-
son the reportage written by Delia Dascalu involves insults and swear words that are
not necessarily related to gender. However, even in these comments, an aggressive
attitude is evident. The comments reflect a generational conflict, with disdain for
the younger generations, who are perceived as in moral or cultural decline, and ex-
pressions of nationalism and local pride through defensiveness about local language
skills and criticism of those who leave or complain about the country. Additionally,
there is strong anti-foreigner sentiment directed against tourists and a resistance to
change, and particularly to the expectation that local workers should know English.
To illustrate we selected the examples as presented in Table 5.

By contrast, Delia Dascalu’s report drew predominantly unrelated comments that do
not directly refer to the subject matter, ones that did not directly address the journalist
or that represented back-and-forth responses between users. Following the analysis,
we noticed the diversity of these comments, mentioning topics ranging from famous
football players to the former mayor of Constanta, from user quarrels to invitations
to download online games. These comments are illustrated by the examples below:

Table 6: Discourse unrelated to the subject matter

‘Should have taken Raducioiu (footballer — ed.) ‘Trebuia sa-I iei si pe Raducioiu, stie italiana!!!!”

t00, he knows Italian!!!!l” (C1)

(cn

‘The first.time.they.rip.you.off.Truth.is,a beer.
costs.three.times.more.in.ltaly.l've.been.on.the.
beach.in.ltaly.” (C1)

‘Prima.data.te.fura.astai.adevarul.o.bere.pret.
de.trei.fata.de.italiiaeu.am.fost.pe.plaja.an.italiia.’
()

‘Dan Butnaru, stupid communist.’ (C1)

‘-Dan Butnaru comunist prost.’ (C1)

‘I recommend you this game. Install it here:
www.remi-online.ro/rt/10144464." (C1)

‘Iti recomand acest joc. Instaleaza-l de aici:
www.remi-online.ro/rt/10144464." (C1)

‘Mihai Micutu, go to hell." (C1)

‘-Mihai Micutu hai sictir." (C1)

‘Romania, land of yearning and longing.’ (C1)

‘Romania, plai de of si dor.’ (C1)

‘Howeverawful Mazare [former and controversial
Mayor of Constanta — ed.] was, money was
being made.’ (C1)

‘-Cat de nasol a fost Mazare, se faceau bani.’
(C1)

‘Shove that festival directly up your a**. Filth,
drunks on the streets, junkies, and the list goes
on.' (C1)

‘Sa va bagati festivalul ala direct in coooor.
Mizerie, betivi pe strazi, drogati, siista este
lunga.’ (C1)

"Whoa!” (C1)

‘Haoleo!” (C1)

‘Miu Nicolae George, applicable to you too,
a peasant in LONDON." (C1)

~Miu Nicolae George valabil si ptr tine,un taran
la LONDRA." (C1)

Source: Data collected by the authors.
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Discussion

The current study demonstrates that the digital environment, from a gender per-
spective, reproduces societal power structures. Our research shows how a journalist
at the start of her career is perceived not only as a media professional but also as
a young woman, or, in some cases, solely as a young woman. In other words, the
inquiry highlights that some of the prejudices and stereotypes related to gender in
society are replicated in online discourse. Nevertheless, the results indicate that the
same digital environment empowers young female journalists, offering opportunities
for visibility and engagement and a platform to address critical social issues, includ-
ing gender-related topics, which could significantly boost their careers. In a broader
context, this suggests that the digital space can be both constraining and liberating
for female journalists: on one hand, it continues to propagate gender-based inequal-
ities, while on the other, it offers tools to challenge these inequalities by amplifying
diverse voices and encouraging democratisation in the media field. This aligns with
European trends, where digital platforms are also seen as a way to bypass tradition-
al media gatekeeping and exclusion, fostering inclusivity and greater diversity in the
public sphere.

The paper further suggests that the misogynistic discourse of social media users
leaves a female journalist making her debut exposed to denigration, ridicule, sexu-
alisation, and aggression. These discursive forms from social media users can act as
triggering factors that marginalise women in media and other public roles, diminishing
their agency. Such hostility not only can affect the psychological well-being of female
journalists but also poses a significant threat to their professional engagement and
career longevity. The pressure to develop a “thick skin’ in response to online abuse,
as noted by Lewis et al. (2020), often leads to self-censorship or withdrawal from the
profession, thus limiting the potential impact of digital journalism. Regarding gen-
der-based harassment, this form of hostility is not unique to Romania but is reflective
of broader European and global trends, where female journalists are disproportion-
ately targeted with misogynistic abuse and many experience severe and sustained
harassment (Stahel 2023; Holton et al. 2021; Lewis et al. 2020).

Another key finding of this study is that the digital space puts newcomers in the
media at risk of professional cancellation by social media users. While some users
harshly criticised, often without justification, the editorial approach of the debutant
journalist, others praised and supported her work. This highlights the precarious na-
ture of media careers in digital environments, where the actions of users can influence
public perception and professional standing. The expressions of solidarity from vari-
ous stakeholders in this research — whether by sharing the journalist’s perspective or
challenging the online violence driven by her gender identity — serve as indicators of
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acceptance and professional legitimisation in the industry. This solidarity may coun-
teract online violence and could potentially shape public perception of the journal-
istic profession, shifting the narrative from negativity to recognising it as a vital and
credible field. Such support networks are essential for fostering resistance among
female journalists in the digital age, providing a safety net against online hostility and
empowering them to continue their careers in journalism despite the risks they face.

Conclusion

The research demonstrates how the viral spread of an article can generate a mixed
perception, where the journalistic work is simultaneously praised and criticised. This
duality implies that while the digital environment may reinforce traditional societal
biases, it simultaneously offers journalists opportunities for resistance and empow-
erment. The study highlights important dimensions for examining the impact that
an a debut in journalism can have in the digital environment, emphasising the com-
plexity and heterogeneity of online discourse, which cannot be reduced to a single
variable. Our findings reveal that the digital hostility experienced by journalists at the
start of their careers has two facets: the first relates to gender issues and reflects
the power structures within society, while the second involves professional criticism,
which may be more or less justified but sometimes even seeks to discredit the jour-
nalistic profession.
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Abstract: The article observes, from a transitional perspective, how feminist activists ap-
propriate digital spaces to produce informative content about gender equity and how they
organise themselves to maintain feminist media projects in terms of content production and
public access to this information. The research focuses on analysing three Brazilian publications
(AzMina, Lado M, and Think Olga) and three French ones (Georgette Sand, Les Glorieuses,
and Madmoizelle). The global North-South category is mobilised to propose a dialogue be-
tween feminist journalism practices in Brazil and France, using both countries because they
are important players on the international geopolitical scene. | use theories of gender studies
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interactionism correlated with social worlds from a Beckerian perspective to trace the con-
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contributors to these publications. The methodology is based on in-depth interviews with
actors who participate to different degrees in the composition of the world (of feminist me-
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For more than a decade, we have seen a variety of feminist initiatives emerge on the
internet, which are of different persuasions but have in common the use of digital
tools to disseminate content. In this context, neofeminism has emerged, a concept
that defines the new women'’s political movements emerging in the 21st century, driv-
en by mobilisations from the Global South — from countries such as Brazil, Egypt, and
India (Borba, Moreira 2015; Pinheiro-Machado 2019). This phenomenon is strongly
connected to the internet, enabling a combination of digital practices and actions in
the physical space (Jouét 2022).

This article analyses a segment of digital feminism, feminist media activism, which,
in short, is the process in which feminist activists use sociotechnical devices to build
new forms of creation and writing on the web using digital technology, online plat-
forms, social media, and the appropriation of journalistic techniques. This is a new
digital practice, which has been gaining momentum since 2015, in which feminist
collectives, NGOs, and publications share information on the internet relating to the
gender debate and the rights of women and feminised groups. Although they are
projects with different statuses (non-governmental organisations, collectives, wom-
en’s magazines, feminist magazines, websites), they share the central aim of produc
ing quality feminist information, based on journalistic investigations and precepts of
form and writing derived from standard reporting.

Based on fieldwork and 63 in-depth interviews with actors who make up the space
of feminist media activism in Brazil and France, this paper uses ethnography as a
methodology for understanding the construction of the social world' (Becker 1982;
Morrissette, Guignon, Demaziere 2011) of feminist media activism and its ways of
functioning. Thirty interviews were conducted in France and 33 in Brazil with different
participants in the social world (reporters, editors, columnists, readers, and accounting
and fundraising teams, etc.) from October 2020 to November 2022. The relevance of
the work is that it proposes listening to in-depth accounts of the trajectories of the
members of this space and monitoring, through field research, the forms of cooper-
ation and negotiation the group uses to maintain their projects.

Media activist content has a collaborative, intersectional, and activist character
and is concerned with extending the narrative to defend certain causes, involve the
public, and pluralise the debate on gender through feminist media activism (Santos,
Miguel 2019). Groups that produce media activism have started to use digital-me-
dia technologies to carry out engaged interventions. To mediatise the content they

' The notion, proposed by Becker (1982), is based on the interactionist view that the social world is a
procedural entity, which is continuously being constructed/constituted and reconstructed/reconstituted
through the interactions between actors and the cross-interpretations that organise the exchanges
between them (Morrissette et al. 2011: 1).
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produce, they rely on sociotechnical devices. The term sociotechnical proposes the
observation of technology as an interrelational system that combines technical and
sociological characteristics (Coutant 2015), in an articulation between the technical
sphere and the complexity of the social (Miége 2007), which includes the use of the
internet and social networks for various purposes and the use of computers, cell
phones, smartphones, geolocators (GPS), and other technological instruments that
enable socialisation between people. Media activists orientate their action strate-
gies towards ensuring that information is up to date, which is made possible by the
absence of a programme schedule. They exploit the technical possibilities of mobile
communication by streaming transmissions and are able to publish videos and pho-
tos on social networks on a minute-by-minute basis (Sousa 2017). In terms of pro-
duction, professional activists use a variety of audiovisual formats, such as videos,
audio, images, memes, and gifs, as well as texts, and seek to carry out mobile and
cyber-digital journalism.

Media activism is, therefore, a phenomenon that predates the internet and inter-
actions on digital networks, but which is being strengthened in a scenario of mu-
tations that are transforming the medium and altering processes of the production,
reception, and circulation of content. However, the movement is by no means limited
to the online environment, it is a practice that is built up as it permeates the stories
and intimacies of the actors who make up the milieu and who insert themselves into
events in such a way as to ensure that media activism goes beyond the simple fu-
sion of the notions of media and activism (Braighi, Camara 2018). It is a concept that
is expressed not only through words and techniques but above all through people.

Feminist media also find support in networked productions, tracing new forms
of creation and writing from technology (Lemos 2009) and using these spaces to
implement their desires for a less hierarchical militancy (Blandin 2017) in relation to
traditional militant bodies such as trade unions. In cyberspace, publications can en-
gage in debates that journalists are not usually able to delve into when writing for the
hegemonic media (Ferreira, Vizer 2007; Andrade, Pereira 2022), bringing up agendas
that deal with human rights or the rights of women, LGBTI+ groups, and racialised
people. Appropriating new media is more than an instrumental process, it is also a
cultural and social movement (Manovich 2005), a way for minority groups to make
themselves socially visible, giving rise to a new way for them to politically exercise
their rights (Martin-Barbero 2014: 108).

A sociotechnical community dimension was then created within the feminist move-
ment, which was used by activists to mobilise, giving rise to the concept of cyberfem-
inism, which refers to all the possibilities offered by technologies for society to break
free from patriarchy (Blandin 2017). An example of the appropriation of digital tools
by the feminist movement is the communication strategies of the ‘Ni Una Menos’
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movement in countries such as Argentina, Chile, and Uruguay. The mobilisation was
a form of offline activism facilitated by information and communication technologies.
Extending this specific case to the world of online activism, it is possible to list the
impacts of the use of technology on political action: rapid interaction, the multiplier
effect, internal organisation, network cohesion, and global reach. The use of ICTs by
cyberactivists has facilitated the mobilisation of participation and the coordination of
actions and has been used as a tactical tool in itself (Accossatto, Sendra 2018: 123).

Driven by cyberfeminism, publications such as magazines, websites, NGOs, and
feminist collectives are sharing information in the digital environment related to the
gender debate and the rights of women and feminised groups, giving rise to the no-
tion of digital feminist media activism. Without neglecting professional techniques
and ethics (Sousa 2017), media activism absorbs resources characteristic of network
communication to reach out to the public. For example, it uses hashtags, terms as-
sociated with information that have high potential for organising and distributing
content (Hollanda 2019).

The activists of this new generation are experts in the production of visual narra-
tives (images, video, etc.) and in the use of unconventional repertoires of action (such
as humour and satire) aimed at the internet (Jouét 2018). Feminist publications re-
quire certain know-how and specific digital production skills from their contributors
(Jouét 2022). Sociotechnical devices contribute to the propagation of a journalistic
production model that includes concepts of activism and allows the focus to shift
away from strictly factual news, deepening the coverage of issues related to human
rights. The construction of a digital technoculture (Van Dijck 2013) allows media ac-
tivists to use technology and rely on the skills that members of the group who are
more proficient with these tools have to amplify their activism and compensate, in
some way, for the considerable discrepancy in funding for their projects and for tra-
ditional media journalism.

Methodological paths

The article is based on an analysis of feminist and digital media activism projects —in
other words, an analysis of online publications that produce journalistic information,
claim to be feminist, and focus on the gender debate. In Brazil, through the Agéncia
Publica project, which mapped independent journalism in the country, it was pos-
sible to identify 18 proposals that fall within this scope. In France, bibliographical
readings and studies mapping gender activism and journalism in the country over the
last few decades revealed 14 such publications (Bard, Chaperon 2017; Blandin 2017,
Hache-Bissette 2017; Olivesi 2017; Jouét 2022).
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| decided which projects to select based on their social media profiles, interactions
(measured by engagement metrics such as likes, shares, and comments), and their
numbers of followers. The selected projects in Brazil are the Think Olga NGO, the
magazine AzMina, and the website Lado M. The selected projects in France are the
Georgette Sand collective, the newsletter Les Glorieuses, and the magazine Mad-
moizelle.

To choose what media activists to interview, | checked the ‘about us’ tab or equiv-
alent on the websites of each selected media project. When the names were not
clearly listed on the websites, | turned to the projects’ LinkedIn page to locate the
participants. Some names were also located via social media or on the projects’ web-
sites. To locate readers, | used the strategy of identifying profiles on social networks
that interact through comments with the publications studied.

Over the course of four years (between 2019 and 2023), digital ethnographies were
conducted in the content publication spaces of the projects studied and, when there
were physical offices or face-to-face meetings, in the newsrooms and meeting spaces
of the media activists. As for the number of interviews, for each publication | tried to
talk to five of its contributors (which includes support staff, as well as reporters, col-
umnists, designers, among others) and five readers. In the process, | discovered that
there were no or very few men on the project teams. Likewise, male readers were
sparse and those | did find and contact did not get back to me, with the exception
of one reader of the Lado M website, who is the only male representative of the au-
dience of these projects.

In general, the interviews were conducted remotely, via conventional phone calls,
audio calls on WhatsApp, or video calls on Zoom or Instagram, depending on the
preference of each interviewee. Face-to-face interviews were conducted only with
the French media activists — since the period of interviews in Brazil took place during
the pandemic — and only with those who accepted or preferred to meet me face-to-
face (there were five in total).

The in-depth interviews had a semi-structured format, based on scripts of questions
prepared in advance, which allowed me, however, some freedom to go down paths
that were not initially planned. The interview scripts were divided into three types: the
first focused on feminist media content producers (reporters, columnists, editors), the
second focused on the support team (with more specific questions about what kind
of work they do and what their roles and influences are within the group), and the
third was designed to be applied to audiences. | tried to let the interviewees tell their
own life stories. The interviews mainly covered the professional and personal trajec
tories of the feminist media activists and their readers. From there, it was possible to
understand the group’s path in terms of careers, journalism, and political activism.
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From South to North - transnational digital feminisms

The political, social, and historical differences between Brazil and France indicate that
the development of the feminist movement did not take place in parallel in these
countries. In Brazil, at the beginning of the 1970s, an ongoing military dictatorship
was at its height, while in France feminists were winning important rights in terms
of gender politics, such as access to legal and safe abortion for all. These mismatch-
es in the activist scene and in the progress made on equality issues are still reflected
today in the way feminist activism is organised in each country and in the way the
social world of feminist media is constructed from North to South. This is because
the experiences and trajectories of the people who make up this world are equally
affected by historical and political events.

Sociohistorical research themes, such as economic development, industrial policy,
race and ethnic relations, national identities, the emergence of democratic and au-
thoritarian governments and gender and women's rights, have gained prominence
(Rueschemeyer, Mahoney 2003). Drawing a parallel between cases in Brazil and
France as representative of the global South and North seems therefore to support
the application of a transnational perspective to analysing the world of digital fem-
inist media activism, permeated by the context of engagement based on the use of
sociotechnical devices.

Elements of national identity and the habits of using technology or even militant
and activist tools make observing these two cases more dynamic as the field unfolds
and analyses begin to emerge. Factors such as digital immersion, for example, make
Brazilian militant movements stand out in activism on networks, where new techniques
of militancy and engaged action are launched online. This happened with media ac-
tivism initiatives in Brazil in 2015, long before MeToo and its developments in France.

The interdependence of phenomena between different places is linked to factors
such as globalisation, reciprocal influences, an increase in the cross-cutting nature
of public policies, and the growing role of international actors in terms of public ac-
tions (Hassenteufel 2014). It is this context that has led me to conduct transnational
research on a recent sociopolitical phenomenon that is unfolding not only in Brazil
and France but around the world.

Sociodemographic profiles of media activists and audiences

Understanding elements of the trajectories of media activists and audiences from a
demographic, age, ethnic, and gender perspective can help us understand how their
performances are reflected in the exploitation of activist and journalistic practices and
allows us to better situate them in the social world.
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Among media activists, there is a concentration of young women in their twenties
and thirties from an upper-middle- or upper-class background with higher education,
who are producing feminist information on the internet. Considering the ethnic-de-
mographic data for Brazil, where more than half of the population is racialised, there
seems to be less racial diversity in Brazilian publications, with French media being
more inclusive, even though concerns about intersectional and decolonial agendas
are more strongly expressed in the narratives of the Brazilian interviewees.

A significant share of the professionals interviewed live in large urban centres, not
least because of the demands of their work and the geographical concentration of
media systems and/or activism in feminist projects. The vast majority of the group
live in metropolitan areas with more than 1 million inhabitants, and they are mainly
concentrated in the greater Sao Paulo area and in and around Paris. The dynamics of
the world of feminist media activists follow the logic observed by Becker (1982) about
dissident social worlds, which begin with a local reach and then, if they manage to
establish themselves, achieve a distribution that reaches other locations. More details
on the group’s demographic information are available in Appendix 1.

As for the sociodemographic profile of readers, of the 30 people interviewed
(14 Brazilians and 16 French speakers) who read, watch or listen to content produced
by feminist publications, 29 are women. Only one man who is part of the feminist
media audience agreed to take part in the research.

Just 2 interviewees, both French, declared themselves to be racialised. Another
14 people indicated that they considered themselves white (8 Brazilians and 6 French).
There were also 14 individuals who did not refer to racial issues (8 Francophones and
6 Brazilians). Possibly because they didn’t consider the issue to be relevant in the nar-
rative of their own trajectories, which would indicate that racial inequalities tend to
affect this group less directly and that these readers have been less sensitised to the
anti-racist debate in their activist journeys.

Unlike the media activists who collaborate directly with feminist media, readers live
in cities and regions with smaller urban agglomerations, generally below 1 million
inhabitants. Contrary to what [ initially assumed, the publications seem to be reach-
ing regions that go beyond the main centres of journalistic production and financial
concentration in their respective countries. Information from digital feminist media
projects is reaching audiences in small and medium-sized towns, peripheral regions,
and even rural areas.

Regarding the academic and professional profiles of the readers interviewed, there
is a clear concentration of individuals from the humanities, a group that numbers
25 people. Only 5 readers have a background in the exact or biological sciences.
The significant presence of readers linked to the field of communications among the
interviewees is also worth noting, with 6 people having a degree in this area. Also
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noteworthy is the number of people whose professions relate to the field of art and
culture, who accounted for around one-third of the public interviewed. A summary
of the readers’ demographic information is available in Appendix 2.

Thus, it can be seen that the groups of collaborators in the projects analysed here,
who come from different locations and socioeconomic backgrounds, are different
ages, and whose media activist and feminist practices are being transnationalised, are
trying to create, through the production of digital feminist information, an inclusive
and unifying narrative that is effective in combining spontaneity and organisation
and new and old activist practices at the national level, but with global potential.

The main aspects characterising digital feminist media activism

Actors in the world of digital feminist media activism are motivated to participate in
this world by the possibility/opportunity to explore a professional path that has the
potential for social impact through engaged action. These publications seek to produce
journalism with a gender perspective, creating content informed by the concept of di-
versity and seeking out a polyphony of sources, in an anti-patriarchal logic of breaking
with the hegemony of male voices. These are incipient initiatives by young profession-
als in independent journalism, using multimedia language, with their own production
logic, generally without consolidated financial autonomy (Rocha, Dancosky 2018:
407). Media activists value the fact that in feminist media it is possible to write about
one's own experiences and give the journalistic content a certain personal touch. The
practice moves through the mobilisation of personal narratives to deal with the collec-
tive, a characteristic of the new feminisms (Hollanda 2018; Pinheiro-Machado 2019).

Feminist media activist publications are not horizontal. These structures reproduce
the forms of organisation observed by Ferron (2016) in the context of French-speaking
alternative media, where relationships based on an unequal distribution of econom-
ic, political, and journalistic capital exist in such a way as to allow a group of people
to occupy dominant positions over others. There is a reproduction of business logic
within the groups, which means that women who are appointed leaders or coor-
dinators have more power, while others have less space or voice. For example, the
existence of exclusive communication groups for specific people has been identified,
where the inclusion of members is based on emotional criteria and not necessarily
on professional and technical grounds.

These hierarchical and emotional configurations mean that some employees feel
less listened to and taken seriously than others. Co-optation mechanisms? (Juban et

2 Understood as the search for and selection of a candidate within a restricted network of people known
directly or indirectly or through recommendations from members of that network (Juban et al. 2015).
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al. 2015) were observed in the recruitment processesand the access and permanence
of new members in the social world, with recurring cases of media outlets that tend
to choose people they know or who belong to circles of acquaintances to make up
their teams, limiting the expansion of the diversity of repertoires — in terms of pro-
files, stories, and experiences — within the scope of digital feminist media activism.

Existing relationships and personal affinities between actors seem to factor more
immediately into the structuring of this practice and into the ways in which media ac-
tivists organise and interact with each other, forming subgroups and segments within
the world. The hierarchies within feminist media, which seem to be based not only
on professional relationships but especially on emotional ties, prevent publications
from achieving greater representation and heterogeneity within their teams and,
consequently, from producing content that reflects this diversity, resulting in unequal
distributions of resources and power. In the case of feminist publications, cooptation
dynamics limit the space to a profile of media activists that is largely made up of white
women from big cities and with higher education degrees from renowned institutions.

Media activism reproduces the unequal distribution of the — economic and political
— capital of hegemonic journalism, so that these imbalances allow certain individuals
or groups to occupy dominant positions in the social world, while others — notably
those who work as occasional collaborators, volunteers, or freelancers — become dom-
inated. Despite the precarity that engaged media inherit from journalism, however,
these publications have the advantage of offering symbolic rewards (Ferron 2016) —
of social and cultural capital — that compensate for the voluntary or low-paid nature
of professional practice.

Forms of team interaction and organisation

Intersections with other worlds allow people from outside the world of journalism
to participate in feminist media activism, as is the case with a third of the contribu-
tors interviewed. Most of this group invests themselves in support activities, working
mainly to raise material resources for the group, recruit staff, and create and maintain
networks of contacts for these publications. However, as the teams are small, more
than half of them are also assigned to writing and editing processes and in this way
they are introduced to journalistic conventions.

In terms of work organisation, there is a certain flexibility for the actors to divide
up the tasks and choose their topics of interest to work on. Generally, each one deals
with a subject that has to do with their area of training (journalism, writing, music,
administration) or with professional or personal experiences (such as talking about
the experiences of a Latin American woman taking part in an exchange programme
in Europe or writing about the experience of being a disabled woman), and they can
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dedicate themselves to other topics depending on the circumstances. The editors,
for example, specialise in different themes, while the support staff are allocated to
areas such as fundraising and community management. Decision-making processes
are centred on the group’s leaders, who are responsible for determining fundrais-
ing methods, strategies for recruiting people, and the distribution of tasks between
teams. These professionals have long-standing ties to the publications and in most
cases have been part of the teams since the given project’s inception or early days.

It is the financial relationships that tend to determine the forms of participation
and engagement of collaborators in the projects’ publications. Half of the media
activists interviewed work for pay. The other half join publications to do voluntary
work. Volunteering is concentrated in publications that do not have regular or direct
funding (the Lado M website and Georgette Sand collective), which do not seek to
monetise their projects. A third of media activists say they don’t need to have an ex-
tra job beyond the one at the feminist publication where they work, since they are
employed as full-time members of the media and, financially, this job is viable for
them. The 20 interviewees who are not permanent members of the media outlets
studied have alternative jobs to their work as feminist media activists. Most of them
are journalists who combine more than one occupation (freelancer, regular journal-
ist for another media outlet, communications consultant, writer and creator of their
own feminist publication). The others are professionals in other areas: teachers and
financial auditors.

There are also interviewees who contribute unpaid to feminist media as columnists.
This group's professional relationship with the publications is based on being given
space on the website in exchange for creating content — generally not on a regular
basis and with no deadlines — which, although it doesn’t involve financial benefits,
generates prestige and visibility for both parties. The permanent staff of AzMina, Les
Glorieuses, Madmoizelle and Think Olga are only hired for a fee.

As for the volunteers, as well as believing in the feminist cause, they keep volun-
teering because their activist work gives them personal satisfaction and professional
recognition, as they gain visibility in the media by being part of feminist project teams.
They also report using the publications as laboratory spaces where they can develop
creative exercises and experiment with new content, from which we can infer that
the writing and editing practices of feminist publications are based on conventional
journalistic standards but go beyond them. Media activists appropriate the precepts
of media activism as a social and political phenomenon, acting as a laboratory for
innovation and experimentation with media and social models capable of creating
forms of self-management of communication (Pasquinelli 2002).

The ways in which media activists participate in publications refers to new organ-
isational arrangements for work and financial support, in which companies, associa-
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tions, individual micro-entrepreneurships, and other formats make news production
possible. More than just a legal form of employment relationship, these arrangements
have become alternative spaces for the survival of journalistic activity and converge
in the search for creative ways to carry out news production, although these organ-
isations often do not offer paid work (Figaro, Marques 2020).

The formats of professional participation in and contribution to engaged media
have been rendered more flexible by the modern-day configurations of capitalism
and the increased use of the internet, where there are looser employment ties and
more work is being done on the basis of informal, fixed-term, or freelance contracts
by workers who are working remotely or in a hybrid arrangement and often combin-
ing more than one form of paid activity. On the one hand, the financial fragility of
the interviewees is exacerbated by the precariousness of their careers as journalists,
while on the other hand their digital activism and use of sociotechnical devices in their
work expand the possibilities for greater visibility and professional recognition. Thus,
the experience of media activism is marked by financial precariousness as opposed
to the constitution of professional and cooperative networks of action, enhanced by
the circulation of information through the digital space.

Thus, it is possible to identify an important distinction between the ways in which
feminist media are organised and maintained: there are publications that have perma-
nent funding (which constitute themselves as media companies or NGOs, for example)
and can offer fixed employment or at least some form of remuneration to their col-
laborators; and there are organisations that are fundamentally based on volunteering.

This means that publications that fall into the first group — the magazines AzMina
and Madmoizelle, the newsletter Les Glorieuses, and the Think Olga NGO — choose
to allocate a larger number of people (around a third of their members) to financial
and administrative activities in order to find ways to support themselves financially.
The content producers and support staff recognise that, although there is personal
pleasure and professional recognition to be derived from the practice of producing
information of an engaged nature, the difficulty of obtaining funding cuts across the
social world and, consequently, the routines and work of the actors who make up
that world. The predominant view of media leaders and regular collaborators is that
funding is a key element in guaranteeing the continuity of publications. These publi-
cations are more akin to those in the world of journalism and business communication
and want to pay their collaborators. The media activists behind these publications
believe that to produce and disseminate engaging information, it is necessary to give
in to commercial and market logic.

Publications that are structured without the support of private companies and
sponsors, such as AzMina magazine and the Georgette Sand collective, rely more
heavily on collective funding and contributions from the public. The interviewees
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who worked in the hegemonic media before joining the world of media activism and
who work in publications without advertisers emphasise the advantages of doing
financially independent journalism, without having to adapt to the demands of pri-
vate sponsors. Some of the publications analysed (Les Glorieuses, Madmoizelle and
Think Olga), however, choose to resort to financial support from private companies
and institutions to guarantee the maintenance of their projects.

In short, the informational and journalistic publications analysed here seek to rec-
oncile private sponsorship with public funding and state fundings to support social
projects. In these cases, the media activists try to make it clear in the content that
there is funding, specifying in their materials who the sponsors are. Across the board,
the instability of projects is a constraint that surrounds media activists’ narratives and
creates a fear in them that their activist actions will not continue. In the world of fem-
inist media activism, financial factors seem to be the main obstacle to the functioning
of this space. The funds raised by the publications directly influence the channels’
production routines (Duarte et al. 2017), so that when they get more funding, they
consequently produce more content and increase their teams, and vice versa.

The forces and conventions surrounding feminist media activism

The world of digital feminist media activism is constantly influenced by forces that come
from the economic, political and technological fields, and the dependence on or au-
tonomy of each publication from these fields varies according to the status and forms
of funding and maintenance of the groups. As engaged media gain visibility in other
worlds, such as journalism and culture, an expanded network of actors is formed who
are engaged in promoting these information production spaces, backed by networks
of sponsorships from individuals and legal entities — such as companies and institutions.

Feminist media activism takes conventions from the world of journalism, with
which it intersects and dialogues directly, to establish itself as a practice for pro-
ducing information that is recognised as serious and reliable. In the interviews with
contributors to the publications studied, what stood out was the concern with using
journalistic techniques of verification and checking in the production of content. The
audiences also emphasised the use of investigative journalism resources in the work
of media activists, listing the statistical and data base of feminist media as the most
relevant resource when asked about the differences between them and hegemonic
newspapers. The world of media activism is also based on the conventions of polit-
ical militancy, with the foundations of militantism underpinning the ways in which
projects are conducted and maintained, from financial capture mechanisms to the
very involvement of collaborators in activist spaces, a relationship that transcends the
professional and personal lives of group members.
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Therefore, the circulation of conventions and the ways in which conventional
models reach the world of feminist media activism are processes associated with
the collaborators’ relationships with the journalistic production environment, with
the practices of using sociotechnical devices, such as computers and cell phones,
and with immersion in feminist collectives and militant movements and/or with the
engagement of individuals in activist actions. The ways of working in these environ-
ments are absorbed and reproduced or adapted to a focus on producing feminist
information.

The regular renewal and expansion of the teams, with the arrival of young profes-
sionals, also seem to contribute to the maintenance of the feminist media, which is
immersed in a mutational context intrinsic to the digital environment and therefore
needs to find ways to reinvent itself permanently. This observation reveals, on the one
hand, a mechanism for renewing conventions by rejuvenating newsrooms. On the
other hand, it implies limiting the possibility for contributors to develop career pro-
jects in these publications. Feminist media, then, maintain themselves while creating
tactics to reinvent themselves over the years and as technologies change. There is a
feedback loop between the public's demand for feminist media content — not only
from women but also from men who want to understand gender debates from a
didactic perspective — and the need for feminist publications to count on the finan-
cial support of these publics to continue to exist. In other words, the maintenance
of publications depends on the support of individuals, as both donors, funders, and
distributors of media activist products.

In addition, changes in the world of journalism itself influence the establishment
and maintenance of the world of media activism. Engaged digital media emerged at
a time when the profession of journalist was being transformed in the face of soci-
otechnical devices and in response to the repositioning of audiences, who are also
beginning to produce content. At the same time, the intersection with activism al-
lows the group to create new production spaces and encourages professionals who
produce engaged information to rethink notions of neutrality and objectivity. For the
journalists interviewed who used to work for hegemonic newspapers, these changes
encourage them to redefine their career paths and move closer to producing activist
information.

Digital feminist media activism is constituted not just by the sum of individual and
separate practices behind it, but rather also through a dynamic and collective infra-
structure moulded by cultural elements that encompass the specific characteristics of
each locality or region in which the publications are developed, but which integrate
experiences from multiple realities and territories. The transnational nature of the
publications allows hope and optimism to circulate among the professionals, backed
by the confidence that it is possible to improve situations of social injustice.
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Choosing to adhere to the practice of digital feminist media activism seems to be
a way for the contributors to this space to amplify emotions of hope in their daily
professional and personal lives. The intersections between journalism, digital activism,
and feminist political engagement create a transnational social world, maintained by
bonds of identification and empathy between the media activists themselves and
their audiences. Media activism is not merely a professional choice or a career-relat-
ed area of activity; it is enshrined in the routine of these people as a model of life,
in which working time merges with time for other activities linked to living, and in-
teractions between the group’s participants form a vital space of community activity
(Malini, Antoun 2013). Intersecting journalism and feminism, this engaged practice
appropriates the characteristics and action strategies of social movements, building
an inventive, performative and effective news production environment.

A new form of activism in the face of old gender barriers

Within the context of the reproduction of hegemonic forces, journalism tends to
replicate the wider general inequalities in society, so that the professional culture of
journalism generally adopts a masculine point of view of what is news and what is
not (Wolf 1992; Silva 2010). Journalistic practice encompasses social representations
about women and men, as well as expectations about the social roles of the actors
who make up the world of journalism (Machado, Schons, Melo-Dourado 2019). In
general, culture takes on male interpretations of what should or should not become
news, since decisions about what is worth watching or not are based on men’s points
of view.

In an attempt to subvert this structure, feminist media try to construct discourses
that reflect on gender as a way of giving meaning to power relations (Scott 1986),
while at the same time dealing with their own constructions and deconstructions
of stereotypes that perpetuate forms of domination. They make writing and news
production choices that are different from the traditional ones, using new conven-
tions relating to news values and production processes that permeate journalism. To
realise this shift in discourse and modes of information production, feminist media
activists end up using formats from the so-called women’s press and recreate and
reinforce these models online.

There are discursive and content equivalences between these strands, with the
feminist press using strategies that come from the women'’s press, such as the use
of the first person singular or the second person plural in texts, the use of lists and
tutorials, and the use of more informal and relaxed language to get closer to the
reader (Lévéque 2009; Olivesi 2017). But there are also relevant differences, such as
the fact that feminist journalism often covers topics related to the body, but in a way
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that tries to give them a perspective that encourages women to feel good even if
their bodies don't meet the socially stipulated standards of weight, measurements,
size, and colour. By making use of resources and themes from the so-called women's
press, feminist media activism publications offer, for example, texts in the form of
entertainment tips (which range from advice on love relationships, motherhood, and
work to movie and series suggestions) — a recurring content presentation strategy in
magazines conventionally aimed at women (Bittelbrun 2019) — while still producing
in-depth investigative reports — based on the methods of informative journalism. At
the same time, they use technological tools to disseminate their content.

Feminist media activism is guided by the pedagogical concern of providing a kind
of political education on gender for readers (Silva 2017). The producers of this content
challenge established conventions and reformulate journalistic production practices,
seeking to position women as agents of their own lives and to detach them from
the prejudices and stereotypes that aim to condition the female gender to be a sup-
porting player in the sociopolitical debates that impact the totality of their existence.
Using cell phones, computers, social networks, and other sociotechnical devices,
activists appropriate the technological environment to achieve their demands and
set out to master techniques on how to cause a stir and make noise on the internet,
exploiting the viral potential of social media (Jouét 2018) and provoking new forms
of activist and journalistic production that emerge from the historical mutations of
the feminist movement.

The exchanges between engaged media and audiences via social networks reveal
how transformations in journalism resulting from the implementation of new tech-
nologies can lead to changes in interactivity practices and in the nature of audience
contributions (Calabrese, Domingo, Pereira 2015). To open up space to receive con-
tributions from female readers, some of the publications (AzMina, Lado M and Mad-
moizelle) are willing to host and reproduce the testimonies of women who want to
share their stories. As Lado M reporter Vanessa explains (interview, 19 July 2021), this
process is conducted in such a way that, when editing the texts, the media activists
are careful to respect the people who are sharing difficult experiences and to warn
people the stories’ readers that they may come across sensitive topics.

AzMina and Madmoizelle have specific sessions in which stories shared by the pub-
lic are published. The teams receive the testimonies from readers, talk to the people
who are telling the story, collect details and elements they consider important from
the stories, and then organise the text in a journalistic format. When they think it’s
appropriate, they also consult specialists, such as doctors and psychologists, for ad-
ditional information or content.

A reporter named Océane, who was in charge of Madmoizelle's testimonials sec-
tion, explains that the space was created because the publication received a lot of
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emails and contacts from readers who wanted to share their personal experiences.
The interviewee received these emails and prepared the articles based on the stories.
She says that she had a lot of work to do because the readers created emotional
bonds with the publication, so the team considered it important to meet each de-
mand, responding and giving feedback to the public: ‘At that time, Madmoizelle was
a bit like an older sister for many girls and young women, so there was a lot of work
to be done because there were a lot of emails and it was important to try to respond
to as many people as possible’ (interview, 2 September 2022).

In the world of digital feminist media activism, audiences take on the role of support
staff for the practice, through consumption, dissemination, and engagement through
the reuse of the products made by the publications analysed to build their own forms
of activism. While feminist publications become alternative environments to hegem-
onic media, proposing counter-discourses to dominant social representations, they are
also spaces for exchanges between content producers and followers, who become
part of a feminist community (Jouét 2022). Readers are continuously and assiduously
committed to this social world, collectively contributing to its maintenance.

Interactions with audiences are the factor cited as the main foundation for sustaining
the world of digital feminist media activism. The dissemination of feminist information
and the availability of contact channels with readers creates powerful support and
reception networks around these publications, as indicated by a statement from Car-
olina, a journalist and the institutional and fundraising director of AzMina magazine:

We directly reach readers who are looking for information on how to get out
of an abusive relationship, on how a legal abortion works, women who have
been raped and can’t access legal abortion services. We give them information
on how to access their rights. When they read the articles, the testimonies, the
reports, they find the strength to get out of abusive relationships, to get out of
the violence they have suffered. Aimost every week we receive testimonials from
women thanking us for this work. (interview, 6 November 2020)

The media activists believe feminist publications are maintained because there are
specific audiences who are interested in the issue and who form communities that
support these publications: ‘I think community is the word. The internet has been
moving towards these niches’ (Nana, a contributor to Lado M and Think Olga, in-
terview, 1 September 2021). Audiences also describe their admiration for the media
activists’ willingness and ability to mobilise. Operations manager Rafaela (a reader of
Les Glorieuses) believes that there are different scales of activist investment possible
for women, depending on their trajectories and life contexts, and she admires the
work of feminist activists who manage to act beyond their own social circles:
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Every feminist woman, at her own level, is doing something. For me, it's about
fighting for my salary without shame. It's about encouraging other people
around me to do the same thing, to open up, to talk to other people about it.
What I'm doing is microscopic, it’s in my little universe. Some women who are
incredible do it on a much larger scale. (interview, 22 September 2022)

In addition to engaged action, the reactions of the public corroborate the notion
that journalists have a collective power of influence as a group (Neveu 2019). Main-
taining journalistic investigative techniques lends credibility to the work of media
activists, which means that contributors to feminist publications gain recognition in
the world of journalism and in other spaces — through awards, participation in events
and lectures, and the reproduction of their content in other media. Digital feminist
media activism, therefore, depends on conventional mechanisms linked to journalism
to establish itself and continue.

The relevance of engagement by audiences

The readers interviewed usually rely on two central arguments to justify their interest
in following the publications that make up this research: 1) Audiences point out that
the content proposed by feminist media tends to be based on a greater foundation
in statistics and data than hegemonic newspapers, and it is this characteristic that
makes around two-thirds of readers follow these publications; 2) Readers complain
that mainstream media present information in a more general way than engaged
media, without contextualising the facts and only noting events — as in the case of
feminicides, where the deaths are pointed out, but not the circumstances that lead
to these losses.

Thus, annoyed by the perception that there is a lack of visibility for issues relating
to women's rights and feminised groups in the world of journalism, audiences look
for news content that reinvents conventional journalistic logic. They believe that, al-
though gender issues are beginning to be addressed in the hegemonic media, this is
done from a perspective that does not debate the origin of the problems, focusing
only on reporting situations of violence, without presenting the sociostructural cir-
cumstances surrounding them.

Cultural producer Keyla, a reader of AzMina, claims that mainstream newspapers
have historically continued to blame women who are victims of sexist situations, with-
out giving credence to what they say or relativising the actions of men who harass
or rape them: ‘It's never a more affective look at the situation of women and what
they are going through’ (interview, 11 July 2021). Debora (@ Madmoizelle reader), a
stage manager in film shoots, speaks in a similar vein: ‘I think that women who are
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victims of violence are immediately put in the position of being to blame, like all she
had to do was not go out at midnight, not go out wearing a miniskirt, not be alone
on the street, even in broad daylight, or even at 3 o'clock in the afternoon’ (inter-
view, 4 August 2022). Cassie (a Madmoizelle reader) also views classic media with
suspicion and prefers to be informed by engaged media, as she believes that these
publications “talk about real things and use real words too’ (interview, 21 July 2022).

The widening of contact with engaged media and activist spaces through the dig-
ital sphere prompts the audiences of feminist publications not only to question the
discourses of the hegemonic media, but also to stop consuming information from it
and to give preference to media activism — and not just feminist media. Therefore,
the central space of engaged interaction for the readers interviewed is digital. It is
through sociotechnical devices such as smartphones and laptops that they manage
and give meaning to their activist habits and practices. In results that converge with
those shown by Jouét (2018), when she conducted in-depth interviews and an eth-
nography on neofeminism and how feminists use digital media to promote their
cause, this research shows that the audiences interviewed are or have been willing
to interact online, making comments, sharing content, signing petitions, and engag-
ing in debates. Digital media allow the feminists interviewed to express themselves,
exchange ideas, and build their identities (Jouét 2018). In addition, depending on
whether there is a need to externalise concerns related to the gender debate, these
women can join demonstrations and street performances or engage in the creation
of authorial feminist content.

The audiences interviewed want to support the feminist cause in some way, and
they have sociotechnical devices at their disposal to do so. The engagement of this
group takes place at different levels. There are figures who limit themselves to shar-
ing posts from feminist projects they follow, while other readers drive activism by
getting involved in online campaigns and digital actions.

Even if there is a hidden audience and even if we take into account the difficulties
of measuring the circulation of digital content, the sharing of feminist information
by followers is an amplifier of the movement’s discussions. The appropriation of so-
ciotechnical devices by activists has shown itself to be an elementary promoter of
agendas and discussions in the context of neo-feminism, making the role of individ-
uals whose circles of contact did not usually dialogue with gender reflections strate-
gically relevant, a reality that is altered by the digital activism of these interviewees.

In short, there are processes of negotiating experiences in the digital and physical
spheres that have different meanings in each of these universes and lead to different
attitudes on the part of the actors who circulate in these spaces. In the context of
technology-mediated communication, individuals feel more comfortable expressing
their opinions without fear of retaliation, restrictions, or limitations based on the con-
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ventions of the social worlds in which they move. In emerged in the interviews that
in the stances they adopt these activists seek not just to reflect on the inequalities
in the world around them but also to assert the legitimacy of their actions and opin-
ions, positioning themselves and defending the agendas for which they are engaged,
especially in the environment of digital interactions (Breda 2022).

The platforms on which audiences defend the feminist cause can be considered
spaces of activism in themselves, while at the same time they try to combate violent
reactions against the feminist cause and activism on these platforms that are one of
the products of the regression of rights and are also driven by access to sociotech-
nical devices in contemporary times (Breda 2022). Although she feels stressed and
dejected in the face of the attacks she faces, Anna, a reader of Georgette Sand (in-
terview, 12 August 2022), says that she continues her commitment because activism
is for her a source of excitement and euphoria. This statement reinforces the idea
that exposure to anti-feminist violence generates ambivalent emotions among read-
ers. While they feel exhaustion and feelings of fear, anger, and frustration, they also
feel encouraged to continue their actions because, to some degree, this engagement
brings satisfaction and joy and, above all, it triggers a sense of identification with and
belonging to the group.

Conclusion

In the space of feminist media activism, the digital environment is used as a tool to
give visibility to the actions of the members of this world. Both media activists and
audiences rely fundamentally on the publications’ websites and especially on social
media to communicate and disseminate feminist content.

Having reference feminist figures within the group helps those publications gain
visibility at an early stage. But the visibility that these people receive leaves them
more exposed to attacks from anti-feminist groups, so that there are changes in the
publications’ strategies to remove the focus from the figure of a single person and
redirect it towards the structure of the collective. The existence of continuity in the
work of media activists is linked to factors such as the influence and previous contacts
of insider members, who can mobilise social, political, and cultural capital through
networks that help make projects visible and publicly recognised.

Factors such as the possibility of continuing the projects, organisation, the quality
of the materials produced, recognition, the creators’ previous experience with the
social world of journalism, the media strategy for the dissemination of content, and
the development and management of fundraising techniques all contribute to main-
taining the social world. There are also certain forms of cooperation and interaction
that contribute to the existence of the social world. Individuals show that they want
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to remain in this space because of the feedback they receive both from audiences and
from the publications’ colleagues and leaders, which is converted into appreciation
and recognition for the work they do. In addition, the actors maintain a relationship
of admiration for the practice of media engagement.

The continuity of the social world is based on a set of conventions appropriated
from journalism and activist spaces by the contributors and adapted to the space of
feminist media engaged in the digital sphere. In this sense, the existence of dissident
professionals from other worlds — such as journalism and political activism — who are
committed to producing feminist information is relevant. The ways in which actors
negotiate, emphasising the importance of support teams and the role of audiences,
make it possible for the practice of feminist media activism to continue.

The teams fundamentally rely on digital platforms and applications to interact with
the entire group and to create and edit content. Face-to-face interactions are never-
theless also valued and desired by the group and especially by the collaborators in
leadership positions, who try to create options for physical meeting places to carry
out the work.

The forms of professional participation in and contribution to engaged media have
been rendered more flexible by the modern-day configurations of capitalism and the
increased use of the internet, where there are looser employment ties and more work
is being done on the basis of informal, fixed-term, or freelance contracts by workers
who are working remotely or in a hybrid arrangement and often combining more than
one form of paid activity. On the one hand, the financial fragility of the interviewees
stems from the precariousness of the journalist profession, while on the other hand
their digital activism and use of sociotechnical devices in their work expand the pos-
sibilities for greater visibility and professional recognition.

Reflecting on the changes taking place in the media environment also means re-
thinking our understanding of the position that journalism has historically been as-
sumed to occupy as lying between economic, political, and intellectual powers (Darras
2017). To avoid naive readings of journalistic practice, it is important to interpret the
relationships that pass through journalism from the perspective of economic interests
and pressure groups (Neveu 2019). The power of journalists needs to be questioned
and should not be understood as an immediate ability to generate influence in the
social sphere.

From positions of economic and political privilege and the mobilisation of previous-
ly existing social and cultural capital, media activists, especially people in leadership
positions, use power mechanisms to try to break with the structures of domination
in terms of the gender, race, and sexual orientation that they want to combat. They
take advantage of the fact that they are women circulating in decision-making spac-
es in academic (renowned educational institutions), media (contacts with journalists

| 84 |



Volume 25 ¢ Number 2 / 2024 GENDERAVYZKUM

from hegemonic, widely-circulated media), and political (professional or personal links
with individuals in the executive, legislative, and judicial branches) terms to implement
strategies for founding and maintaining feminist projects.

They mostly come from families whose mothers and fathers had access to higher ed-
ucation and who were able to pass on social capital — with past relationships or access
to people in prominent positions in society and able to contribute to the visibility and
spread of the publications — to their daughters as well as cultural capital — diplomas and
degrees and an accumulation of experiences that allow the media activists to expand
the creative and innovative potential of their projects, such as a strong command of
their own language and knowledge of foreign languages — and symbolic capital — in
the form of personal, professional, family, and academic recognition and prestige.

The ethnographic observation of transnational circulations, connections, and spac
es (Saunier 2004) described in this paper shows how the group can act as a solidar-
ity network and how joint co-operation practices accentuate its members’ sense of
belonging to a wider collective. The internet and social media are established as an
inherent part of the world of digital feminist media activism. Sociotechnical devices
are thus a medium that shapes the social experience of this kind of activism, provid-
ing challenges and opportunities for teams and transforming the boundaries of inter-
action and identity experiences (Hine 2017). Digital activism and online interactions
provide the support that underpins the existence of engaged media and function as
networks that foster these projects with the support of their audiences.
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Table 1 presents the group’s interviewees’ demographic characteristics in terms of
age, gender, ethnic-racial self-declaration and place of residence:

Table 1: Sociodemographic profile of feminist media activists

Name Age group Gender Race/Ethnicity | City
Agustma‘Ordoqw From 30 to 34 Female White Buenos Aires — Argentina
(Les Glorieuses)
Aman‘da Celio From 30 to 34 Female White Rio de Janeiro (RJ) — Brazil
(AzMina)
Anthony‘Vmcent From 25 to 29 Male Black Paris (lle-de-France) — France
(Madmoizelle)
Barbara Fonseca . Interior of Sao Paulo (SP)
(Think Olga) From 30 to 34 Female White — Brazil
Blanche Baudouin From 40 to 44 Female White Tours (Touraine) — France
(Georgette Sand)
Bruna‘ Escaleira From 30 to 34 Female White Sao Paulo (SP) — Brazil
(AzMina)
Carollha Oms From 30 to 34 Female White Sao Paulo (SP) — Brazil
(AzMina)
Catarina Ferreira . .
(Lado M) From 25 to 29 Female Black Sao Paulo (SP) — Brazil
Chloe Th!baud From 30 to 34 Female White Paris (lle-de-France) — France
(Les Glorieuses)
Cris Guterres From 35 to 39 Female Black Sao Paulo (SP) — Brazil
(AzMina)
Emilie Ra‘ppeneau From 20 to 24 Female White Paris (lle-de-France) — France
(Madmoizelle)
Fayrouz Lamotte Racialised

y From 25 to 29 Female (Moroccan Luxembourg — Luxembourg
(Georgette Sand) L

origin)

Flay A‘Ives Not mentioned | Female Black Sao Lufs (Maranhé&o) — Brazil
(AzMina)
Gabriella Feola . . .
(Side M) From 30 to 34 Female White Sao Paulo (SP) — Brazil
Leand‘ra Migotto From 45 to 49 Female White Sao Paulo (SP) — Brazil
(AzMina)
Luisa Toller . . .
(AzMina) From 30 to 34 Female White Sao Paulo (SP) — Brazil
Malu Bassan From 20 to 24 Female White Sao Paulo (SP) — Brazil
(Lado M)
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Marguerite .
Nebelsztein From 30 to 34 Female White ’;‘;r;tce: (Pays de la Loire) -
(Georgette Sand)
Mariana Miranda . B )
(Lado M) From 30 to 34 Female White Sao Paulo (SP) — Brazil
I\/IarlIlg Moreira From 30 to 34 Female Black Salvador (Bahia) — Brazil
(AzMina)
Marjana Borges Porto Alegre (Rio Grande do
(Think Olga) From 25 to 29 Female Black Sul) — Brazi
Mathilde Larrére . A
(Georgette Sand) From 50 to 54 Female White Paris (lle-de-France) — France
Mathis G‘rosos From 20 to 24 Male White Paris (lle-de-France) — France
(Madmoizelle)
Megan C‘Iement From 35 to 39 Fomnale White Montreuil (lle-de-France) —
(Les Glorieuses) France
Morgane Frebault ) .
(Georgette Sand) From 35 to 39 Female White Tours (Touraine) — France
Nana Soares (Think . B )
Olga and Lado M) From 25 to 29 Female White Sao Paulo (SP) — Brazil
Océane Viala Racialised . Alfortville (lle-de-France) —

. From 25 to 29 Female (Cameroonian
(Madmoizelle) - France

origin)

Paula Chang (Think From 35 to 39 Female White Campinas (SP) — Brazil
Olga)
Rayan‘a Burgos From 20 to 24 Female Brown/Black Recife (Pernambuco) — Brazil
(AzMina)
Rebecca Amsellem . o

. From 30 to 34 Female White Paris (lle-de-France) — France
(Les Glorieuses)
Sophie Castelain- . .
Youssouf From 30to 34 | Female Black Ea;?;;?:en (le-de-France)
(Madmoizelle)
Vanessa Panerari . - .
(Lado M) From 25 to 29 Female White Sao Paulo (SP) — Brazil
Vereng Paranhos From 30 to 34 Female Brown/Black Salvador (Bahia) — Brazil
(AzMina)
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Table 2 shows in more detail the sociodemographic profiles of the audiences, pre-
senting only the information explicitly mentioned by them:

Table 2: Socio-demographic profile of the audiences interviewed

Name Age Race/Ethnicity City Media

Alicia 23 White S&o Joao Del Rei (Minas Gerais) | Think Olga
Branca (daughter

Angel 50 of Spanish Tours (Centre-Val de Loire) Georgette Sand
immigrants)

Anna 27 Not mentioned ?&i:lt;?]\g; near Toulouse Georgette Sand

Carol 41 Not mentioned Sao Paulo (Sao Paulo) AzMina

Cassie 27 Not mentioned Tourcoing (Hauts-de-France) Madmoizelle

Cecilia 17 Not mentioned Sousa (Paraiba) Lado M

Christel 43 White Tarn (Occitanie) Madmoizelle

Cristine 30 Not mentioned Curitiba (Paranad) AzMina

Crystal 21 Not mentioned Nantes (Pays de la Loire) Georgette Sand

Dayane No mention | White Macei6 (Alagoas) Think Olga

Debora 30 Not mentioned Island of Corsica Madmoizelle

Fany 42 White S&o Paulo (Sao Paulo) Lado M

Fleur No mention | Not mentioned Nomad Madmoizelle

Ines 26 E?CAilagl;Z?ic;rEfzrr?gi;liyn) Ain (Auvergne-Rhone-Alpes) Les Glorieuses

Julie 33 White Val de Marne (ile-de-France) Les Glorieuses

Karla No mention | White zss%ztiijgg)c-]uararapes Think Olga

Keyla 24 Not mentioned Osasco (Sao Paulo) AzMina

Laetitia 44 Not mentioned Namur (Belgium) Les Glorieuses

Laura 23 Racialised (Black) | Bordeaux (Nouvelle Aquitaine) | Madmoizelle

Lucie 38 White Caen (Normandie) Georgette Sand

Magali No mention | White l(;lli;eZL(JFr’)rovence—Alpes—Céte Georgette Sand

Maria . . .

Cecilia Over 60 Not mentioned Toledo (Paranad) Think Olga

Nathalie | 57 Not mentioned Lyon (Auvergne-Rhone-Alpes) | Les Glorieuses

Ophélie No mention | Not mentioned Liege (Belgium) Madmoizelle
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Patricia | 46 White (’;‘é’vs%l';amb“rgo (Rio Grande | Olga
Rafaela 35 White Nyon (Switzerland) Les Glorieuses
Suzanna 40 White Recife (Pernambuco) Lado M
Tamara 40 White Sao Paulo (Sao Paulo) AzMina
Tayna 25 Not mentioned Araraquara (Sao Paulo) AzMina
Victor 29 White Santo André (Sao Paulo) Lado M

Source: Author.
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Time to Change the ‘Change’: Stigma and
Support in Blogs about the Menopause

Keren Darmon®

University of Greenwich

Abstract: This article empirically explores how women who are members of UK-based wom-
en-only networks for women working in the media and communications industries blog about
the menopause, specifically Bloom (www.bloomnetwork.uk), Women in Advertising and Com-
munications Leadership (www.wacl.info), and Women in Public Relations (www.womeninpr.
org). The over-arching research question in this paper is: How do women who are members
of women-only networks for women working in communications blog about the menopause?
I seek to answer this question by exploring whether the selected blog posts’ texts on the web-
sites of women-only networks have a feminist and/or postfeminist sensibility. Specifically, do
they engender an individualistic approach and/or promote solidarity? Furthermore, | exam-
ine the texts for indications regarding the ‘sources and solutions for gender inequality in the
workplace’ (Gill, Orgad 2015: 340) and ask: What can this tell us about the networks’ position
vis-a-vis the menopause, feminism, and postfeminism? Discourse analysis reveals an entan-
glement of feminist and postfeminist sensibilities in the narratives constructed in the blogs,
which can be characterised by two main interpretative repertoires, Stigma and Support, the
implications of which call for multilevel and multifaceted changes to support mid-life women
in the contemporary media and communications workplace and beyond.

Keywords: women in communications; blogging the menopause; women-only networks

Darmon, Keren. 2024. Time to Change the ‘Change’: Stigma and Support in Blogs about the
Menopause. Gender a vyzkum / Gender and Research 25 (2): 93-116, https://doi.org/10.13060/
gav.2024.016.

Drawing on scholarship that explores cultural representations of women, work, and
ageing from a feminist perspective, as well as self-representation through digital
technologies, this paper analyses blogposts about the menopause written by female
members of women-only networks for women working in communications in the UK.
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The most recent census conducted by the Public Relations and Communications
Association (PRCA 2020) reveals that in the UK, the PR industry is predominantly
female, at 68%. The census also reveals that a ‘gender pay gap’ exists and that this
can be explained by a ‘leadership gap’, wherein men cluster in the more senior, high-
er-paid roles (ibid.). Annual surveys by GWPR confirm a similar picture globally (Global
Women in PR 2022a, 2023) and the Chartered Institute for Public Relations’ recent
PR Population report corroborates these findings (CIPR, Chalkstream 2024). Similarly,
according to research by the Alliance for Inclusive and Multicultural Marketing (AIMM)
and the Association of National Advertisers (ANA), women make up almost 70% of
advertising professionals and yet they comprise just over 50% of senior-level execu-
tives (ANA, AIMM 2022). It is in this context that women-only networks for women
working in media and communications are fascinating subjects of research as they
share a goal of improving the number and diversity of and the outcomes for women
in related industries. In addition, last year GWPR found that only three in ten female
PR agency workers see themselves working in agency roles in their fifties (2023),
which is the average age at which women in the UK experience the menopause
(British Menopause Society 2022). This requires further examination and | propose
to start by exploring what women working in communications, who are members of
women-only networks write about in their professional blogs about the menopause.

In her seminal book The Change: Women, ageing and the menopause, Greer states
that ‘there is evidence that women devise their own private ways of marking the ir-
revocability of the change’ (2019: 3). | am keen to examine the ways of marking the
change devised by women working in communications who choose to blog about
their experiences on the websites of the women-only networks to which they be-
long. After all, these women are experts at managing relationships and reputations
and creating narratives. And this is relevant now because as Orgad and Rottenberg
conclude in their review of UK news coverage of the menopause from 2001 to 2021,
menopause is ‘enjoying a moment’ (2023: 2).

| am responding to Orgad and Rottenberg’s (2023) call for further study encom-
passing media genres other than news media, with my proposal to study blogs. Blogs,
short for web logs, are ‘a web page that serves as a publicly accessible personal jour-
nal (or log) for an individual’ (Coleman 2005: 274) and are considered ‘sophisticated
listening posts of modern democracy’ (ibid.). The study of blogs is important, not least
because they offer ‘immense potential for decentralised networking and discussion’
(Carstensen 2014: 490) and have the potential to shed light on the ways in which
women working in communications talk about the menopause and its attendant
workplace challenges and opportunities. According to Thumim, in her book Self-rep-
resentation and Digital Culture, ‘[tlhe concept and discourse of self-representation
contains a valorisation of experience which has a therapeutic function and at the
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same time invokes the possibility of material political outcomes’ (2012: 9), making it
a suitable framework for a feminist project, in which the private and public are closely
intertwined. Moreover, the use of blogs by women as a form of self-representation is
well established (Carstensen 2014; Carter 2014; Gajjala, Oh 2012; Keller 2012, 2016;
Lacey, Perrons 2015; Mendes 2015; Wajcman 2000).

Here | conduct feminist discourse analysis (Gill 1995, 2009; Gill, Kelan, Scharff 2017,
Lazar 2007, 2009), employing the method of interpretative repertoires (Wetherell,
Potter 1988), 'to identify patterns across and between texts and to connect these to
wider contexts and social formations’ (Gill 2009: 351) and to shed light on the ways
in which women working in communications, who are members of women-only net-
works, talk about the menopause during this period of rising visibility of ‘the change’
(Jermyn 2023; Orgad, Rottenberg 2023). Thus, | aim to make a contribution to the
topic of workplace (in)equality, forms of resistance, and communication, facilitated
by interactive technologies, namely blogs.

In this introduction, | define key terms and set out the aims of the article. Next,
in the literature review, | examine central issues from the literature and provide an
overview of the current situation of women working in the media and communica-
tions professions, namely advertising, marketing, and public relations. Then, in the
methodology section, | explore the ways in which women who are members of UK-
based women-only networks for women working in the media and communications
industries blog about the menopause, specifically Bloom (www.bloomnetwork.uk),
Women in Advertising and Communications Leadership (www.wacl.info), and Wom-
en in Public Relations (www.womeninpr.org). This is to investigate how the women
in these networks who choose to blog about the menopause construct their nar-
ratives. The analysis takes a feminist perspective, seeking to identify the sensibility/
ies with which the posts are written, whether feminist and/or postfeminist. Finally
in the discussion and conclusion, | point to the ways in which the examined blogs
about the menopause shed light on how the convergence between women working
in media and communications, networking, and interactive technologies produces
an entanglement of feminist and postfeminist sensibilities characterised by anger at
a lack of information and support from employers and government, combined with
hope that through female solidarity change can be brought about in relation to the
‘change’ and perhaps beyond.

| choose to focus on women who are members of women-only networks for women
working in media and communications because | believe that these networks ‘have the
capacity to realise and advance women'’s freedom’ (Darmon 2024: 243). At the same
time as discussing women'’s freedom, it is necessary to acknowledge that we are liv-
ing and working within a neoliberal context. Eagleton-Pierce defines neoliberalism as
‘commonly associated with the expansion of commercial markets and the privileging

| 95 |



IV sTATI/ ARTICLES

of corporations’ (2016: xiv) and states that ‘studying neoliberalism means uncovering
the reoccurring struggles over capital accumulation but always with an eye on how
such processes are shaped by a range of conditions’ (2016: xv). One such condition
is the ‘growing interest in networks' (Eagleton-Pierce 2016: 126). He argues that net-
working is widely seen as "the process of intentionally pursuing contacts for personal
gain’ (Eagleton-Pierce 2016: 127), and that this is something ‘distinctly neoliberal’ (Ea-
gleton-Pierce 2016: 127). From this standpoint, he observes that ‘the appeal to social
networking is commonly considered an important, even essential, activity for building
and sustaining a professional career’ (2016: 127), and that the concept of the network,
particularly since the advent of the internet and platforms like LinkedIn, has become
even more popular. In a pertinent example for this article, Eagleton-Pierce reminds
us that networks can and do also serve forces other than neoliberalism: ‘Thinking of
networks as forces of liberation is also very common within social movements and civil
society groups, such as in some feminist activism’ (2016: 126). Thus, here | explore the
blog texts written by members of women-only networks for women working in me-
dia and communications about the menopause to examine how they construct their
narratives and whether they use their platforms to call for feminist change.

Taking a feminist perspective, | adopt Gill's definition of feminism and use the term
"to signal a concern with enduring gender inequalities and injustices’ (2007: 25). In re-
sponse to Dow’s (1995) call for feminist scholars to situate themselves explicitly within
feminism, | follow Mendes’ lead and ‘classify my position and the project as having a
“feminist cultural studies perspective”’ (2015: 45). | wish to acknowledge that while
the term ‘gender’ has in recent years become contested, much of the literature that
explores women in media and communications as well as the literature about post-
feminism, women and work uses the terms ‘'women’ and ‘gender’ interchangeably
when discussing the ways in which women are treated and discriminated against
in society and in work. And thus, so will |, for clarity and consistency. Furthermore,
while this paper’s focus is the menopause, | wish to clarify that | do not — and nor do
the blog authors — interpret the menopause as the only limit placed on professional
women'’s career development. Indeed, discrimination against women in the workplace
starts at the very beginning of their career (if not before, if one considers the vari-
ous ways in which women and girls are discouraged from school-age onwards from
considering certain subjects and career pathways), when the spectre of motherhood
(Jeffery 2023) can be a hindrance — along with menstruation — to being hired and/
or promoted; followed by the realities of motherhood - if entered into — along with
additional caring responsibilities that disproportionately fall to women (e.g. Criado
Perez 2019); and ultimately, for those who have managed to survive these obstacles
— not to mention the misogyny and sexual harassment/assault that are frequently
encountered in the professional work environment — the arrival of the menopause.
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In this article | aim to begin to respond to Jermyn, who states that ‘it is imperative
that scholarly interests converge to critique and amplify attention to the manifold sig-
nificant ramifications of the menopausal turn’ (2023: 7) and to Orgad and Rottenberg
(2023: 16), who call for studies ‘across various media genres and cultural contexts ...
beyond news media’, by studying discourse about the menopause in women’s blogs.
It is also a response to Steffan who posits that ‘there exists a paucity in empirical
studies that explore how menopause is actually experienced at work’ (2021: 197). The
research is also informed by Toth and Aldoory's (2021: 56) call for studies to further
‘build our understanding of discourse analysis... to reveal how gender meanings are
built and reinforced’, which | endeavour to accomplish in the empirical work present-
ed here. Thus the over-arching research question in this paper is:

- How do women who are members of women-only networks for women working
in communications blog about the menopause?

| seek to answer this question by exploring the following questions:

- Do the selected blog posts’ texts on women-only networks’ websites have a fem-
inist and/or postfeminist sensibility?

- Specifically, do they engender an individualistic approach and/or promote solidar-
ity?

Within the discourse analysis, | examine the texts for indications regarding the ‘sources

and solutions for gender inequality in the workplace’ (Gill, Orgad 2015: 340) and ask:

- What can this tell us about the networks’ position vis-a-vis the menopause, femi-
nism, and postfeminism?

Literature review

In this section | will review the literature about blogging, self-representation, and
network sociality, about women, work, and networking, and about the menopause
to set in context the empirical work that follows, which aims to address the question
of how women who work in communications blog about the menopause. And what
can this tell us about the menopause, feminism, and postfeminism?

Blogging, self-representation and network sociality

Various forms of internet-enabled media — including blogs — have the potential to
both infiltrate the mainstream news media and to communicate directly with publics
(Castells 2009). Blogs — short for web logs — are online, publicly visible personal ac-
counts, which can be viewed as windows into complex socio-political-cultural insights
(Coleman 2005). This makes them an important object of study, with the capacity
to help us to ‘understand the relationship between public and private meanings,
between texts and technologies’ (Silverstone 1999: 18). This is particularly relevant
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when studying the public self-representations of a personal and even private topic
such as the menopause. | position blogs as self-representations, on the basis that
they are ‘consequent upon the self speaking on behalf of itself’ (Thumim 2012: 4),
rather than being spoken about by others, in contrast to mass media, for example.
Thumim’s approach is particularly relevant to the research presented in this article
because she focuses on the political potential of self-representation and on the emo-
tional dimension of its content; a combination of personal and political which is per-
tinent to the blogs about menopause, in which women write about their experience
of ‘the change’ and call for a variety of changes to how menopause is discussed and
managed within their work contexts and in which they acknowledge the personal
and political benefits of blogging.

While self-representation by women using digital technologies is not specifically
discussed by Thumim (2012), it is explored by many other scholars (e.g. Carstensen
2014; Carter 2014; Gajjala, Oh 2012; Keller 2012, 2016; Lacey, Perrons 2015; Mendes
2015; Wajcman 2000). Blogs are also a key element in what Wittel (2001) calls ‘net-
work sociality’, which he posits consists of ‘fleeting and transient, yet iterative social
relations’ (2001: 51) and is characterised by a blurring of work and play, which | take
here to also mean the personal, for as he continues to state: ‘The assimilation of work
and play corresponds with the blurring of boundaries between work and private life’
(2001: 69). Willson goes on to state that internet platforms, such as blogs, enable
‘collaborative, communal and interpersonal engagements’ (2009: 493). Furthermore,
Miller states that blogging ‘is based on the notion that information is a commodity
that is used to build and maintain relationships... an exchange of substantive infor-
mation achieved through dialogue’ (2008: 389). Thus the choice to analyse blogs is
important in the context of women writing about the menopause because of the
potential this format holds for combining the personal with the political, especially
when the blogs are situated within a professional, women-only network environ-
ment. This is even more apposite given the professional belonging of these women
and their audience. For as Wittel also states, network sociality is predominant in the
‘cultural industry’ (2001: 53), of which the fields of media and communications are
a distinct part (Conor, Gill, Taylor 2015).

Women, work and networking
In their introduction to a special issue of The Sociological Review about gender and
creative labour, Conor, Gill and Taylor assert that

Despite the myths of the CCl [cultural and creative industries] as diverse, open

and egalitarian, inequalities remain a depressingly persistent feature of most
fields. Whatever indices one considers — relative numbers in employment, pay,
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contractual status or seniority — women as a group are consistently faring worse
than men. (2015: 5)

This assertion remains frustratingly true almost a full decade after its publication.
In this article | focus on women in advertising, marketing, and public relations, all
of whom tell a similar story: a predominantly female workforce, with a significant
gender leadership and pay gap. For example, the Public Relations and Communica-
tions Association’s (PRCA) December 2020 census tells us that, in the UK, the public
relations industry continues to be principally female, at 68%, but with only 43% of
those ticking the ‘female’ box in leadership positions. It also highlights a gender pay
gap of 21% and states that ‘this can be explained by the fact that the respondents
... are largely in senior roles which tend to be more male dominated’ (PRCA 2020),
thus demonstrating a leadership gap as well as a pay one. Similarly, the Alliance for
Inclusive and Multicultural Marketing (AIMM) and the Association of National Adver-
tisers’ (ANA) 2022 report demonstrates that women make up 67.5% of the workforce
but only 55.6% of senior level roles (ANA, AIMM 2022). These gaps are important
to note because according to Sgrensen:

The gender gap in management positions has, from feminist perspectives, been
interpreted in different ways. From a liberal feminist perspective, the gender gap
is a symbol of underlying structures producing different opportunities for men
and women. Within the framework of neoliberal culture, however, gendered
patterns have also come to be interpreted as merely the result of individual
choice. (2017: 299)

| agree that gender leadership and pay gaps are a feminist issue and will there-
fore set out here what | mean by ‘feminism’ for the purposes of this paper. Femi-
nism is often discussed in terms of waves. While this concept can be contested, it is
at the same time generally agreed that the first major organisation of feminism in
the West dates to the mid-19th century and the cause of women'’s suffrage (Bryson
2003). It is also widely agreed that feminist activism did not cease upon the grant-
ing of the right of women to vote and that calls for the further advancement of
women'’s rights and freedoms in the 1970s constitute a ‘second wave’ of feminism
(ibid.). The period from the second wave onwards, namely since the 1980s, remains
contested both in terms of time and character. For the purposes of this paper, | will
focus on the school of thought which posits that this period is characterised by a
simultaneous acknowledgement and repudiation of feminism (Gill 2016; McRobbie
2009), also known as postfeminism. Central to the notion of a postfeminist culture
is Gill's assertion that ‘postfeminism should be conceived of as a sensibility’ (2007:
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254; italics in the original). In articulating the elements of this sensibility, Gill states
that it is organised ‘around notions of choice, empowerment, self-surveillance, and
sexual difference, and articulated in an ironic and knowing register in which femi-
nism is simultaneously taken for granted and repudiated’ (2007: 271). She goes on
to assert that postfeminism is characterised by ‘an entanglement of feminist and
anti-feminist ideas’ (2007: 255), wherein, according to McRobbie, feminism must re-
main ‘unavowed’ (2009: 118) and even be ‘disparaged’ (McRobbie 2009: 116). These
aspects are further explored in the empirical section of the paper and it is pertinent
to state that | adopt the approach posited by Gill, Kelan and Scharff (2017: 227),
namely that | am ‘interested in critically interrogating postfeminism as a distinctive
sensibility or gender regime, not in “signing up” to postfeminism’, and that | aim
to analyse postfeminist culture rather than be a postfeminist-analyst. Furthermore,
it is important to note the connections made by Gill, Kelan and Scharff between
postfeminism and neoliberalism:

First, both appear to be structured by a current of individualism that has almost
entirely replaced notions of the social or political or any idea of individuals as
subject to pressures, constraints or influence from outside themselves in wider
society. Secondly, it is clear that the enterprising, autonomous, self-regulating
subject of neoliberalism bears a strong resemblance to the active, freely choos-
ing, self-reinventing subject of postfeminism. Thirdly, it would seem that wom-
en, to a much greater extent than men, are called on to work on and transform
their selves — and particularly to remodel their interiority, their subjectivity, for
example to make themselves into more confident or ‘resilient’ subjects in the
workplace. (2017: 231)

It is this calling upon women to ‘adapt’ in order to better succeed in the workplace
that | am interested in here. Will the female members of women-only networks who
blog about the menopause call upon women to adapt their ageing bodies to the
workplace, as the findings of research carried out by Steffan (2021) — who interviewed
women about their experiences of going through the menopause at work — suggest
they might? | am interested in how women who are members of women-only net-
works and work in communications blog about the menopause especially because,
having accrued years of valuable experience through which they have overcome
some of the persistent obstacles that professional women face during their career
— the ‘gender gap’ in both leadership and pay, the theoretical and actual mother-
hood penalty, the sexual harassment and assault — they are now faced with a new,
female-only challenge. And indeed, the PR Population Report recently demonstrated
that ‘female practitioners [are] leaving practice mid-career or not getting support to

| 100 |



Volume 25 ¢ Number 2 / 2024 GENDERAVYZKUM

progress to senior roles’ (Waddington 2024), which generally coincides with the age
at which they are likely to be starting their menopause journey (British Menopause
Society 2022). And it is these challenges, among others, that women-only networks
state as their mission to support members to overcome (e.g. Global Women in PR
2022b; Women in PR 2022).

In writing about the creative and cultural industries more broadly, Conor, Gill and
Taylor highlight the function of networking and state: ‘In these settings reputation
becomes a key commodity, and networking and maintaining contacts a key activ-
ity for nurturing it. This is achieved ... in the affective labour of updating profiles,
tweeting, blogging and engaging in diverse self-promotion’ (2015: 7). However,
while it is widely recognised that networking is ‘commonly considered an impor-
tant, even essential, activity for building and sustaining a professional career’ (Ea-
gleton-Pierce 2016: 127), its benefit to women remains contested. In their thematic
review of the literature on women and networking, Topic et al. identify the general
practice of networking as creating barriers for women, because it is ‘a masculine
practice that adversely affects women, primarily working mothers and those with
caring responsibilities ... but also other women, as many report sexism and sexual
harassment’ (2021: 6). They also find a contradiction in studies about women-on-
ly networking between those who claim that it ‘can create a bottom-up approach
and help women advance in their careers’ (18) and those who suggest that it ‘does
not always impact promotions’ (15). Furthermore, when it comes to the increasing
popularity of women-only networking (Jacobs 2023), which Pini, Brown and Ryan
state are often ‘established because women have been marginalised in mainstream
organisations’ (2004: 290), they are seen by some as separatist (ibid.). Accusations
of elitism and posturing have also been levelled at women-only networks (Jacobs
2023), along with the critique that they display a postfeminist sensibility and ‘could
do more by adopting feminist advocacy approaches’ (Yeomans 2020: 45). On the
other hand, in their analysis of women-only networks across four female-dominat-
ed industries — not including those studied here — Villeseche, Meliou and Jha claim
that these networks can be reconceptualised ‘as political arenas in which women'’s
freedom can be realised and advanced’ (2022: 1918), specifically in relation to the
world of work. Considering these contradictory positions, | believe that women-only
networks are important to study because they ‘provide women with the opportunity
to join a public group and share their views on work-related issues that matter to
them’ (Villeséche et al. 2022: 1904), not least in terms of ‘naming gender harass-
ment and discriminatory practices’ (Pini et al. 2004: 289). And this is especially so
in creative cultural industries such as advertising, marketing, and public relations,
which are predominantly female and yet still plagued with bias and discrimination
against women. | now turn to discussing the relevance of the menopause in this
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context, bearing in mind the important point made by Jacobs that ‘there is a fine
line between creating awareness, which is positive, and exacerbating stigma, which
is not’ (2024).

The menopause

In their examination of two recent decades of news coverage of the menopause, Or-
gad and Rottenberg provide an overview of how feminist scholarship over the years
has documented the ways in which ‘ageing women in the West have been rendered
culturally and socially invisible and/or disdained and demeaned’ (2023: 3). That said,
they find that ‘'menopause is, indeed, enjoying a moment’ (Orgad, Rottenberg 2023:
2), the evolution of which can be characterised by ‘an unprecedented period of pro-
nounced public cultural conversation and promotion around a newly inflected era of
menopause consciousness and comprehension’ (Jermyn 2023: 2). Jermyn goes on
to term this new era the ‘menopausal turn’ (ibid.). She, alongside Orgad and Rotten-
berg, identifies a recent proliferation of celebrity women going public about their own
menopausal experiences as a key driver for the menopause’s new cultural visibility,
particularly in the US and the UK.

The menopause, or the Change (Greer 2019), commonly refers to the period wom-
en enter once menstruation has stopped for 12 months, which in the UK is experi-
enced at around the age of 50 (Spector et al. 2024). The lead-up period, known as
the peri-menopause, can last between five and ten years (ibid.) and can be accom-
panied by a variety of symptoms, the combination and expression of which can be
different for each woman (British Menopause Society 2022) and might include: hot
flushes and night sweats — experienced by 70-80% of women — as well as disturbed
sleep and insomnia, low energy levels, low mood, anxiety, low libido, low sexual
drive, impaired memory and concentration, a sensation of ‘brain fog’, joint aches,
headaches, palpitations, vaginal dryness, and urinary symptoms. Menopausal symp-
toms last on average for more than seven years and it is estimated that more than a
third of women experience long-term menopausal symptoms which may continue
for several years beyond that (ibid.).

The menopause is an important topic to research because at this moment ‘there are
more older women than in any other historical period’ (Orgad, Rottenberg 2023: 4) in
the US and the UK and their presence in the workforce and as an economically active
group is also on the rise (Jacobs 2024; Jermyn 2023; Orgad, Rottenberg 2023; Steffan
2021). In addition, the contemporary woman can expect to live more than half her
life after the Change (Greer 2019). It is also relevant because women of menopausal
age now are those who, compared to previous generations of women, entered the
workforce in record numbers and into a diversity of industries in the 1990s, and who
are being encouraged to stay in paid work beyond mid-life (Orgad, Rottenberg 2023).
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However, ‘there exists a paucity in empirical studies that explore how menopause is
actually experienced at work’ (Steffan 2021: 197), which is a gap that this research
aims to begin to address. | agree with Steffan that ‘[a]s older women, with their older
bodies, become more prevalent in the labour force, it is time that the older female
body at work has a greater spotlight on the organizational stage’ (2021: 198). Dis-
cussion of a rise in the visibility of the menopause in the workforce and in the wider
media culture is complicated by the current neoliberal moment, which is character-
ised by a postfeminist sensibility (Gill 2007). As Jermyn states, it can be understood
‘as an evolution and extension of neoliberalism and postfeminism ... which share a
pre-occupation with rising to the challenge of better managing the self’ (2023: 3).

| argue that it is pertinent to study the self-representation of menopause by women
working in advertising, marketing, and public relations, in particular, for as Conor, Gill
and Taylor state: ‘it is becoming increasingly clear that gender is mediated by age ...
with women concentrated in the youngest cohorts of the CCl [cultural and creative
industries] workforce' (2015: 6). If we wish to address the drain of talented and expe-
rienced women from these industries as they transition into the menopause, a good
place to start is to attend to what women of that cohort tell us.

Methodology

In this section, | present the methodological approach, research design, and methods
| employed. Feminist methodology is a broad church and | adopt Reinhartz's (1992: 6)
definition of feminist research methods as ‘methods used in research projects by peo-
ple who identify themselves as feminist or as part of the women’s movement’. While
there is no single way to conduct feminist methodology, it does imply a commitment
to work ‘for the transformation of the condition of the lives of women’ (Brunskell
1998: 39), as well as ‘a reflexivity which stresses the accountability of the analyst’ (Gill
1995: 166), which must take place from the very beginning of the research process
(Hesse-Biber 2012). That is the intention here.

To answer the research question ‘how do women who are members of women-on-
ly networks for women working in communications blog about the menopause?’,
| studied blogs about the menopause written by female members of the following
UK-based, women-only networks for women working in advertising, marketing,
and public relations: Women in PR, Bloom, and WACL. To conduct this study, blog
posts on the sites of women-only networks for women working in communications
in the UK were searched on 31/05/23 for blogs about the menopause (see Appen-
dix 1). Eight relevant posts were identified on two sites: Bloom (bloomnetwork.uk)
and WACL (wacl.info). The posts were written between 2021 and 2023. In addition,
I have also included five blogs about the menopause, written by members of Women
in PR, which appeared on PR Week'’s website between 2021 and 2023, as none ap-
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peared on the womeninpr.org.uk website itself. The search for these additional posts
was conducted on 20/02/2024. The texts analysed here are the only ones about the
menopause written by professional women in the communications industries and
posted on relevant platforms that | was able to find in my searches.

Orgad and Rottenberg (2023) document a significant increase in the visibility of
the menopause in UK news coverage, with a particular rise since 2021, when the
first celebrity documentary about the menopause aired on UK TV. Women blogging
about the menopause on women-only networks’ platforms for women working in
communications has also been visible since 2021, with five on the topic appearing
that year, four appearing in 2022, and four in 2023. This also tracks with Greer’s ob-
servation that: ‘Before 2000 we heard hardly one word in their [middle-aged wom-
en’s] voices; now online blogs and chat rooms resound to a chorus of female protest
and complaint’ (2019: 11). This rise of women'’s voices highlights the importance of
considering women's self-representation alongside their representation by others in
the mass media.

Web-based texts are good examples of what Sgrensen calls ‘compressed narratives’
(2017: 302), in which ‘since space is limited, texts need to communicate effective-
ly’ (ibid.). Discourse analysis, ‘a concern with discourse itself, a view of language as
constructive and constructed, an emphasis upon discourse as a form of action, and
a conviction in the rhetorical organization of discourse’ (Gill 2007: 58), is used here
to examine the selected texts. Discourse analysis was chosen to address the ‘how’
part of the research question. Discourse analysis was also chosen because it ‘has an
enormous amount to offer feminists’, according to Gill (1995: 167), in particular in
exploring ‘a range of questions concerning the reproduction of gender power rela-
tions’ (ibid.), in this case in relation to women, work, and the menopause.

When conducting discourse analysis, | follow the approach that is associated with
sociology and social psychology (e.g. Gill 1995, 1996; Potter 1996; Potter, Wetherell
1994; Tonkiss 1998; Wetherell, Potter 1988). | employ the method of interpretative
repertoires, which according to Wetherell and Potter ‘can be seen as the building
blocks speakers used for constructing versions of actions, cognitive processes and
other phenomena’ (1988: 172). Gill further states that interpretative repertoires allow
researchers ‘to go beyond individual or discrete expressions to begin to identify pat-
terns across and between texts, and to connect these to wider contexts and social
formations’ (2009: 351). | have found interpretative repertoires particularly useful in
highlighting the ways in which feminist and postfeminist sensibilities are negotiated
within the texts through the choice and use of language.

The starting point of the analysis is Darmon’s (2017: 43) framework, which com-
bines Gill's (2007) elements of postfeminist sensibility with proposed elements of
feminist sensibility to operationalise the theory and apply it. Table 1 sets out the key
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elements of Gill's postfeminist sensibility alongside Darmon'’s corresponding elements
of feminist sensibility. These offer useful concepts to operationalise when analysing
texts and exploring what they reveal about feminist and postfeminist sensibilities in
contemporary media culture. All of the sensibility elements detailed in the table be-
low were held in mind while conducting the analysis.

Table 1: A summary of sensibility elements

Postfeminist sensibility Feminist sensibility

Choice Equality

Individualism and empowerment Solidarity and politicisation
Natural difference Intersectionality

Irony and knowingness Anger and hope

Feminism as passé or done wrong Feminism as current and relevant

Source: Author.

An inductive approach is taken, in which first the detailed analysis is carried out
and then emerging patterns are related to the theoretical framework. In order to
conduct the inductive, empirical work, | read and re-read the texts in detail multiple
times, taking notes and paying attention to linguistic content, meanings and topics,
form, grammar and cohesion, and trying to reveal the constructive processes, argu-
mentative organisation, taken-for-grantedness, the variation and consistency within
and between texts, as well as silences and gaps (Gill 1996; Potter, Wetherell 1994;
Tonkiss 1998). As a result of this close reading, | identified two main interpretative
repertoires — Stigma and Support — which contain within them a variety of discourses
about women, the menopause, and work, which reflect an entanglement of feminist
and postfeminist sensibilities. These discourses contain within them sensibility ele-
ments which are particularly relevant to the ways in which the discourse of the two
interpretative repertoires is constructed: individualism & empowerment, solidarity &
politicisation, and anger & hope (bolded in the table above).

Analysis

Stigma

Within the repertoire of ‘Stigma’, there are discourses about the fear and shame ex-
perienced by menopausal women — including in relation to their job performance
— about the mass exodus of mid-life women from the workforce as a result of the
menopause and about the negative impact this has both on women and on the in-
dustry. Following their review of the social sciences literature on stigma, since Goff-
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man’s 1963 text on the topic, Link and Phelan (2001: 382) conclude that ‘stigma exists
when elements of labelling, stereotyping, separating, status loss and discrimination
co-occur in a power situation that allows these processes to unfold’. The discourses
in the Stigma repertoire reveal to varying degrees a concern with all of the attributes
identified by Link and Phelan.

In the blogs, we are reminded that, as Steffan says, ‘[t]here is not always a desire
to disclose menopause at work’ (2024: 1). For example: ‘It was embarrassing and
distressing. | started to hide and for a short time literally went to ground’; ‘we just
don't talk about it’; 'l felt it had to be kept a secret because no one else was talking
about it either’; ‘this deeply personal experience can be difficult and embarrassing to
disclose in the workplace, where mid-life women can already feel invisible, isolated,
and marginalised’. This is a recognition that with all the progress that the new-found
visibility of the menopause is supposed to have engendered, there is still the fear
that ‘the price we are expected to pay for this is in giving a free pass to some very
old-fashioned sexism’ (Smith 2024: 4). Women are worried that if they talk openly
about their menopause at work, it could be just another stick with which to beat
them. For example: ‘Fessing up to a hot flush opens you up to the double whammy
of both sexism and ageism, so it's better to say nothing’. Indeed, Steffan’s research
findings point to ‘the potential of menopause to disrupt, reduce, or interrupt women'’s
confidence’ (2021: 210). This is particularly evident in the discourse about women'’s
fear of not performing on the job. For example: ‘| was afraid of the changes that were
happening and felt somehow ashamed that my normal capable self couldn’t cope’;
‘I wasn't sleeping well and had become increasingly anxious, which was both out of
character and far from helpful in a demanding role’; ‘I occasionally forgot the end of
my sentences (mid pitch)’; ‘I was embarrassed about my overwhelming heat surges,
during presentations, meetings and social events’; ‘how can you be responsible for
running an agency when you struggle to remember basic words and names’; ‘My
memory was patchy, I'd be mid-presentation and I'd forget my words and my men-
tal health was suffering as | experienced bouts of anxiety from one day to the next'.
These are examples of what Steffan calls ‘menopause talk’, in which ‘for some wom-
en, that strong sense of self can be interrupted and weakened to the point where
individuals find themselves in precarious work outcomes’ (2021: 211). Indeed, in the
Stigma repertoire there is discourse about mid-life women fearing their menopause
will have negative repercussions on their employment. For example: ‘We keep quiet
because we fear for our jobs’; ‘fear of recrimination’; ‘There is an understandable fear
that sharing these experiences may negatively affect careers’. This evidence tallies
with Link and Phelan’s conceptualisation of stigma, which suggests that it is ‘like-
ly to be a key determinant of many of the life chances that sociologists study, from
psychological well-being to employment, housing, and life itself’ (2001: 382), in this
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case, a fear of being exposed as suddenly incapable of doing the job and thus at risk
of losing employment or being denied new professional opportunities.

The discourse in the Stigma repertoire has a distinct postfeminist sensibility, in that it
carries within it an acknowledgment of the requirement to perform ‘a neoliberal iden-
tity of menopause endurance — coping with the menopause in various ways: coping in
silence, coping with unknown bodily changes, and coping by hiding the ageing body’
(Steffan 2021: 205), Thus, for example: ‘Talented and experienced women find them-
selves clouded by memory issues, dogged by joint and muscular pain, second-guessing
their abilities and experiencing a huge dent to their confidence. Often it can feel as if
the simplest thing is just to quit work — which only further impacts their confidence
and sense of self’. This example demonstrates the ways in which women’s internal
surprise at hitherto unfamiliar ‘inadequacy’, brought about by menopause symptoms,
leads to fears of external consequences in the form of work-related penalties, which
are further complicated by attendant dents to their confidence. Thus, the discourse
in the Stigma repertoire has a distinct postfeminist sensibility, in that it carries within
it an acknowledgment of the requirement to be confident and display confidence. At
the same time, there is also resistance to this trend in the discourse, which displays a
feminist sensibility characterised by anger and politicisation, thus presenting an entan-
glement between postfeminist and feminist sensibilities. For example, ‘the near-furious
urge to challenge the stigma surrounding the menopause and the lack of workplace
support for its many symptoms’ displays fury, while ‘what a shame it will be to win the
working parent battle only to then lose these amazing colleagues at aged 50 because
of the menopause’ and ‘it's time to start preventing such a mass exodus and retain a
more substantial layer of experienced and talented women in our industry’ display a
recognition of the personal being political. There are also acknowledgements of soli-
darity: ‘the lack of understanding and support for them [menopausal women] at this
time means so many are leaving the industry ... leaving younger staff without expe-
rienced female role models’. Thus we see that on the one hand women are acutely
aware of the requirement to conform to ‘popular neoliberal feminist dispositions’ (Or-
gad, Rottenberg 2023: 12), remaining capable, confident, and coping, and aware of
the risks of sexism in the workplace that disclosure brings. On the other hand, there
is push-back against the repercussions of this stigma that leads women to leave the
jobs they love and leaving younger women without the role models they need, which
carries within it a distinct discourse of solidarity and thus feminist sensibility.

Support

Within the repertoire of ‘Support’ there are two main discourses. The first is a cri-
tique of the lack of existing information, support, and understanding of the meno-
pause and menopausal women, as well as a recognition that better information and
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support from government and in the workplace are needed. This discourse is also
about seeking information and help independently to counter the paucity. The sec
ond discourse is about the important and positive impact that support from other
women can provide: a solidarity between menopausal, younger, and older women.

The lack of sufficient information and appropriate support for menopausal women
at work is reflected in Steffan’s call: ‘Employers should shift their focus on menopause
management from reactive to proactive’ (Steffan 2021: 211). And it is overwhelmingly
reflected in the discourse of the Support repertoire, as seen in the following state-
ments: 'support at work is lagging sadly behind this progress. Not having a supportive
policy for older working women is both discriminatory and short sighted’; ‘“We keep it
quiet because there are no HR policies that relate to us’; ‘the menopause seemed the
missing link within workplace training, policy and culture’; ‘There was no menopause
policy at my workplace, it simply wasn't visible as necessary or needed’; ‘support and
understanding at work is still the exception not the norm’ . These texts reflect a fem-
inist sensibility not only in the recognition that the personal is political - as discussed
at the end of the Stigma section — but also in that they place the responsibility for
solving the problem of the lack of support squarely with management rather than
with the individual. For example: ‘The only way to remove the stigma and ignorance
is to make menopause education mandatory and introduce policy changes’. Fur-
thermore, they identify that this is a structural issue that leads to discrimination and
requires structural change to be resolved: ‘what are we doing to offer reassurance
to women facing into mid-life that they can still have a rewarding career in comms,
post 50?’; ‘companies need to be fighting to retain the women that work for them'.
This discourse reflects a pushback against the economic drive to keep women over
fifty in the workplace without attending to their particular needs. Furthermore, the
economic benefit of supporting menopausal women is also highlighted. For example:
‘the onus should be on every business leader to give women a fighting chance as they
manage the balance of personal and professional challenges. And in doing so, their
retention levels of all these brilliant, highly experienced and capable women will soar
—win-win’; ‘It's clear that helping women better manage their menopause benefits
everyone’. These messages are often aimed directly at industry leaders: ‘Supporting
perimenopausal and menopausal women is an intersectional issue that will ricochet
positive impacts on gender and age-related biases within your business’; ‘Identifying
what you can do to mitigate the impact of menopause is not only the right thing to
do, it's a business case for future survival’; ‘It's not “the right thing to do”, it makes
commercial sense, and your businesses will be all the richer for it (in both senses)’. The
case for supporting women is thus also asserted as the case for supporting business.

In addition to identifying a problem outside of individual women, which reflects
a feminist sensibility, the discourse in the Support repertoire also focuses on a range
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of solutions. For example: ‘to drag the menopause and all that leads up to it, out of
its anachronistic closet’; ‘to educate, elevate and empower this stage and ultimate-
ly to lead policy change in the industry’ ; ‘'menopause is a conversation we need to
be having, and fast — first, by giving it a voice, and second, by developing kick-ass
HR practices and policies that help mid-lifers flourish in their PR careers’; so as to
create ‘lasting change for women in the workplace’. The desired outcomes of these
proposed solutions have a feminist sensibility, in terms of both acknowledging and
addressing perceived sexist discrimination: ‘there have been a plethora of workplace
menopause policies appearing that point, hopefully, to a long overdue change to the
terrible midlife discrimination of women in our industry’. And they also seek to create
a better future in solidarity with younger women: ‘Expanding education and aware-
ness seems key, so women will benefit from better support and understanding in the
future’; ‘a policy ... for women down the line to benefit’. The discourse also carries
a marker of hope: ‘we remain hopeful that workplace attitudes and policies will con-
tinue to emerge and evolve’; and ‘there is a sense of a new lease of life where you
can do things differently’. This discourse is also reflected in Steffan’s assessment of
the justification for conducting research into the menopause so that the ‘generations
who follow will be better prepared for the transition of menopause and its poten-
tial impact on all aspects of life, including the workplace’ (2021: 1). That said, there
is also discourse with a postfeminist sensibility of individualism and doing things for
yourself and by yourself, ‘with a ton of research and a lot of being kind to me, I've
developed a fairly robust toolkit for the rest of my ride’; ‘I started to investigate the
evidence and do my own research ... with that knowledge | invested in my future
health’. However, this discourse of supporting oneself is intertwined with a discourse
with a feminist sensibility that acknowledges that solidarity and structural change
are required: ‘finding safe, reliable help and support should not be down to luck, it
should be a given’; and "The wholesale change in attitude we need will inevitably be
slower than we would like, but the onus should be on every business leader to give
women a fighting chance as they manage the balance of personal and profession-
al challenges’. This again demonstrates the entanglement of both postfeminist and
feminist sensibilities.

Additional discourse with a feminist sensibility can be found in the Support rep-
ertoire in the form of solidarity with other women: ‘Hearing other women'’s stories
and how they coped is, above all, what helped me when | was really losing the plot’;
'l find myself something of an agony aunt to other menopausal women’; ‘It's hard to
describe how validating it is to hear that what you're feeling is normal. That you're not
actually losing your mind. That it's natural and things will be ok’; ‘I listened to other
women going through the same changes but in different ways and realised | wasn't
alone’; and ‘Allyship is key’. And there is a call for those who have benefited from
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this support to: ‘help other women that feel the same way’; ‘listen to other women’;
and acknowledge that ‘we are in this menopause moment together’, ‘you don’t need
to experience this alone’, and ‘this is a call to action, to all women who want to ask
questions about the menopause and be listened to in the hope that our collective
experiences will inform change for the future’. The discourse recognises the personal,
public, and even political ways in which support from other women is meaningful.
Finally, in relation to the much-cited, mediated celebrity interventions (e.g. Jermyn
2023; Orgad, Rottenberg 2023) as well as those by women in the communications
industries who have been vocal about their menopause, the discourse in this reper-
toire is itself supportive. For example: ‘It's down to the courage of certain women
who stood up, spoke out, shared their stories and agitated for long overdue action’;
‘these women stand together determined to draw a line under the unnecessary
waste of experienced resources’. These expressions of solidarity with and gratitude
for women in the public eye who have helped to drag the menopause into the open
reflects a feminist sensibility that goes some way to responding to concerns expressed
by some scholars that the current menopause ‘turn’ or ‘moment’ might be delimit-
ed or otherwise negatively impacted by its association with the culture of celebrity.

Discussion, limitations and further research

Women who are working in media and communications and reaching the menopause
during its current, new visibility are women who have responded to the call to par-
ticipate fully in the world of work. These women are well educated and have worked
hard to succeed in work and life. Having faced a myriad of obstacles in which their
biology, in the form of menstruation and the spectre of motherhood (Jeffery 2023)
alongside the reality of sexual harassment and assault, has played a key part through-
out their careers, the bloggers are now confronted with the new and often-ignored
realities of being female: the menopause.

In this paper | have sought to examine how members of women-only networks
in media and communications industries blog about the menopause. The purpose is
twofold: first, because ‘networking as social practice is considerably under-researched’
(Wittel 2001: 71) in general and the feminist potential of women-only networks in
particular requires further research (Darmon 2024); and second, because it is imper-
ative to explore "the extent to which the “coming out of the closet” of menopause
benefits ageing women’ (Orgad, Rottenberg 2023: 15). Therefore, the over-arching
research question posed here is: How do women who are members of women-only
networks for women working in communications blog about the menopause? And
the sub-questions are: Do the selected blog posts’ texts the websites of women-on-
ly networks have a feminist and/or postfeminist sensibility? And do they engender
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an individualistic approach and/or promote solidarity? Furthermore, within the dis-
course analysis, | examine the texts for indications regarding the ‘sources and solu-
tions for gender inequality in the workplace’ (Gill, Orgad 2015: 340) and ask: What
can this tell us about the networks’ position vis-a-vis the menopause, feminism, and
postfeminism?

The findings of the discourse analysis conducted on the examined blogs align with
the following assertion: ‘While the menopausal turn frequently calls on individual
women to step up and arm themselves with information and assistance ... it is also
a movement in which many of its strident voices callout what they perceive to be the
shortcomings of an insufficiently responsive and informed government and medical
establishment’ (Jermyn 2023: 6). Thus, | suggest that the menopause ‘turn’ or ‘mo-
ment’ is characterised by an entanglement of feminist and postfeminist sensibilities
that demonstrates the feminist potential of solidarity and collective action and the
constraints of individualism; it is, after all, well documented that ‘women internalise
external discourses that shape how choices are produced, constructed and limited
in the neoliberal world of work’ (Villeséche et al. 2022: 1906). Therefore, | am not
surprised to find discourses with a postfeminist sensibility in both the identified rep-
ertoires — 'Stigma’ and ‘Support’ — and | am at the same time encouraged by the si-
multaneous cleavage to discourses with a feminist sensibility in both. That said, femi-
nism itself is rarely mentioned and is perhaps even ‘unavowed’ (McRobbie 2009: 118).

The analysis demonstrates the complex ways in which members of women-only
networks for women working in communications blog about the menopause. They
demonstrate a sensibility that is characterised by an entanglement of feminist and
postfeminist sensibilities, which | argue is characteristic of this moment. Women cur-
rently in mid-life have been led to believe by popular culture that the goals of feminism
have been achieved and that it is now passé (Gill 2007). And yet they are suddenly
confronted with the reality in which it is needed, wherein women once again find
themselves being urged to fit female bodies and needs into a world designed by and
for men (Criado Perez 2019). So, they try to cope individually with the menopause
at work and beyond, only to discover that solidarity and structural change are still
needed. They use the tools afforded by the network sociality (Wittel 2001), namely
blogging, to call on their sisters, not to change themselves but to support each oth-
er and demand that their employers implement the structural changes required to
support menopausal women, now and in the future.

It is also important to note that changing stigma will not be achieved only by intro-
ducing the ‘kick-ass HR policies’ suggested by some bloggers. For as Link and Phelan
argue, to really change stigma ‘any approach must be multifaceted and multilevel ...
[and] must ultimately address the fundamental cause of stigma’ (2001: 381), which in
the case of menopause is its negative cultural capital stemming from the pervasive-
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ness of gendered ageism (Orgad, Rottenberg 2023). | believe, however, that blogging
about the menopause and calling for structural change by members of women-only
networks in communications is a positive step in the right direction, which hopefully
can spread out beyond the communications industry to benefit all women as they
experience the menopause at work.

| propose that further study be conducted into the function, purpose, and role of
blogging and of women-only networks for women working in communications — in
relation to the menopause and beyond — in order to further explore their potential
for feminist transformation (Villeseche et al. 2022) within the networks and their
sector as well as elsewhere. For example, interviews with members of the networks
studied here (Bloom, WACL and Women in PR) could provide important insight into
members’ thoughts and aspirations and could enhance our growing understanding
of the impact of technologies and menopause on contemporary working women.
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Abstract: During my PhD studies, my ethnography of the r/NoFap subreddit involved grappling
with challenges that questioned my research design, academic posture, political stance, gen-
der identity, sexuality and desire and asked for mutable choices to deal with them. With over
1.1 million members, predominantly men, this Reddit channel advocates abstinence from por-
nography consumption and excessive masturbation as a means to overcome a self-diagnosed
porn addiction, porn overuse, and compulsive sexual behaviour. The related conversations
are dominated by evolutionary narratives on gender and sexuality, men’s sexual entitlement
to women, and the heteronormative coital encounter as an imperative. Academic literature
has identified heterosexist, patriarchal, and misogynistic discourses in the community (Prause,
Ley 2023; Burnett 2021; Hartmann 2020; Taylor, Jackson 2018). My ethnographic journey
demanded substantial emotional labour as | navigated potentially toxic technocultures (Mas-
sanari 2015) and non-sex-positive environments. What | had not foreseen was the systematic
stigma, discomfort, and delegitimisation in both institutional (academic) and non-institution-
al contexts (social and familial). This paper provides a detailed account of these experiences,
shedding light on the personal, institutional, and emotional struggles inherent in gender and
sexuality scholarship as a result of the pervasive stigma and delegitimisation. This account
aims to shed light on the consequences of doing ‘dirty work’ and suggest strategies of per-
sonal resistance, with the awareness that transformative actions cannot be merely individual
but are necessarily structural and collective.
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The last decade has seen the expansion of local, regional, and global groups, websites,
forums, blogs, channels, and profiles on the most diversified platforms that seek and
promote abstention from masturbation, pornography, and orgasm. This composite
and loose community is mainly, but not exclusively, attended and formed by hetero-
sexual men, and it commonly falls under the umbrella term ‘NoFap'. Its name comes
from the onomatopoeic slang term ‘fap’, which refers to male masturbation. These
fragmented homosocial online spaces are discursively held together by the belief that
abstaining from porn and masturbation and quitting a self-diagnosed porn addiction,
porn overuse, and compulsive sexual behaviour can massively improve health and
quality of life as well as work productivity and sexual life.

The headquarters of NoFap is the online Reddit community r/NoFap, where the
number of members almost doubled from 477k in 2020 (Hartmann 2020) to 1.1 mil-
lion in 2023 (/NoFap, Sept 2023). On r/NoFap, the Reddit channel of NoFap, it is
possible to find posts discussing abstinence, pornography, the porn industry, mas-
turbation, erectile functioning, gender, sexual orientations, masculinity, relationships,
self-development, confidence, productivity, attractiveness, sex work, trafficking, sui-
cide, mental health, the state of modern society, vulnerabilities, stigma, sexual health,
muscularity, energy, and shame, with a general male-oriented heterosexual tone.

While NoFap users often state that they actively engage in the fight against mi-
sogyny, since they decide to abstain from pornography, which, according to them,
degrades women, previous literature on NoFap communities and spaces has stressed
the presence of strong indicators of misogynistic attitudes, entangled with heter-
onormative beliefs, in the NoFap environment. For instance, members’ narratives
and conversations are dominated by ‘strongly heterosexual male tenor’ tropes (Tay-
lor, Jackson 2018: 624), emphasising essentialist and evolutionary narratives on men
and women and a construction of masculinity rooted in rationality and self-control,
where the heteronormative coital imperative (McPhillips, Braun, Gavey 2001) is en-
visaged as the promised land for men and men’s sexual entitlement to women is
an asset (Meenagh 2020). By contrast, masturbating is defined by members as an
emasculating and vile activity that hinders subjects from reaching their full potential.
Masturbation is depicted as a practice that is hierarchically inferior to ‘real sex’ with
a 'real woman' (while porn actors and sex workers are defined as ‘pixel women’),
with the result that non-heteronormative sexualities and queer sexual practices are
delegitimised, silenced, or pathologised. This is in a digital context like Reddit where
the risk of being doxxed (having personal information leaked without consent) or
harassed or becoming a target of shitstorms from some community members is high,
especially those with anti-feminist views (Massanari 2017). A recent paper by Prause
and Ley (2023) investigating violent content in r/NoFap revealed a high prevalence of
expressions of violence within this subreddit, particularly directed at the pornogra-
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phy industry, sex workers, and women. The study also underscores the concerning
trend of threats aimed at scientists, primarily directed at women researchers. Addi-
tionally, the International Centre for Counter-Terrorism considers NoFap a component
of online extremist misogyny (Prause, Ley 2023) and the Violent Extremism Risk As-
sessment (VERA-2) identifies ‘NoFap’ as a term associated with online violence and
misogyny (Chan 2023).

r/NoFap configures itself not only as a non-safe space but also as a potentially risky
environment for a gender and sexuality researcher who identifies as a transfeminist’
sexually fluid questioning woman. However, contrary to initial expectations, the most
daunting aspects of my ethnographic journey conducted as an early career research-
er as part of my PhD degree, were not merely field confrontation, navigation, and
interaction, but rather the systematic stigma, discomfort, and delegitimisation ex-
perienced in both academic and non-academic contexts. While these shortcomings
are identified through subjective experience and might not be representative of the
challenges faced by other researchers digging into similar ethnographies, | believe
this project sheds light more generally on the difficulties in gender and sexuality
scholarship. Drawing on the suggestions of Keene (2022), my aim here is to provide
an account of my research journey and illuminate the consequences of engaging in
what the literature defines as ‘dirty work’. | also discuss strategies of personal resist-
ance, recognising that transformative actions must extend beyond individual efforts
to encompass structural and collective change.

Conceptual background

Everett Hughes (1958) introduced the term ‘dirty work’ to describe labour that is es-
sential for the public good yet is perceived as degrading, repulsive, and disgraceful,
a concept further elucidated by Irvine (2014) as work that is socially necessary but
stigmatised. Scholars such as Irvine (2014) and Keene (2022) effectively characterise

! Transfeminism is a movement of resistance and a theory that views gender, arbitrarily assigned at birth,
as a social construct, a construct that is exercised as a tool of a power system that controls, oppresses,
and limits bodies to fit the heterosexual, racist, ableist, and patriarchal social order. Transfeminism
is grounded in the material realities, lives, experiences, and precarities of trans, feminist, and queer
people. It acknowledges the complexity and diversity of gender and sexual identities and recognises
the interwoven nature of the patriarchal and capitalist oppressions that affect all individuals who are
not white heterosexual cis-men (https:/nonunadimeno.wordpress.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/
abbiamo_un_piano.pdf). ‘Transfeminisms are network movements that use gender, migration, cross-
cultural contexts, vulnerability, race, and class as transversal spaces to build emancipatory alliances
against cis-hetero-patriarchal and racist violence’ (Valencia 2018). To do so, transfeminist movements
move away from the neoliberal reconversion of feminism’s critical apparatus and traditional ‘biological
policies’ or cis-women policies.
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sex and sexuality research as a form of ‘dirty work’ because of its marginalised sta-
tus within western academia and society at large. According to Keene (2022), con-
ducting research on sex and sexuality-related topics can be viewed as a type of ‘dirty
work’ because it is often tolerated but marginalised, delegitimised, and considered
unimportant within academic and broader societal contexts, despite its significant
public relevance.

This delegitimisation extends to sex and sexuality researchers themselves, impact-
ing their career trajectories and ‘reputations’ and subjecting them to stigma by con-
tagion. Researchers frequently encounter their work being trivialised and face chal-
lenges in obtaining validation from colleagues (Fahs, Plante, McClelland 2017). The
sociologist Janice M. Irvine (2014) asserts that specific institutional practices within
the US university system contribute to the stigmatisation of sexuality research, per-
petuating patterns of institutional inequality. These practices include limited training
opportunities, lack of funding, poor job prospects, dismissive and ‘visceral responses’
responses from review boards, lack of validation from colleagues, and derogatory
remarks and jokes about the researchers’ sexuality, who are often portrayed as ‘per-
verts' or 'sex-crazed’. Sexuality researchers also experience difficulties disseminating
their work within academia, the publishing system, and the public sphere. Irvine
(2018b: 1234-1235) describes how sex and sexuality research and topics have been
‘trivialized, sensationalized, or stigmatized by journal editors or reviewers'.

Despite the expansion of sexuality research, which examines sexuality as a domain
of analysis, and not as a biological drive or characteristic, across disciplines in the social
sciences and humanities and has been driven by influences such as poststructuralism,
feminist and queer theories, activism related to AIDS, and trans activism, this progress
has not eliminated repression, conflicts, and stigma. Irvine (2014) argues that although
sexuality research may receive some recognition and may have become “trendy’ with-
in certain academic and activist circles, it still faces challenges in achieving academic
legitimacy. This field remains marginalised, and sexuality scholars continue to experi-
ence stigmatisation or, at best, controversy in the westernised academic environment
because of their work (Irvine 2018a: 16). Incorporating sexuality studies into research
may cast suspicion on researchers owing to the stigma surrounding sex and sexual-
ity, producing occupational bias, as noted by Irvine (2003). But as Keene (2022: 2)
has explained, ‘such experiences are not confined to the walls of the ivory tower’.

The sexual culture of western societies, as discussed by Irvine (2014), is affective
and characterised by contradictory emotions such as desire, excitement, and fear, be-
ing sex recognised as vital but also repulsive at the same time. This is in part because
sexuality is political; systems of power organise it in ways that benefit, support, and
celebrate certain subjectivities and practices, while they simultaneously scold, admon-
ish, and restrain others (Rubin 2007: 171). Thus, sexuality is submerged and immersed
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in conflicting interests, systems of power, discourses and practices of oppression/re-
pression/reproduction (Foucault 1978), and political manoeuvres.

This contributes to the production of widespread public stigma and moral/social
panics targeting specific populations or practices defined as deviant, degenerate,
and to be eradicated to ensure the survival of society, leading to the criminalisation
of certain behaviour and the proliferation of discourses dictating appropriate forms
of sexuality and acceptable discourse on the topic. Sex and sexuality research pro-
vides tools to treat ‘sexual variety as something that exists rather than as something
to be exterminated’ (Rubin 2007: 155). By legitimising sexuality as a central area of
individual and collective experience and knowledge production, sexuality research
becomes a political project of resistance against sexual and social stigma, advocating
for the existence and recognition of non-heteronormative practices, bodies, and lives.
Sexuality research becomes simultaneously a way to deconstruct stigma and violent
oppressive power dynamics and a battleground where stigma and oppression are
enacted, thus highlighting the complex dynamics involved in studying and challeng-
ing societal norms surrounding sex and sexuality.

Methodology

During my PhD research, | adopted a digital ethnography approach to the study of the
r/NoFap community on Reddit, conceptualising it as a form of ethnography conduct-
ed ‘on, through and about digital media’ (Abidin, de Seta 2020: 6) while also taking
advantage of digital methods (Caliandro 2018). This approach particularly emphasises
the epistemological integration of computational techniques in the ethnographic con-
tinuum to understand the complexities of online communities, especially within plat-
formised digital environments. This is because within digital platforms user relations
and the processes of content production tend to be massive, real-time, networked,
and algorithmically structured, all of which are features that the ethnographer should
keep in mind and understand when ‘seeking’ the help of computational tools. The
goal is to avoid extractive reasoning and metric-based analysis when examining so-
cietal phenomena and instead maintain a qualitative perspective.

My approach involves a creative amalgamation of computational and qualitative
methods, grounded in an inductive framework (Brown 2019; Ford 2014). By reposi-
tioning computational techniques as integral components of the ethnographic pro-
cess, | aimed to integrate them seamlessly into the broader continuum of ethnographic
inquiry. During the one-year-long ethnographic research that | conducted from De-
cember 2022 to December 2023, | engaged with both the community and the lan-
guage of the machines that structure the community. The digital ethnography within
the r/NoFap community started with two months of lurking (silent observation) using
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a new Red(dit profile. This phase provided crucial insights into the community’s overall
atmosphere and dynamics, prompting ethical reflections on the researcher’s position-
ing within the field. During this preliminary stage, a covert ethnography approach
was adopted, where | refrained from revealing my identity as a researcher and from
explicitly disclosing any social categories to which | recognise myself as belonging.
The decision to conduct covert ethnography primarily stemmed from ethical consid-
erations, which are sensitive both to the researcher and the specific context. From
the start of the initial lurking phase, the community exhibited a strong homosocial
atmosphere, hosting heterosexist, patriarchal, and misogynistic discourses (Hartmann
2021; Burnett 2021; Taylor, Jackson 2018). This is coupled with what appears to be
a non-sex-positive environment, stigmatising non-heteronormative sexual practices
and upholding conservative values concerning family, relationships, sexuality, and
what they refer to as a modern porn-corrupted society.

While taking notes during my r/NoFap field immersion to address specific ethical
and personal challenges related to the content and interactions within the community,
which | will not elaborate on here, | began to notice structural challenges affecting
my academic, professional, and social life. At that point, | started to take fieldnotes,
mostly in the form of reflexive journaling (Janesick 2015), on events occurring outside
the r/NoFap community fieldwork, such as conferences, workshops, board reviews,
chats with friends and colleagues, and random encounters with strangers that were
still connected to my work and research topic. What happened was that ‘Research
in the field can become real life and real life can become research’ (De Craene 2024:
9). Reflexive journaling offered me an opportunity for spontaneous reflection on
significant experiences as they occurred and how they resonated with my work, my
identity, and, more generally, my life within and outside academia.

Reflexivity, a core feminist practice (Rose 2007; Harding 1991; Haraway 1991), was
crucial in helping me understand and manage my emotions, ultimately empowering
me. Embracing feminist (auto)reflexivity, as described by Jordan (2018), allowed me
as an ethnographer to critically reflect on power dynamics, my position, and my influ-
ence on the events around/in me and my research topic. In this sense, this approach
considers the personal aspects of body, desire, and emotions as inherently political.

In the literature, feminist reflexivity involves continuous pauses and examinations
at every stage of the auto/ethnographic process. This means reflecting on who we
are, what we observe, what we feel, and what we believe. Such introspection serves
as a powerful analytical tool for deciphering personal experiences and uncovering
related hidden power structures, especially in relation to gender and sexuality. How-
ever, this approach extends beyond the systematic analysis of personal experiences
and emotions; it facilitates the confrontation of tensions, conflicts, and contradictions
within and beyond the field. By doing so, it reveals complexities masked beneath the
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surface of what is presented as logical and progressive. Importantly, it breaks free
from methodological positivist limitations, allowing emotions to be integrated into
the auto/ethnographic process. Recognising power and position also challenges the
traditional notion of the ethnographer’s detachment and emotional neutrality in re-
search (Adjepong 2022; Mama 2011; Naples 2003). This reflexive process legitimises
personal feelings, emotions, and desires, acknowledging their centrality in gaining
critical insights into some taken-for-granted aspects of social life (Delamont 2009).

In this sense, thanks to the article by Keene (2022), | realised that my personal ex-
periences were reflecting the structural and sociocultural challenges of doing and
investigating ‘dirty work'. | then decided to systematically analyse my personal experi-
ences in the form of autoethnography, connecting them to a broader understanding
of cultural experiences (Ellis et al. 2011) of being a sexademic (Keene 2022). This work
took the form of a situated autoethnography that pays attention to power dynam-
ics, embodied emotions and reactions, and forms of violence and oppression based
on the autoethnographer’s specific social identities and standpoint (Tarisayi 2023).
Thus, doing autoethnography is necessarily handling research as a socially conscious
and political act (Javaid 2020).

Therefore, the reflections presented in this paper return to the experiences of a
white, European, able-bodied, fluid, and questioning woman, who easily and often
‘passes’ (sometimes strategically) as a cis-straight woman. For these reasons, com-
pared to other marginalised subjects and underrepresented groups, | may encounter
some privileges in conducting sex and sexuality research in and beyond academia.
However, while individuals with different backgrounds, identities, and bodies may
produce different results and observations (Are 2022), it is essential to highlight var-
ious insider experiences of challenges in sexuality scholarship. This necessary partial-
ity helps to illuminate the current state and differential impacts of power dynamics
and the stigma of doing and investigating ‘dirty work’ on diverse bodies, identities,
and subjectivities.

The fieldnotes were qualitatively analysed to identify emotional and discursive pat-
terns and connections between personal experiences, the existing literature on the
stigma associated with sexual and sexuality research, and feminist activism’s strategies
to resist oppression and violence in and outside the workplace. Starting with an ini-
tial file containing all my reflexive journaling, various poems, and drawings collected
during my PhD studies, related to what Keene (2022) defines as ‘institutional, pro-
fessional, and personal hurdles encountered during a dirty work journey’, | began to
trace common themes according to these three dimensions. | then divided the data
into institutional, professional, and personal hurdles, linking these experiences to the
findings in the existing literature presented in the ‘Conceptual background’ section
above and the complex range of emotions described in the journaling for each event
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noted. This resulted in two main topics: ‘Embodiment and intimate hurdles’ and ‘Sys-
temic + Stigma = Systegmatic hurdles’.

Following the analysis below, | provide an account of the strategies of personal re-
sistance that | employed, with the aim of offering insights and possible suggestions
for researchers embarking on sex and sexuality research.

In presenting the results of this autoethnography, | acknowledge that some infor-
mation may lead to the identification of cited individuals as professors on my doctoral
board and as colleagues and friends. | have made every effort to ensure anonymity
to protect myself from potential accusations of libel, negative repercussions in the
workplace, and potential risks to my future academic career. The decision to speak
my truth is not taken naively and does not overlook the potential vulnerabilities or
impacts on the people involved, even when they are in positions of power. Rather, it
is the result of extensive reflection on the need to legitimise marginalised, stigmatised,
and delegitimised voices and knowledge productions both within academia and in
broader society. Analysis of the everyday experiences of sex and sexuality researchers
can be used to critique structural power systems and illuminate how they operate in
daily interactions, and this is not solely with the purpose of a callout and identification
of people involved in the situations (De Craene 2024). Above all, it is a commitment
to the political responsibility of reclaiming our spaces and voices, which are too often
silenced, marginalised, and demeaned within the academy and beyond (Keene 2022).

Findings and discussion

During my year-long ethnographic journey in the r/NoFap subreddit, | grappled with
challenges that questioned my research design academic posture, political stance,
personal life, gender identity, sexuality, and desire, and to which | had to respond
with various decisions. As described in the methodology section, I've grouped these
issues into two main clusters:

Embodiment and intimate hurdles: This section addresses the impact of my desires
and corporeality, considering the physical and mental repercussions and emotional
labour involved in engaging with gender, sex, and sexuality research.

Systemic + Stigma = Systegmatic hurdles: This section explores the challenges posed
by systematic stigma, discomfort, and delegitimisation in both institutional and

non-institutional contexts.

The first section of the findings, ‘Embodiment and Intimate Hurdles’, explores the
impact of conducting gender and sexuality research on my desires and corporeali-
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ty, the mental repercussions, and the difficulties of finding spaces to verbalise these
challenges and seek support. This is also a consequence of the structural omission of
emotions and the erotic, the ‘awkward surplus’, from academic research. The second
section addresses the systematic stigma encountered in both academic and non-ac-
ademic contexts, which | term ‘systegmatic’, a fusion of ‘systemic’ and ‘stigma’. This
term encapsulates the obstacles stemming from systematic stigma, discomfort, and
delegitimisation encountered within institutional (academic) settings and in non-in-
stitutional contexts (the social and familial spheres) as | navigate the landscape of
gender, sex, and sexuality research as an early career researcher. The third and final
section provides suggestions and insights on how to address and cope with these
hurdles as a transfeminist and positioned gender, sex, and sexuality researcher. As
Keene (2022: 15) argues, referring to the practice of sharing the difficulties of doing
‘dirty work’ in and beyond academia: ‘When sex and sexuality researchers provide
brave reviews of their research journeys, they help to illuminate the consequences
of doing dirty work, or detail how they survived them. This awareness-raising may
provide a sense of shared understanding or community for those of us researching
in the sex and sexuality space, but also help new scholars feel more prepared as they
commence risky research projects.’

Embodiment and intimate hurdles

The role of my desire and corporality emerged prominently during the research. My
body and the bodies of the participants were omnipresent in my ethnography, even
without their materiality. Shared images, specific trigger words, explicit stories from
members, and the stigmatisation and pathologisation of non-heteronormative sexual
practices all summoned my contradictory emotions, desires, and sexual fantasies into
the field. As noted by McLelland (2002) in his study on online gay culture in Japan,
the researcher inevitably responds physically, experiencing attraction or aversion to
the sexual narratives and images encountered. Cupples (2002) discussed how we
cannot escape our sexuality when we are positioned in the field, as it is an essential
aspect of our research journey that must be recognised and addressed.

My stance on pornography and masturbation came under scrutiny as the solitude
in a non-sex-positive environment significantly impacted my sexual desire and overall
sexual life, often proving to be detrimental. The fieldwork expanded my knowledge
of porn genres and sexual practices, most of which were unknown to me. | had to
document myself and search for definitions and visual representations of content la-
belled by the community as degenerate and unhealthy. The anti-porn atmosphere
combined with the expansion of my porn knowledge changed and interrogated my
porn consumption and my relationship with self-pleasure. Establishing clear bounda-
ries between myself and the material required considerable effort. Deliberately utilis-
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ing my body and self-pleasure became a means of resistance, particularly when con-
fronted with content that stigmatised my preferences as deviant. Additionally, there
was a deliberate reclaiming of the notion that both the content and | were considered
deviant, and it was possible to find pleasure in this reappropriation.

I do question my position in relation to pornography, my consumption of porn
material has changed drastically. It is hard not to be affected by the group tone.
| started to use the lanquage (like brain fog or the matrix) and the same humour.
(Fieldnotes, 05/04/2023)

Grauerholz et al. (2013) examine how, in traditional sociological ethnographies,
researchers feel hesitant to speak about about attraction in/during a research encoun-
ter and the management of related feelings. According to Adjepong (2022), this is
because researchers tend to conform to academic insistence on objectivity and pos-
itivism, demanding the suppression of feelings and challenging emotions in the field
as well as political stances. The author highlights how the erotic can be pervasive in
ethnography and that it involves not just sex or sexual intimacy between researchers
and interlocutors. Anima Adjepong (2022) describes it as an ineffable and powerful
energy that connects not just people and artefacts and that creates an exchange,
guiding our decisions and movements in the world. This does not mean that the
erotic always unveils as pleasure, but it means that it can be present in a full range
of emotions, including sadness, stress, anxiety, and disgust. Emotions such as anger,
pity, eroticism, desire, inadequacy, shock, frustration, and discomfort consistently
shaped my journey, and they need to be acknowledged and reflexively discussed.

In this regard, citing McLelland (2002), my exploration of the NoFap community,
although confined to my office or home, constituted an online journey with not just
physical but also mental repercussions, triggering anxiety, disgust, and discomfort.
Engaging with the community almost daily for a year proved to be mentally draining.
Confronting the prevailingly non-sex-positive atmosphere, the subtle hate speech,
and benevolent sexism posed significant challenges. Feeling compelled to address
and initiate reflections on the community’s language of hate and violence became
a point of necessity, although it was rarely well-received. Moreover, the subreddit is
pervaded with posts on anxiety, depression, and suicide, often reinforcing negative
emotional cycles and portraying a pessimistic, irretrievable view of human existence.
These posts often served as triggers for my own struggles with anxiety disorders
and depression.

So | decided to stay away from the field since this weekend was my birthday and
| took a bit of time off. It’s a cloudy morning and the light is unbearably white.
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It’s a rainy but humid May. A dear friend of mine is here with me, she will go
home in the late afternoon. The sub is constantly surrounded by negativity — it is
like a backdrop, an atmosphere, an omnipresent feeling that heavily affects me.
It is a negativity coupled with distrust in society, pain, and emotional distress.’
(Fieldnotes, 29/05/2023)

Indeed, navigating the fieldwork involved negotiating and carefully managing the
tension between pleasure and danger (Vance 1984), a challenge | struggled to ad-
dress and articulate in my research and writing.

‘Is my body resisting or indulging? Why is there more honour in resisting than
indulging? What if indulging is a form of resistance? My multiple pleasures will
save me.’ (Fieldnotes, 02/10/2023)

How not to get aroused? My desire is constantly triggered and my body is here
with me on the journey. [I] cannot do without it. At the same time, | am a bit
disqusted about these men talking about the feeling of the vagina dismantling
women’s bodles into pieces, using a metonym to refer to women’s bodies, re-
ducing their identity to it, reducing desire and pleasure to penetration, making
the idea of a woman and a vagina homogenous. (Fieldnotes 16/09/2023)

Building on the theories and insights from Irvine (2014) and Kulick and Wilson
(1995), Florian Voros (2015) argues that while sexuality and related emotions are
somewhat accepted when the scientific subject is embodied by others/by other peo-
ple, it poses a challenge for traditional social science when embodied by the research-
ers themselves. The attempt to create a clear distinction between embodied objects
and disembodied subjects does not align with the intricate and complex reality. This
complexity often results in self-dismissal, making it challenging to acknowledge how
the research has impacted me and to find spaces in which to verbalise these chal-
lenges and seek support.

I find [it] difficult to face what | feel, a rollercoaster of anger and resignation. To
name my emotions in the confusion, to legitimise them, to name their sources
as they are. There is violence there, there is fear. In the end, there is power and
it is excoriating. A scarification that | cannot have the pleasure to touch. (Field-
notes, 29/11/2023)

Anima Adjepong (2022) refers to the omission of the erotic, emotions, and uncom-
fortable instances from research as an ‘awkward surplus’. They are edited out because
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they are believed to disclose too much about the researcher’s personal considera-
tions, comfort, and well-being, ultimately impacting the goodness and soundness of
the research. This occurs within the context of an erotophobic academy (De Craene
2024) that diminishes and dismisses radical reflexivity by refusing to acknowledge
the central role of the researcher in shaping knowledge, especially regarding erotic/
sexual/sexualised interactions, emotions, and desires (De Craene 2024). This work
demonstrates the pervasiveness of this ‘awkwardness’ in the production of knowl-
edge, both within and beyond the ethnographic research conducted during my PhD
years, and its impact on the research, its trajectories, and the life of the researcher
as an agent within the field. Acknowledging this helps expand our understanding of
the mechanisms of knowledge production and embraces the complexity of a reality
where emotions and experiences cannot be edited out and massively contribute to
the structuring of reality. Therefore, it is necessary to acknowledge that production
is always situated and positioned and thus necessarily ‘partial’ — partial in the sense
of being non-objective and without claims of universality.

In this regard, Haraway, in ‘Simians, Cyborgs, and Women: The Reinvention of Na-
ture’ (1991), dismantles the idea of the existence of pure and objective knowledge:
all knowledge is historically, contextually, and personally situated. Haraway proposes
an epistemological alternative to the objectivism typical of western sciences and the
abstraction of philosophical cultural relativism. This methodological approach departs
from the scientific narratives of western cultures, which traditionally link objectivity
to relational distance, transcendence, and the division between the acting subject
and the object of investigation. Situating what is being studied allows us to localise
it and to hold the subjects and objects involved in the discursive and material con-
struction of knowledge accountable. Consequently, partiality, rather than universal-
ity, becomes the condition for rationalising complex and contradictory knowledge,
moving away from simplistic claims and embracing the ‘partly understood’ (Haraway
1988). Localising and situating mean embracing a certain degree of vulnerability and
resisting the closure and finiteness of assumed knowledge. The seemingly objectivi-
ty of situated knowledge is thus a categorical rejection of a ‘simplification in the last
instance’ (Haraway 1988: 590). For Haraway (1988), the translation of the social is
always interpretative, critical, and partial. This interpretation of social data is primarily
political: on one hand, theoretical critique problematises the social and relational re-
ality in which we are immersed, the knowledge of phenomena, and the assumptions
according to which we structure our understanding; on the other hand, it considers
the researcher’s viewpoint, their positioning, and the theoretical and methodological
choices applied, to be fundamental. Therefore, the decision to write this article and
include this auto-ethnographic section in my doctoral thesis, from which this work
is derived, stems from a political stance aimed at legitimising emotions and desires
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and making visible what is commonly labelled in the academic world as ‘research
surplus’. In this way, this surplus is finally dignified to the category of the thinkable
and therefore existent, recognising its significant impact on knowledge, its produc
ers, and its consumers.

Systemic + Stigma = Systegmatic Hurdles

While | was seemingly prepared to encounter emotional hurdles, what | failed to an-
ticipate, rather naively, was the extent of the pervasive delegitimisation and stigma
within and beyond my professional environment, encroaching upon my social net-
works/circles and identity. Reflexive accounts of doing sex and sexuality research, as
a form of ‘dirty work’ (Hughes 1958; Irvine 2014), highlight how researchers in these
topics are vulnerable to experiencing stigma by contagion, being labelled ‘dirty work-
ers’ (Ashforth, Kreiner 2014). They are marginalised through institutionalised practices
within universities and circuits of knowledge production (Irvine 2014; Msibi 2014),
subjected to barriers and peculiar requests in review processes and publications (Ir-
vine 2014; Allen 2019), and trivialised by colleagues (Fahs, Plante, McClelland 2017),
impacting teaching and career progression (Irvine, McCormack 2014). The stigma
also extends outside academia and work-related contexts (Attwood 2010), result-
ing in personal consequences such as discrimination and online abuse (Javaid 2020),
gendered experiences of sexualisation and objectification, hostility and aggression
(Keene 2022), and identity crises (Israel 2022; Keene 2022).

The academic stigmatisation surrounding the study of masturbation and porn con-
sumption became evident early, during my project colloquiums, where | found myself
compelled to justify why | chose to investigate the NoFap practice specifically, facing
resistance and scepticism from white cis-male professors regarding the legitimacy of
my research. | was repeatedly asked to explain why | specifically chose to explore the
construction of masculinity and sexuality through a practice related to pornography
and masturbation, and why | didn‘t opt for something more ‘acceptable’ and ‘main-
stream’. This painful experience persisted when | was met with giggles every time
I mentioned the word ‘masturbation’ during my presentations. Additionally, there was
a request that | sanitise my language in my presentation and the provocative title, as
they were deemed too ‘evocative’ and ‘eccentric’. Similarly, the aforementioned un-
comfortable behaviour manifested in the opposite way during conferences, where
male professors and scholars expressed excessive enthusiasm about my project. They
engaged in personal oversharing, assuming | was comfortable discussing both my
and their personal solo sexual experiences, irrespective of the power dynamics and
gendered status of the interaction. Janice Irvine explains how the common experi-
ence of women-socialised sociologists researching sex and sexuality is being sexual-
ised in the workplace, ‘producing stereotypically gendered expectations about their
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desires and availability’ (2018a: 18). The explicit statements from these scholars and,
less often, precarious colleagues highlighted how my project was considered ‘cool’
because it introduced something ‘spicy’ and ‘sexy’ into the academic discussion.
As Keene argues (2022), sexuality research is claimed to bring more ‘enjoyment’ to
research, but this fun is then offset by trivialisation, mockery, and the undermining
of the seriousness of the work, both within and outside of academia (Fahs, Plante,
McClelland 2017). | experienced Fahs, Plante, and McClelland’s (2017) description of
doing critical sexuality studies as engaging in work that is simultaneously trivialised
and fetishised because it is deemed easy, enjoyable, sexy, and not meaningful. These
experiences reveal the academic boundaries and gendered power relations in defining
which topics, methods, and bodies can be considered legitimate in research in the
context of the machist and masculinist academic structures and politics of science
and knowledge production (De Craene 2024). At the same time, my reluctance to
oppose or sanction discomforting situations and the strategic exploitation of certain
subordinate positions has led to a sense of not being taken seriously and feeling sex-
ualised or stereotyped as the kinky, sexually open researcher. While | embrace this
definition as constitutive of my personal identity when | feel | am in safe spaces to
counteract the stigma, it cannot be imposed by external privileged and ‘powerful’
subjects, nor can it constitute an assumption in professional interactions. This con-
stitutes processes of sexualisation by colleagues and scholars because of my research
topic and produces a ‘personification’ of the dirty work of sex research, externally
imposing upon the researcher the identity of a dirty worker themselves (Irvine 2018a)
and confusing a person’s professional life with their personal life (Fahs, Plante, Mc
Clelland 2017). This is why | dedicated my entire doctoral journey to finding confer-
ences and networks that felt relatively safe, avoiding troubling contexts or consciously
participating in them as a disruptive act, but refraining from interacting outside my
presentation to minimise the possible negative impact. | deliberately steered clear of
spaces where | might encounter individuals with delegitimising perspectives, aiming
instead to construct my own positive, supportive bubble. As Aliraza Javaid argues
(2020: 1222), ‘strategically avoiding certain places where certain identities are likely
to be unwelcome and deeply stigmatized can be life-saving’. Again, however, safety
is coupled with a form of conscious and painful self-silencing.

Moreover, this stigma extended beyond the academic sphere. It influenced peo-
ple’s perception of me outside the academic environment, significantly impacting
my life and further blurring the line between my personal and professional life to
the extent that, in certain contexts, my identity became tied to people’s perceptions
of my work. As discussed by Keene (2022), doing dirty projects implies, because of
the sociocultural stigma attached to them, that it is not just the participants of our
research who are under scrutiny, but we are as well. This results in both professional
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and personal costs (Fahs, Plante, McClelland 2017; Keene 2022). | have encountered
this in three distinct ways:

1. | faced dismissal and scepticism regarding the relevance of my research, primarily
from family, relatives, and adults, often accompanied by laughter and awkward-
ness. Over time, | engaged in ‘closeting practices’ (Irvine 2014: 649), steering away
from explicit terms like ‘masturbation’ and ‘pornography’ and opting for more
widely accepted and ‘neutral’ language such as ‘I am investigating the construction
of sexuality in male-dominated digital spaces’. | became progressively more hesi-
tant to share or disclose the nature of my work. However, this self-policing, often
resulting in self-censorship, done in an attempt to ensure my own safety and the
comfort of others, did not ultimately leave me feeling safe, happy, or comforta-
ble. Instead, | constantly found myself on alert, pressured to conform to societal
norms, ‘hyperaware of my surroundings’, and afraid of ‘ruining the mood’ or po-
tential attacks. This emotional labour has been, and continues to be, extremely
heavy taxing.

2. People who learned about my research through friends often categorised me as
an expert in male masturbation, men’s sexuality, and penile matters. This often
led to gendered and hypersexualised allusive jokes about my own sexuality and
assumptions about my sexual availability. Men were frequently obsessed with inter-
preting my words for signs of ‘sexual degeneracy’, attributing my interest in male
masturbation to questionable motives. On one occasion, an unknown individual
speculated that my fascination was rooted in Freudian penis envy. According to
him, this envy was so strong that it had turned into a desire to be a man, and that
must be why | am so fascinated with trying to understand men and what they
feel, and why my appearance does not fully align with ‘traditional femininity’. For
others, | am so into male masturbation simply because | crave it or because | am a
‘sex-obsessed’ person.

3. Friends introducing me as the ‘porn expert’, implying that | possess comprehen-
sive knowledge of all porn categories and insinuating that | am open to discus-
sions on topics ranging from their sexual interests to pornographic habits and
even inquiries about penis size. Establishing and maintaining boundaries became
a constant endeavour, extending beyond the confines of my fieldwork. As in the
case of Israel (2002), the association between myself and my research topic was
constantly attached to my identity, eventually becoming my identity. In “friendly’
contexts, my control over how much | wanted to share was limited by the choices
of others.
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Ultimately, assumptions were made by others as to why | had decided to pursue
this line of research (Javaid 2020). They wondered what it was my personal intimate
background story capable of explaining why | needed to engage in ‘this kind' of study
so far away from the norm. What was the skeleton in my closet?

Strategies to resist the stigma of doing dirty work within academia and
beyond

Throughout my PhD journey, from which the reflections in this article are drawn,
| grappled with a spectrum of emotions: sadness, disgust, anxiety, a feeling of being
overwhelmed, and a pervasive sense of unworthiness. My emotions and perceptions
permeated the data, and by recognising them | was able to dig into my strategies, con-
flicts, identity, and bodywork in the field. Above all, | experienced a profound anger,
not just concerned with the field, but also directed at the patriarchy and westernised
academia, and even within myself. Recognizing and reflexively addressing this anger
made me aware of its power. Anger allowed me to be conscious of these challenges,
and it puts me on the alert to take care of myself by finding an empowering way to
positively embrace it. This awareness served as a catalyst for me to empower myself,
fostering a motivation to imbue my research with political significance, and height-
ening my awareness of my position within the academic landscape and the direction
of my research. It compelled me to be fully present and engaged. To approach these
emotions, particularly anger, | first needed to understand them and then articulate
them in words. Firstly, reflexivity, as a fundamental practice rooted in feminist epis-
temologies of situated knowledge and knowledge production (Rose 2007; Harding
1991; Haraway 1991), played a fundamental role in helping me navigate and make
sense of my emotions and ultimately gain power over (and thanks to) them in and
beyond the field. Embracing feminist (auto)reflexivity, as outlined by Jordan (2018),
allowed me as an ethnographer to critically reflect on power dynamics, my position,
and my influence within and outside the field. This approach extends to considering
the notions of body, desire, and emotions as personal in the political. Secondly, poetry
immensely helped in not only facilitating the reflexive process of understanding these
emotions but also embodying a tangible manifestation of that understanding. Inspired
by Lea Dorion’s reflections (2021) on Audre Lorde’s (2019) cultivation of the writing
moment as an emancipatory process, | embarked on a journey into the transformative
potential of poetry as a place where the power dynamics can be subverted and the
ethical constraints of silence can be surpassed. Lorde (2017) describes the politics of
poetry as a unigue form of expression capable of articulating profound and oppres-
sive emotions. Throughout the research process, within and beyond the fieldwork,
poetry became a source of solace and empowerment. It played a particularly crucial
role in reclaiming a voice that was deliberately muted by my decision to withhold my
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identity within the group. Subsequently, this voice was further marginalised or del-
egitimised as a result of a combination of internal and systemic constraints. Poetry,
in this context, emerged as a transformative force, enabling me to not only confront
but also overcome the deliberate silencing and delegitimisation and thereby reclaim
agency and expression in my research narrative.

Poetry was crucial during my lonely PhD journey, and it proved to be essential,
although not always sufficient, in the context of my research on sexuality. Through
this experience, I've come to realise that supportive collective actions are essential for
sex and sexuality researchers so that they can at least diminish or share the burden
of these personal and systemic shortcomings. Below | present a non-exhaustive list
of practical suggestions, with the awareness that transformative actions cannot be
merely individual but are necessarily structural and collective:

My first suggestion is to connect with fellow scholars and researchers in Gender
and Sexuality Studies to help you discover people who may help in addressing some
of these challenges and to gain insights from their experiences (Keene 2022).

My second suggestion, in conformity with Keene (2022) is that when it is possible
to do so and when done as institutional and not independent research, you should
secure strong and supportive supervision and foster relationships with your ‘mentors’
that enable open discussions about the emotional hurdles inherent in researching
sex and sexuality.

My third suggestion is to explore the opportunity to discover a collective feminist
space within the university or your local community and nowadays even online. Seek
out a supportive environment where individuals share a commitment to feminist prin-
ciples. These spaces are more likely to provide meaningful discussions, collaboration,
exchanges of ideas, and support.

Within certain collective or feminist spaces, there may be opportunities to engage
in informal debriefing sessions or access mental health support. These resources are
often equipped with the language and tools necessary to address issues surrounding
power dynamics, gender, and sexuality. These spaces can provide a valuable outlet
for individuals to discuss and process the challenges they may encounter in these
domains, and can offer a supportive environment that acknowledges and addresses
these challenges.

Conclusion

To conclude, | acknowledge the unavoidable partiality of my experience. However,
| believe it speaks of broader systematic and systemic dilemmas, doubts, and short-
comings in the ethnographic study of sexuality, especially within male-dominated
spaces, both online and offline. Situating myself in this framework, | echo Keene's
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(2022) call for researchers to openly share their journeys, illuminating the consequenc-
es of engaging in ‘dirty work’ and offering prospective researchers a more informed
perspective on potentially 'risky’ projects. Moreover, as discussed by De Craene (2024),
it is essential to shed light on the context in which we conduct and write research
to illuminate how power relations, institutional academic structures, and everyday
practices privilege certain forms of knowledge production by stigmatising, silencing,
delegitimising, or dismissing others. However, as illustrated in this paper, exposing
oneself as a sex researcher or a sexademic, exposing emotions and potential vulner-
abilities, involves significant personal and professional risks, challenges, and forms
of both material and symbolic violence and oppression. In the literature, as well as in
my experience, sex research has a long history of being considered unscientific and
still generates academic and societal distrust, stigma, and delegitimation. Indeed, this
paper serves not only as a reflection but as a call to action, emphasising the impera-
tive need for a supportive community within the realm of sex and sexuality research.
Such a community can foster a shared understanding that can guide those embarking
on demanding research endeavours like mine. Following Keene (2022), recognising
the need for a supportive space, my ultimate aspiration is to foster an environment
that cares for and supports an understanding of stigmatised topics related to sex and
sexuality. Let’s create a safe space for the dirty to thrive! This community already has
a possible name: in the direction of a political demand, we can reappropriate and
resignify the name ‘dirty workers’, which we proudly are because we decide and we
choose to be so, and because sex and sexuality exist as a central and legitimate part
of human existence.

Once we realise that we are exposing ourselves through our work, we can feel fear
for ourselves. Yet, as Audre Lorde (2017) powerfully epitomized, the transformation
of silence into language produces fear because it is an act of self-revelation, and this
is always fraught with danger. In the end, Lorde’s profound wisdom resonates: ‘Our
silence will not save us’ (Lorde 1984).
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Americka maskulinita pod tlakem zmén
Ondyfej Frunc

Besen-Cassino, Y., Cassino, D. 2022. Gender Threat: American Massculinity in the Face
of Change. Stanord: Stanford University Press.

Yasemin Besen-Cassino a Dan Cassino se ve své publikaci zaméruji na zachyceni za-
kladnich strategif, kterymi muzi v USA kompenzuji zmény ve vnimani své maskulini-
ty. Cerpaji z velkého mnoZstvi kvantitativnich i kvalitativnich dat a nastiriuji zakladnf
prehled strategii, které je mozné v dalSich vyzkumech vyrazné rozsifit a dale tak pro-
hloubit znalosti o smérech, kterymi se rlizni muzi vydavaji, pokud citi ohrozeni vlastni
maskulinity. Kniha Gender Threat: American Masculinity in the Face of Change (2022)
je aktualnim textem ke studiu maskulinity v USA. Véfim, Ze sledovanim myslenek
autor(l se mlizeme inspirovat ve vyzkumu maskulinity v Evropé i v Ceské republice.

V prvni stati Besen-Cassino a Cassino popisuji ohrozeni muzské identity a upfesnuji,
z jakych pozic vychazeji a z jakych budou ve svém textu maskulinitu zkoumat. Autofi
uvadéji, Zze muzi v USA véfi, Ze svét stoji ekonomicky, socialné a politicky proti nim.
To ov3em vyvraceji data — 80 procent amerického kongresu je stale obsazeno muzi,
muzi maji vyssi platy nez Zeny za stejnou praci a vsech 45 prezidentd USA byli muzi.

41 procent muz participujicich na vyzkumu rika, Ze se citi aspori lehce utlacovani.
Vira v to, ze muzi jsou dnes znevyhodnéni, je podle autorské dvojice sice nepodloze-
na, ale zakotvena v redlnych pocitech a v tom, jak muzi vnimaji sami sebe a svou roli
doma, v praci a ve spole¢nosti. Ve spole¢nosti jejich privilegia pomalu mizi a nejsou
tak jednoznacna, jako byla dfive. Pokud byli muzi na vrcholu nékolik tisic let, i maly
pohyb k rovnosti mize byt pocitovan jako diskriminace.

Kli¢ k pochopeni muzského pocitu ztracejici se pldy pod nohama nespociva dle
autorského dua v pohybu k rovnosti. Jde podle nich spise o sdilené predstavy o tom,
co znamena byt muzem. Pokud autofi mluvi o genderové identité, mysli tim konstruk-
ci viry muzd ve zvyky a chovani, které je délaji muzi. Tu vnimaji autofi oddélené od
osobni sexuality, ktera je pro né blize biologické charakteristice.

Autofi ukazuji, ze koncepce muzského genderu, kterou muzi udrzuji, je zarover
flexibilni i velmi kfehka. Flexibilni, protoZe za spravné situace jsou muzi schopni opus-
tit aspekty svoji genderové identity, ktera nefunguje, a bez vétsich obtizi je nahradit.
Napfiklad si uvédomuji, Ze uz nejsou vladci svych doméacnosti, a kompenzuji to na-
priklad nakupem strelnych zbrani, chozenim do kostela nebo travenim ¢asu se svymi
détmi. Na druhou stranu je ki'ehkd, pokud muzi nedostoji pozadavklm svého gende-
ru. Autofi navazuji na West a Zimmeman ve vnimani toho, ze muzi ,,délaji” gender,
performuiji maskulinitu ve své kazdodennosti.
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Uz prvni sociologové a psychologové — napfiklad Alfred Adler — pfemysleli o této
ohroZené identité jako o hlubokém existencionalnim ohrozeni muzd. Kniha se tak
zaméruje na situace, které muzi vnimaji jako ohrozeni vlastni maskulinni genderové
identity, a dale zkouma, jak muZi upravuji své chovani a navyky, aby toto ohrozeni
kompenzovali.

Prvni ¢ast knihy autofi vénuji praci a ekonomické situaci. Tvrdi, Ze recese v letech
2008-2009 méla na muze dispropor¢ni vliv. Mark Pery, profesor ekonomie na Uni-
versity of Michigan-Flint, o tom referoval jako o ,mancession”. Podle dat Brookings
Institutions Hamilton Project 70 procent ztracenych pracovnich mist bylo obsazeno
muzi, nezaméstnanost muzl se zvysila ze 4 na 11 procent, 6 miliond muzd v USA
pfislo o praci. Pro muze také trvala krize déle. Muzi byli zaméstnani v cyklickych pro-
fesich, jako jsou stavebnictvi, vyroba a financni sluzby, které byly nejvice zasazeny
recesi. Zeny byly naproti tomu zaméstnany ve sluzbach, a tak recesf tolik netrpégly.

Besen-Cassino a Cassino dokladaji data o masivnim navyseni stresu v muzské popu-
laci USA. Muzi prozivaji dopady krize o to hife, o co méné jsou zasazeny Zeny. MuZi
v krizi vydélavaji méné nez Zeny, ale mysli si, Ze by méli vydélavat vic. Jsou naStvani
a urazeni. To viechno, dle autord, akcelerovalo krizi identity. Zaroven zeny ekono-
micky i socialné posiluji a blizi se k rovnosti. Zeny maiji hlavni p¥ijem ve 42 procentech
rodin. Z hlediska dosazeného vysokoskolského vzdélani tvofi zeny 57 procent bakala-
r0, 59 procent magistrl a 52 procent doktord... Stale v3ak zUstava rozdil v majetku
a prijmech ve vysi 10-20 procent. Napfiklad vétSina zen dokoncuje doktorské studi-
um, ale jejich zastoupeni mezi profesory je nizké.

Muzské biologické vyhody se vSak do budoucna smazavaji. V dnesni ekonomice uz
nejsou muzi lépe pfipraveni. Autorské duo pripomina Connel, ktera fika, ze chovani
obsazené v hegemonni maskulinité nutné konstruuje maskulinitu jako omnipotentni
nebo podfizujici Zeny a funguje jako nastroj udrzovani nerovnosti. Autofi ale mluvi
o tom, Ze vyse zminéné neplati pro vsechny muze, a zaméruji se na alternativni mas-
kulinity a jejich konstrukce

V knize Package deal, Mariage, Work and Faterhood in Mans live antropolog Ni-
colas Townsend definuje moderni maskulinitu v USA jako zaloZenou na 4 pilifich:
otcovstvi, manzelstvi, vlastnictvi domova a zaméstnani. Vzajemné se tyto struktury
podporuji a prolinaji. Jeden z ¢estnych zplsobl vyporadavani se s timto tématem je
alternativni maskulinita.

KdyZ jako muzi nejsou schopni prezentovat a naplfiovat obecné pfijimané pred-
stavy o vlastni maskulinité, hledaji jiné cesty. Nékteré jsou pro spole¢nost vyhodné,
napriklad zvysena empatie k otcovstvi, nékteré vsak maladaptivni, napriklad sexualni
obtézovani v praci, vlastnéni zbrani atd.

V nékolika nasleduijicich statich se autofi vénuji jednotlivym kategoriim, jak se muzi
snazi kompenzovat svou maskulinitu. Jedna se o kategorie nabozenstvi, drzeni zbrani
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a sledovani pornografie. Podle autorského dua jsou tyto kategorie odpovédi na ge-
nderovou vyzvu na Urovni kazdodennosti i v politické roviné v USA.

V kategorii ndboZenstvi autofi analyzuji komunitu ,,Promis Keepers”, v niz muzi hle-
daji pozici leadera, ktera je jim odeprena v domacnosti, skrze cirkev. Tato strategie se
vymezuje proti gay muzdm a proti feminismu. Muzi, kteff citi, Ze jejich hodnota mizi, se
tak skrze hledani dalSiho prostoru k nabyvani moci snazi udrzet svou dominantni pozici.

DalSi pozorovanou strategif je domaci drzeni zbrani: Dle autor( zde mdzeme sle-
dovat pfimou Uméru: ¢im se muzi citi méné mocni, tim vic zbrani nakupuiji. Zaroveri
krivka nadkupu zbrani dle dat autorského dua nekoreluje s kriminalitou, ale zcela jas-
né s muzskou nezaméstnanosti. Muzi, ktefi vyhledavaiji tuto alternativu, vnimaji sebe
sama jako ,hodné kluky, co chrani komunitu proti migrantiim,” a ¢asto také mluvi
o ochrané pred vladou a jeji korupci.

Jako dalsi strategii identifikuji autofi sledovani pornografie, ve které dominuiji zeny,
a pozoruji zde dal3f pfimou Uméru: ¢im hdfe se muzi citi, tim ,tvrdsi” pornografii si
podle nich dopravaji, aby si potvrdili svou dominanci nad Zenami.

Posledni ¢ast knihy, vénuijici se alternativni maskulinité, tedy nadéjepIngjsi ¢asti pro
budoucnost, mize byt pro soucasné muze nejpfinosnéjsi. Besen-Cassiono a Cassiono
zahajuji své Uvahy o alternativni maskulinité u promény pfistupu americkych muz
k vafeni a dalSim domacim pracim.

Podle autord zménu pohledu muzd na vareni prinesla popkultura, konkrétné ku-
charska soutéz Iron Chef, svého druhu prvni, kterou sledovali ve vyznamné mire
i muzi. Tato soutéz prezentovala vareni jako maskulinni, nikoli Zenské. Myti nadobf zG-
stalo, prekvapivé, i po Uspé&chu Iron Chefa stale Zenskou doménou. Slo ziejmé o prvni
vlastovku, kterd pfiblizila domaci prace maskulinité, nicméné jen za velmi specifickych
podminek. Nezaméstnani muzi v USA totiz stale vétsinové neciti, Ze vafeni a domaci
prace jsou soucastf jejich maskulinity.

Zaroven Zeny, které doma maji nezaméstnaného muze, by ocenily délbu domaci
prace. Nezaméstnani muzi jsou na jednu stranu pod velkym tlakem své vlastni identity,
na druhou stranu by si jejich zeny praly, aby se vice zapojovali v domacnosti, pokud
nechodi do prace. To ale mlZze byt s predstavami o maskulinni identité v rozporu.
Ztrata prace je rovna konci identity a domaci prace tuto krizi jesté podpofi. Dle au-
torského dua se jedna o jeden z nejcastéjSich dlvodl rozvodl v USA.

Alternativni maskulinity prinaseji ale i jiné cesty a pohledy. Domaci prace je pro né-
které muze dokladem vlastnich kvalit jako dobrého partnera a otce. Zarovers mohou
vlastnim prikladem inspirovat déti. Existuje tedy alternativa? Cast muzd to tak vnima:
Byt dobrym otcem, ukazovat détem, ze domdaci prace jsou i zabava, jit prikladem
a ucit se spolu nové véci vnimaji jako znak své maskulinity a jeji kvality.

Otcovstvi je jeden z hlavnich obsahl maskulinity v USA. Otcové vydélavaji vice pe-
néz a travi v praci vice ¢asu nez bezdétni muzi, po praci si s détmi hraji a emocné se
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s nimi sblizuji. Autorské duo si proto klade otdzku, zda alternativou neni také vétsi
pfitomnost muzd v domacnosti, kterad by vedla k mensim pocitdm osaméni a Uzkosti
u Zzen s détmi a zaroven by mohla pomoci prekonat i vy3si ekonomické naklady spo-
jené s vychovou déti.

Alternativni otci zpovidani autory knihy zaroven vypovidaji v rozhovorech o tom, Ze
se jim hare socializuje, protoze je pro né sloZité zapadnout do rodi¢ovské komunity
tvorené vétSinou matkami.

Z vyzkumu se také ukazuje, Ze nejpfiméjsi cestou k empatizaci s Zenami a nacha-
zeni cest k alternativni maskulinité jsou dcery. A¢ muzi nechtéji opoustét negativni
aspekty hegemonni maskulinity, jako otcové zacinaji s zenami empatizovat. Zacinaji
se zabyvat tim, jak zlepSit svét a ucinit ho rovnocennym. To je zaroven, podle autor(,
jedina cesta z krize maskulinity — aktivismus muzd a boj za rovnopravnost, skrze kte-
ry muzi nebudou pouze hledat obranné strategie pro sebe sama, ale budou systém
ménit tak, aby byl spravedlivy v¢i viem.

Jak tedy podle autord vypada budoucnost? Na jednu stranu konci obdobi ekono-
mické dominance muz0. Na druhou stranu v politické i ve vSech dalSich oblastech
muzi nadale drzi své pozice.

Jako pfinosnou a inspirativni vnimam v publikaci sifi pouzitych dat, predevsim téch
kvantitativnich. Je také zajimavé, Ze vétSina maladaptivnich strategii byla dokladana
prave kvantitativnimi daty, zatimco strategie alternativni maskulinity byly prozkouma-
vany predevsim skrze rozhovory.

Kniha predstavuje pokus dlsledné sledovat, jak muzi v USA v ménicim se svété rea-
guji na svou vlastni predstavu maskulinity a jak ji upravuji. Jedna se o uzite¢nou a inspi-
rativni prezentaci rlznych pfikladd tohoto procesu. Zarover kniha predstavuje vyzvu
pro budouci vyzkum, ktery by na ni v budoucnost mohl navazat a téma dale rozsifit.

Stiznost jako predmét fenomenologické analyzy i nastroj
institucionalni kritiky

Magdaléna Michlova

Ahmed, S. 2021. Complaint! Durham: Duke University Press.

Saru Ahmed asi neni tfeba ¢tenarstvu genderové zaméreného periodika dlouze pred-

stavovat. Za explicitni zminku na Uvod vsak mozna stoji formalni obrat, ke kterému
profesorka gender studies z britské Goldsmiths, University of London, a proponent-
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ka queer fenomenologie a teoreticka afektu nedavno dospéla: poté, co vysly najevo
pfipady genderové podminéného nasili na domovské univerzité a nete¢nost, se kte-
rou se k nim pfistupovalo, opustila na protest akademii a veskerou svou publikac¢ni
¢innost docasné nasmérovala na svlj blog s ndzvem feministikilljoys. Ptidala se tak
mezi podobné frustrované a demotivované akademicky*ky, které*¥i instituci sice
opustily*i, ale nadale verejné déni komentovaly*i na alternativnich platformach, jako
je tfeba vlastni blogova doména. Zatimco Marku Fisherovi, politickému filozofovi,
kterého deprese a frustrace systémem dohnala az k sebevrazdg, vysel sbornik az in
memoriam, Sara Ahmed svij editovany vybér blogovych pfispévkl v knizni podobé
vydala v minulém roce (v originale The Feminist Killjoy Handbook: The Radical Poten-
tial of Getting in the Way vydalo nejprve nakladatelstvi Allen Lane, poté Seal Press
a v letoSnim roce i Penguin Books).

Jestlize je blogovani antitezi k akademickému psani a publikovani, Complaint! pfed-
stavuje jejich syntézu. Ahmed v monografii propojuje ddkladnou analyzu vlastnich
etnografickych dat se ¢tenarstvu pristupnym a veskrze osobnim licenim. Takovy zanr
se, nastésti pro priznivkyné*ce poetické antropologie, v poslednich letech rozrista: jak
pise Alma Gottlieb ve své stati Why do | write anthropology? Why do you? A manifes-
to for prioritizing passion and poetry as we scale up for social justice (2023), subjek-
tivitu vyzkumnice*ika uz nejen respektujeme, ale od spolecenské védy pfimo oceka-
vame. Své vlastni zkusenosti s poskytovanim feministického ucha (viz dale) preziviim
a prihlizejicim nasili Ahmed protkava sirsi spolecenskou kritikou a daleko nad ramec
nenormativniho védeckého badani formuluje apel: instituce musf brat stiznosti vazné.

Jako akademickéa pracovnice plsobila Ahmed pres dvacet let, nejprve jako profesor-
ka Zenskych studif na Lancasterské univerzité a poté jako profesorka rasovych a kul-
turdlnich studif a feditelka Centra pro feministicky vyzkum na Goldsmiths, odkud na
konci roku 2016 odesla. Vyzkum, ktery tvori jddro monografie Complaint!, zahajila
jesté pred svou rezignadi, ale pravé svym odchodem z akademie mu umoznila opustit
zaprasené zdi univerzity a proniknout do verejného diskurzu.

Rezignaci na svou funkci na Goldsmiths oznamila Ahmed prostfednictvim pfispév-
ku na svém blogu 30. kvétna 2016: ,Ted nenf vhodna chvile na to, abych dlouze vy-
svétlovala, jak jsem k tomuto rozhodnuti dospéla. (...) Reknu jen to, Ze odstupuji na
protest proti netec¢nosti vici problému sexualniho obtézovani. Rezignuiji, protoze si
tato prace vyzadala pfilis mnoho. (...)

Rezignace je zélezitosti feminismu. (...) Obcas je néjakou situaci potfeba opustit
z feministickych ddvodd. At uz skon¢im kdekoli, budu feministkou. (...) Budu odlamo-
vat zdi, kousek po kousku.” 27. srpna pak navazala pfispévkem s titulkem ,Rezignace
je zéleZitosti feminismu”. Mimo jiné v ném dodava: ,Zit feministicky Zivot znamena
byt feministkou i v praci. Byt feministkou v praci znamena snazit se organizace, které
nas zaméstnavaji, proménit. Tato pomérné zfejma skutecnost ma nékteré vymluv-
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né dusledky. KdyZ se snazime otrast zdmi domu, otfdsame také zaklady své vlastni
existence.”

Kritika vlastni instituce ma sva uskali i vyhody: ¢lovék tak trochu feZze vétev, na
které sam sedi. Takovéa praxe ale ukryva i subverzivni (podvratny) potencial. Sre¢ko
Horvat (2017), chorvatsky filozof a aktivista, hovofi o subverzi jako o zasadnim me-
chanismu pro zpochybriovani dominantnich ideologii a mocenskych struktur. A pres-
né to Ahmed v Complaint! déla: zpochybriuje samotné zaklady institucionalni moci
a samoucelnost, ktera ji ¢asto obklopuje. Zkoumanim toho, jak vlastni instituce resi
stiznosti tykajici se diskriminace a nasili, odhaluje nesoulad mezi deklarovanymi za-
vazky k rozmanitosti a skute¢nymi postupy, které nasili udrzuji. D4razem na konkrétni
institucionalni selhani narusuje Ahmed predstavu loajality k instituci a nabada ostat-
ni, aby struktury a praktiky, jichZ jsou soucasti, spise zpochybriovali, neZ aby na nich
nekriticky participovali.

Ahmed se do podobné kritiky nepustila poprvé. V roce 2012 publikovala mono-
grafii s ndzvem On Being Included: Racism and Diversity in Institutional Life, v niz
shrnuje poznatky z rozhovor( s osobami povérenymi agendou diverzity pfi univer-
zitach a vysvétluje, proc jsou instituce vUci této praci mnohdy rezistentni. Bolestny
nesoulad Ahmed spatfuje v propasti mezi symbolickym zavazkem instituce diverzitu
(genderovou, etnickou, rasovou aj.) podporovat na strané jedné a redlnou zkusenosti
osob diverzitu ztélesnujicich na strané druhé. Institucionalni zavazky se v tomto svétle
stavaji non-performativy: nedélaji, co hlasaji.

Complaint! je, jak Ahmed sama tvrdi (s. 22), jak knihou o stiZznosti, tak knihou
o univerzité jako takové: o univerzité presahujici jedno konkrétni fyzické prostiedi
nebo néci afiliaci. A stejné tak i o praci na univerzité. Ze stranek Complaint! srsi vira
Ahmed v potencial univerzity coby prostiedi tak otevieného, pecujiciho a kritického,
jak je jen v mezich staleti staré instituce mozné. Jako z ostatné kazdé jeji publikace
je z Complaint! znat autorcino balancovani mezi (misty az ve frustraci Ustici) kritikou
struktur, jichZ je soucasti, a pevné viry v jejich radikalni proménu. Stiznost povazuje
za predmét fenomenologie instituce (s. 19), coz je klicovy moment knihy, ktery v3ak
¢tenarstvo znalé jejich predchozich publikaci — zejména Queer fenomenologie (v orig.
Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others vyd. Duke University Press
v 1. 2006) — asi neprekvapi. Takovy prfedmét je ¢aste¢né negativné vymezeny: tato
jeho &ast je jako kus ledovce ukryty pod vodou. Jeho negace spociva v tichu a Ahmed
jej chape coby nedilnou soucast analyzy: ,Naslouchat stiznosti znamena naslouchat
tichu: tomu, co neni feceno, co neni vykonano, s ¢im se nic nedéla.”

S cilem poodhalit to, jak s moci nakladaiji ti, kteff ji disponuji, zkouma Ahmed zpU-
soby a dUsledky toho, jak jsou osoby podavajici institucim stiznosti konstruovany jako
stézovatelky*é. Snazi se vysvétlit, proc jsou jen nékteré stiznosti v ramci vsech poda-
nych skute¢né vyslyseny, respektive za jakych okolnosti: pokud jsou povazovany za
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pochazejici od spravnych lidi — téch, ktefi neohrozuiji institucionalni status quo, dob-
rou poveést univerzity nebo pfimo pozici nékterych akademik*c¢ek). Tvrdi, Ze ,vnimat
nékoho jako stézujici*ho si predstavuje efektivni zplsob, jak ji*ej znevazit”. Nazna-
Cuje, Ze byt pokladan*a za osobu, ktera si jen stéZuje nebo pordd na néco stézuje,
vybizi k tomu nevénovat tolik pozornosti samotnému obsahu stiznosti. Do kontrastu
s neddslednymi, nebo dokonce (stézovatelky*e) retraumatizujicimi institucionalni me-
chanismy — a s cilem pochopit stranu stézovatelek*{ — pak stavi svou metodu femi-
nistického ucha, kterou jako soucast feministické pedagogiky poprvé predstavila uz
v knize Living a Feminist Life (2017): , Byt feministickym uchem znamena naslouchat
tomu, kdo nenf slyset (...)."” (s. 20)

Jestlize je feministické ucho Ahmed metodou, Complaint! predstavuje pomérné
ucelenou metodologii, v rdmci které upozornuje mimo jiné tfeba na dllezitost fyzic-
kého prostredi, ze kterého je vyzkumny rozhovor veden. ,Béhem nasi konverzace
— dost intenzivni a ndro¢né konverzace — na nas stll pfistala beruska. ,Jé, podivejte,
beruska!’ V nahravce je slySet nase beruskou zaujaté zvatlani: ,Ta je krasna, ta je roz-
kosna!” A pak mé, jak fikam: ,Ale ne, ted se prevratila na zada.' Potom zase Zenu, se
kterou jsem rozhovor vedla: ,Jednu mou zndmou osobu nedavno beruska pokousala.’
Ajanato: ,Berusky kousou? Nevypadaiji jako stvorenti, kterd by kousala.” A pak smich.
Beruska se k nam jesté nékolikrat béhem konverzace vratila, na coz jsme pokazdé se
zajmem poukazaly. Poslech téchto nahranych svédectvi mi pfipomnél, jak jsou roz-
ptyleni ddlezitd a cenna,” li¢ci Ahmed v Complaint! (s. 11-12). Z vlastnich zkusenosti,
které s vedenim vyzkumnych rozhovord ma, vyvozuije klicovou roli fyzického prostredi
jako takového a predmétl v ném: jak mohou okna nebo dvefe v mistnosti, ze kte-
ré je rozhovor veden, upomenout vyzkumné partnerstvo k jinym oknlm ¢&i dvefim
jinych mistnosti, zkratka: jak mohou prfedméty podnécovat vypovédi a konverzace?
To, co nas v pfitomnosti obklopuje, se mdze stat ,referen¢nim bodem” (s. 12) na-
pomocnym pfi snaze popsat udalosti v minulosti. Za nejzajimavéjsi z pfedmétd ve
své analyze poklada dvere a vénuje jim celou jednu kapitolu knihy. Li¢i predevsim to,
v jakych souvislostech se objevuji napfic¢ rozhovory, které vedla: , Jestlize nas stiznosti
poucuji o dvefich, dvefe nas poucuji o moci: komu je instituci umoznovano a komu
zabrariovano se jimi nékam dostat.” (s. 25)

Ahmed pise poeticky a ponékud tajemné. Complaint! je ostatné dilem popularizac-
nim textem s potencidlem oslovit 3irsi publikum. Hlavni vyzkumné otézky stojici v jeho
jadru je ale presto mozné identifikovat — je jich hned nékolik a obcas pfipominaji spise
uzel nez Uhlednou sadu. Ahmed v Complaint! zkouma, jak jsou stiznosti na pfipady
genderové podminéného nasili zastavovany nebo potlacovany systémem, ktery je
zde od toho, aby je fesil. Pta se viak rovnéz i po tom, jaké zazitky a zkusenosti vedly
osoby k tomu, Ze nad stiznosti jako nastrojem dobrani se spravedinosti v rdmci insti-
tuce zacaly zvazovat. Zkouma také zpUsoby, kterymi si lidé stézuji, co pro né stiznos-
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ti znamenaji a k ¢emu jim slouZzi. Na vSechny z otdzek pak hledd odpovédi hluboko
ve struktufe — v moci, kterou nejen univerzita, ale obecné kazda instituce disponuije.
S pomérné ambicidzni zméti otazek vsak stale zachazi opatrné a obratné a k problému
tak komplikovanému dUsledné nacrtava schéma, které Ize sledovat jako ¢ervenou nit
— byt s trochou vlastniho Usili ¢tenarstva pouceného predevsim fenomenologif a insti-
tucionalni kritikou, coz ¢aste¢né rozporuje autorcin cil poslouzit knihou Sirsimu zajmu.
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Stfedni a vychodni Evropa ve stfedu zajmu:
Neviditelna prace a genderova nerovnost v akademii

Tereza Trojanova

Gorska, A. M. 2023. Gender and Academic Career Development in Central and Eastern
Europe. New York: Routledge.

Polska sociolozka Anna Gérska v Uvodu knihy deklaruje, Ze se snazi ukazat pfibéh
Zen v akademii, ktery je plny skluzavek, zebfikd, labyrintl a bariér (s. 3). Odborny
pfinos knihy podle ni spociva primarné v komplexnim pohledu na akademickou pra-
ci, gender a stfedni a vychodni Evropu (dale ,,CEE region”). Dlraz na tento region je
dadlezity zejména proto, ze hlasy akademicek z tohoto geografického kontextu stéle
v existujici literature chybi. Vé&tsina publikaci na téma genderové nerovnosti v akade-
mii pochazi ze zapadni Evropy a Severni Ameriky. Zaroven publikace, které v tomto
regionu vznikaji, jsou ¢asto psany v narodnich jazycich, coz limituje dopad vyzkum-
nych zjisténi v akademické sfére, ktera je anglocentricka.

Do ¢teni knihy Gender and Academic Career Development in Central and Eastern
Europe jsem se proto poustéla s oCekavanim prehledné diskuze tématu zasazené do
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kontextu asymetrické produkce védéniv souc¢asné , globalni” akademii. Kniha popisu-
je akademické genderové nerovnosti ve stfedni a vychodni Evropé a je tak dalezitym
prispévkem k existujicim publikacim na toto téma. Siroké pole tématu konceptuali-
zuje skrz obvyklé rozdéleni akademické prace na vyuku a vyzkum; zaroveri pridava
dimenzi administrativni prace. Tyto dimenze akademické prace jsou nahlizeny per-
spektivou akademické pozice od juniornich vyzkumnic az po seniorni akademicky.
K této diskuzi vyuzivd Anna Gorska existujici vyzkum a literaturu a dopliuje je daty
ze svého vlastniho kvalitativniho vyzkumu s 50 akademickami napfi¢ CEE regionem.
Poskytuje tak Siroky prehled o situaci akademicek v regionu. Klicovym zavérem je, ze
genderové linie stale organizuji akademickou sféru, ktera reprodukuje nerovnosti na
individualni, institucionalnf i regionalni Grovni.

Ve Ctyrech ¢astech a 15 kapitolach se nejdrive dozvidame historii a kontext akade-
mické sféry ve stfedni a vychodni Evropé a nahlizime akademii jakozto ,,genderovanou
a genderujici” organizaci (s. 9-41). Na to navazuje diskuze o situaci akademicek podle
stadia jejich kariéry, kterd je rozdélena na zacinajici, pokrocilou a seniornf (early, middle
and senior). Gérska analyzuje situaci z pohledu ,vytracejicich” se akademicek ze seni-
ornéjsich pozic. Toto ztraceni vysvétluje na zakladé literatury komplexnim souhrnem
faktor(: rozdilné pfilezitosti a bariéry pro Zeny a muze, diskriminace na zakladé gen-
deru nebo dllezitost sociadlniho kapitalu, ktery je Zenam hare dostupny nez muzdam.

Dulezitou soucasti této kapitoly je dlraz na seniorn&jsi faze akademické kariéry
a role genderu v tomto stadiu, protoze v dosavadnim vyzkumu genderové nerovnos-
ti se pozornost upirala prevazné na brzké faze budovani kariéry. DUlezitost zaméreni
se na tuto pozdéjsi fazi spocivd mimo jiné v tom, Ze Zeny se casto ,zaseknou” ve
stfednf fazi kariéry, kterd v Ceském kontextu odpovida pozicim odborné asistentky
a docentky. Tedy se jedna o relativné dlouhou fazi mezi ziskanim doktoratu a jme-
novanim profesorkou. Toto zaseknuti mlze byt zplsobeno i tim, Ze od Zen se v této
fazi ocekava vice vyuky a administrativni ¢innosti nez od muzd akademikl, coz ale
neumoznuje dosadhnout kariérniho postupu tak snadno jako vénovani se vyzkumu.
Na zakladé svych dat zdGrazriuje Goérska kritickou roli socidlniho kapitalu v této fazi
kariéry, kde bez ,politickych konexi” neni mozné postoupit dal (s. 81). Zaroveri se
u zen v seniorni fazi kariéry castéji vyskytuje neochota chapat svou pozici jakozto zen
v akademii — Zeny v téchto pozicich mély tendenci tvrdit, Ze jejich Zenstvi nehralo bé-
hem jejich kariér zadnou roli; dokonce se castéji nez mladsi vyzkumnice vyjadrovaly
negativné o ostatnich Zzenach v akademii. Zeny se tak samy stavaji soucasti reprodukce
bariér, které v akademické sfére existuji; stavaji se z nich ,hlidacky a veeli kralovny”
(gatekeepers and queen bees) (s. 95).

V kapitole o ,viditelné a neviditelné akademické praci” (s. 101-152) je genderova
nerovnost probirana optikou tenze mezi vyzkumem a vyukou a jejich relativniho hod-
noceni v sou¢asném nastaveni akademického kariérniho postupu. Tato tradi¢ni tenze
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je doplnéna diskuzi o pozici administrativnich pracovnic a pracovnik(, coz je skupina,
ktera z analyz akademické sféry byvé vynechavana (s. 127-137). Zaroveri Gorska vé-
nuje ¢ast textu analyze administrativni zatéze akademickych pracovnic, coz je také
téma, které je ve vyzkumu akademické sféry spise marginalizovano. Dostavame se
tak ke komplexni analyze toho, jak je akademicka prace Zen specificka v porovnani
s muzi, k cemuz Gérska vyuziva metaforu neviditelné prace, kterd je soucasti i vy-
zkumné dimenze, v niz jsou zeny ¢astéji v pozici administratorek. Pfekazky, kterym
Zeny Celi, tak nespocivaji jen v druhu prace, ktery v jejich akademické kariére preva-
Zuje (napt. zeny se vénuji vyuce Castéji nez muzi), ale i v tom, jak jsou za tento druh
prace hodnoceny (muzi jsou za vyuku hodnoceni lépe nez Zeny).

Stfedni a vychodni Evropa jako specificka kategorie

Kniha se potyka s nékolika Uskalimi, ktera prameni ze zaméreni na specificky region
stfedni a vychodni Evropy. Snazi se balancovat, ke kterému publiku se obraci. Pro pu-
blikum z CEE regionu je to vSak ¢teni v podstaté neprekvapivé. Pro anglicky mluvici
Ctenafstvo pak ale chybi hlubsi diskuze toho, co vibec je ona specificnost regionu,
ktera v Uvodu odtvodriuje existenci anglicky psané knihy.

Kniha se pokousi o néco, co sama v Uvodu charakterizuje jako zna¢nou vyzvu:
.Stfedni a vychodni Evropa je sice soucasti Evropy a Evropské unie, nicméné je roz-
délena na mnoho heterogennich narodd. Jeji instituce odrazeji tuto rozmanitost.”!
(s. 9) Druhym dechem hned ale pokracuje, Ze navzdory tomu maij univerzity v tomto
regionu sdilenou historickou koncepci a jsou podfizeny kulturnim, socioekonomickym
a védeckym tlakdm. Nicméné tyto faktory nejsou dale rozebrany a diskuze, ktera se
vyskytuje v nasledujicich kapitolach knihy, se k nim uz neodkazuje. To znamena, Ze
diskuze knihy jednak neposkytuje kontext pro srovnani, v ¢em spociva specifi¢nost
CEE regionu v porovnani s literaturou na toto téma v ,zapadni akademii”; zaroveri se
ale nepousti do diskuze toho, jak se lisi zemé v ramci CEE regionu od sebe navzajem.
Vznika tak vagni dojem urcité homogennosti CEE regionu, ktera ale neni pojmeno-
vana a vztazena ke zbytku akademie.

Knize, pro kterou je kli¢ové geografické vymezeni, pak také chybi odpovidajici Gro-
ven reflexivity toho, k jakym datlm a srovnanim se odkazuje. V knize je pouzivana
perspektiva Evropské unie, aniz by to bylo néjak problematizovano. Jak by byla analyza
knihy ovlivnéna, kdyby se misto evropskych srovnani vyuzila perspektiva globalniho
kontextu, srovnani s Asif, Afrikou, Jizni Amerikou? Kniha tyto otazky nefesi a srovna-
ni s EU bere jako vychodisko, které neni vysvétleno. Literatura a konceptudlni ramec
jsou prevzaty ze zapadni literatury a analyza nenf specificky upravena pro CEE region.

! Preklady citaci jsou moje vlastni.
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S predchozim bodem souvisi také urcita kritika neoliberainiho usporadani, ktera se
v knize vyskytuje spise implicitné. Autorka pouziva nasledujici argument: , Zdanlivé
,objektivni’ kritéria jsou ve skute¢nosti genderovand, a nejen Ze nevylucuji pfedpoja-
tost, ale dokonce ji zhorsuji.” (s. 155) Nicméné nenasleduje kriticka diskuze soucas-
ného nastaveni akademického hodnoceni a jeho reflexe z perspektivy, kterd by vzala
v potaz provazanost kapitalismu, neoliberalnich instituci a postkolonidlniho dédictvi
soucCasné akademické sféry. Ackoliv chapu, Ze kritické diskuze v tomto sméru nelze
zahrnout do kazdé odborné publikace, autorka se nesnaZzi popsat svou pozicionali-
tu v kontextu téchto struktur. Strukturalni aspekty autorka na jedné strané kritizuje
jako diskriminujici vici zendm, na druhé strané na né do urcité miry spoléha jako na
nastroj pro vyreSeni genderové nerovnosti v budoucnu.

Gender = zena?

Na zavér povazuji za dilezité zminit jesté jeden kriticky aspekt. Gender jakoZto kli-
¢ovy koncept nenf v knize nijak definovan. Kniha je soucasti série Routledge Studies
in Gender and Organization (editorka: Elisabeth K. Kelan), ktera se tematicky a teo-
reticky zavazuje ke zkoumani genderu a organizaci z konstruktivistické perspektivy.
Navzdory tomu se zdd, Ze diskuze genderu je v knize rovnitkem pro diskuzi pozice
Zen, aniz by bylo reflektovano, jak tato kategorie mize vy¢lenit urcité perspektivy
z tohoto zkoumani. Dlraz na Zeny je obhajen velmi kratce v Gvodu: dat zenam hlas.
Zamérovat se na Zzenské akademické drahy je samoziejmé legitimni zamér vyzkumu,
nicméné tento zamér by mél byt diskutovan jako takovy. Tento styl pouzivani genderu
jakozto rovnitka pro analyzu Zen v lepSim pfipadé znamena limitaci diskuze a analyzy
jako takové, v horsim pfipadé evokuje spojitost s TERF feminismem a vede k exkluzi
nebinarnich identit z akademické diskuze na toto téma. Vnimam tady kli¢ovy rozdil
mezi ,genderem” jakozto analytickym konceptem, ktery je spolecensky konstruovany,
a ,zenstvim”, které je specifickym piikladem této konstrukce v soucasné spole¢nos-
ti. V knize tyto nuance nejsou diskutovany, spise nasedaji na kvantitativni uchopenti
téchto konceptd, navzdory deklarované konstruktivistické kvalitativni perspektivé.

Knihu povazuji za zdroj, ktery je pfinosné mit v hledacku, at uz se genderové nerov-
nosti v akademické sfére vénujeme dlouhodobé, nebo se teprve chceme zorientovat.
Musime ale reflektovat urcité nedostatky tykajici se chybéjici reflexivity ohledné pro-
vazanosti lokalni a globalni akademie a vymezeni pojmu centralni a vychodni Evropy.
CEE je stale region, ktery je interné heterogenni navzdory sdilenym historicko-kultur-
nim procestm. | pfes to je kniha uzite¢nym zdrojem literatury a existujiciho vyzkumu
genderové nerovnosti v akademické sfére, at uz ve stfedni a vychodni Evropé, nebo
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v zadpadni Evropé a Severni Americe. Pro publikum, které se tématu v tomto regionu
vénuje, nepfindsi zasadné nové myslenky. Je ale psana srozumitelnym sociologickym
jazykem a muze tak slouzit jako uzite¢ny vychozi bod pro nékoho, kdo se v tématu
chce odborné zorientovat. Existence této knihy je dllezitym poselstvim, které znf:
.Ano, genderovad nerovnost v akademické sfére existuje.” Kazda véta této knihy
podporuje tento klicovy argument a sleduje, jak konkrétné se projevuje ve stfedni
a vychodni Evropé.
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