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Introduction
Social Media and Society

Cosimo Marco Scarcelli, Paul G. Nixon,
Tonny Krijnen and Michelle D. Ravenscroft

Social networks allow many of us to experience the world, to test our iden-
tity and to be with others in new ways compared to the past. The com-
plex media and communication environment in which we live has become
ubiquitous. Various works in this eld have made it possible to recognise
how much this environment, particularly social media, conditions our
participation in the everyday life in modern society (Livingstone, 2011).
Social networks, then, represent a privileged point of observation for
understanding social change and the changing relational dynamics that do
not end within platforms.

Building onto Martin s notion of the evidence of a wired society emerging
and characterised by the use of mass communication networks (1978), the
network is the most widely used metaphor in recent years to describe these
changes and the paradigms that result from them (Rossiter, 2006). Jan van
Dijk (1991) introduced the term network society  which would be taken
up and made more famous by another author, Manuel Castells (1996)
which currently represents a useful concept to describe a social system that
presents important features of discontinuity with respect to classical mod-
ernity (Castells, 1996). Talking about a networked society means observing
the most recent changes with a keen eye on technological changes, without
being technologically determinist. As Castells himself would say, it means
looking at the new social morphology, intertwining cultures, and a more

exible and horizontal organisation of society capable of adapting to chan-
ging environmental conditions. There have been technological, economic
and social/cultural processes which generated a new social structure, the
information society; a new economy, the informational economy; and a new
culture, that of real virtuality. As a result, the economy, work, state, culture,
cities and so on are increasingly informational (Castells, 2001) and sociality
itself is becoming reticular.

Shifting our gaze to dimensions closer to the everyday experiences of
individuals, we can identify further changes that have recon gured our way
of being together in an increasingly connected world. The use of resources
that digital media provide creates spaces for self-expression and allows users
to make sense of their daily lives and forms of social action (Scarcelli &

DOI: 10.4324/9781003250982-1
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Mainardi, 2019). Physical and digital spaces, therefore, become part of a
continuum (boyd, 2007) in which the distinctions between real and virtual,
and between online and of ine, lose their most rigid meanings. Users move
easily from one dimension to another, mixing different forms of communi-
cation, whether mediated or face to face (Ling & Haddon, 2008).

This uidity is connected to three central considerations. Firstly, online
interactions are part of the meaning horizons of a unitary experience in
which the online is an essential part of the of ine and vice versa. Secondly,
we cannot forget that what happens online is shaped by variables such as
gender, age, and social and cultural capital, and that the online experience is
an essential part of the of ine experience. Thirdly, we must consider the fact
that digital platforms and spaces have their own peculiarities, mechanisms,
and rules. We are not, in other words, talking about neutral environments.

The pervasiveness of mediated communication in everyday life and
the effects that interaction through social media can have on personal
relationships and identity also prompt us to re ect on changes from a more
micro point of view. In this regard one of the most ourishing readings is
that given by the so-called networked individualism (Rainie & Wellman,
2012). In his oeuvre, Barry Wellman suggests focusing on the relationships
that develop within digital environments without contrasting them with
face-to-face ones. Social relations develop as a consequence of interactions
utilising digital media, through the intersection of different networks, and
the in uences between their nodes (e.g. Wellman, Quan-Haase & Harper,
2020; Wellman, 2018, 2015).

With the concept of networked individualism,\Wellman explicates a new way
of organising social relations. These relations are based on a networked struc-
ture of which the centre is the individual. Each person can be part of different
networks, independently choosing which networks to belong to, according
to his or her own interests and entering and leaving them with relative ease.
As argued earlier, in this interpretation the online and of ine dimensions are
deeply intertwined, creating a whole new experiential web. Therefore, the net-
work replaces the group, and the individual takes on greater power, freeing
oneself both from the constraints of physical space and from those that linked
one to ones ascribed status. Social networks, the pivot around which our
reasoning in this book revolves, represent one of the examples of the network
built around the individual (Wellman & Haythornthwaite, 2002).

This approach brings with it an important theme: the expansion of the
individual s possibilities of choice a typically modern trait that has found a
sudden acceleration in the network society. In the network society, practices
of re exivity also change. While in modernity practices of re exivity were
viewed as individual actions, in the network society in tandem with the
development of platforms that become experiential contexts these practices
become connected. Social network sites bring the individual s inner conver-
sation, their inner re exivity, into a context in which the social relations to
which this re exivity is oriented are recognised and become visible and
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explicit. Content posting on any social network often implies that the indi-
vidual incorporates re ective (connected) work in which the individual s
experience nds meaning in the relationship with others and in which each
person also looks at themselves in relation to other users gaze.

Moreover, in social media there are expectations of reciprocity. We create
content so that there are reactions from other users, a comment, a like, a
share, a reaction. Publishing something becomes a performative act that
concerns the self, the way this self is represented online and the strategic
management of different audiences. To help understand digital practices
of representation and interaction, Erving Goffmans (1959) The presenta-
tion of self in everyday life has been used for some time. Goffman s (1959)
dramaturgical metaphor is still valid, though it needs to be refreshed in view
of the changes that have taken place since its appearance. We are no longer
talking about an audience that is co-present with the performance, but
about networked publics (boyd, 2010). Compared to the publics described
by Goffman (1959), networked publics are rst and foremost audiences
that are often, at the very least partially, invisible. We cannot know who
is currently viewing our Instagram or Facebook pro le, and when pre-
paring our posts, we do not actually know who will be viewing that content.
Additionally, the audience for our posts is selecting itself which posts to view
and which ones to potentially engage with. Lastly, this networked audience
is somewhat amorphous and asynchronous in its interactions and responses.
This causes different contexts to collapse: our audiences are part of different
social contexts, which can easily overlap. Finally, the separation between the
limelight and the backstage loses its strength and, consequently, some pri-
vate dimensions become public.

Following the de nitions we have just outlined, it is easy to project an
image in which connected re exivity, reticular individualism and connected
publics compose a picture in which each user is potentially constantly
watched by the other individuals who make up the networks in which they
may be embedded, be they friends, parents or peers in general or unknown
individuals who have different roles.

Surveillance in this context is not only that of institutions or platforms
(Van Dijck, Poell & de Waal, 2018), but also that which refers to decentralised
power and is found within interpersonal relationships. What Marwick
(2013) called social surveillance, which Rainie and Wellman (2012) termed
coveillance , thus consists of surveillance carried out by relatives, friends or
other users in general. This surveillance does not so much aim to control the
person observed, but aims to get to know better the social context referred
to for relational purposes. This control is not only operable in one way,
and all users potentially have the same tools to surveil or control others.
Each person then nds oneself showing ones self, coming to terms with
one s own performance looking at others in a process in which different
practices con ict with strategies useful for preserving their own image and
representations.
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There are several strategies to manage ones online presence. Lange
(2007), for example, distinguishes between publicly private and privately
public communication. In the rst case, individuals use social networks as
private spaces in which to communicate with their friends, and thus share
information about themselves, making communication accessible only to
a restricted group of users. In the second case, however, social networks
are seen as a platform on which to stage a performance that is not directly
linked to the identity understood as the name and surname of the person
who created the content, but to nicknames or ctitious identities. Hence,
a sense of potential anonymity of the performer is created and/or an add-
itional persona/identity by which the performer is identi ed in this context
and, perhaps, subsequently recognised by the audience.

What we have described so far is a new culture of connectivity (Van
Dijk, 1991), which has been grafted onto our lives and around which new
ways of being together revolve. At the centre of this discourse, we nd
social network platforms. Hinton and Hjorth (2013) point out to us that
many social networks incorporate similar features, such as pro les with
name, picture and biography more or less short contact list, comments
and private messaging. Connecting has become, according to Van Dijk
(1991), a human necessity in a society where everyone s life is embedded
and, to some extent, validated in technology-mediated communication.
This has led to social platforms having a great deal of power and making
it more complicated to give up social media use than refusing to engage
with other media such as television (Langlois, 2013). In fact, social media
allow people to come together, build networks and mediate emotions
(Fuchs, 2014).

As Baym (2010) points out, social media are not an entirely new phe-
nomenon. We can already nd traces of these media in cave paintings or in
the telegraph, according to Standage (2013). This is because social media,
in their essence, represent useful interfaces that facilitate connection and
promote interpersonal contacts (Miguel, 2018). However, if we refer to
contemporary social media, boyd and Ellison (2007) trace the origins of
these platforms to 1995, the year in which Classmates was created, and
1996, the year in which SixDegrees took off. The latter allowed its users to
create a list of friends and, from 1998 onwards, to browse this list (boyd &
Ellison, 2007). The rst successful social networks were Friends Reunited
(2000) and Friendster (2002), which allowed users to share photographs
with each other. In 2004 Facebook appeared, initially a network dedicated
to university students, which in September 2006 opened to a wider audi-
ence. Thus, we can assume that the evolution of social networks has led
these networks to transform from platforms that allowed communication
between users, in a horizontal way, to much more complex tools that are
grafted onto the social reality, and connect individuals, institutions and
companies.
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Digital Media, Gender and Sexuality

To better understand the relationship between social media, gender and
sexuality we can start from considering sex, sexuality and gender as socially
constructed (Butler, 1990; West & Zimmerman, 1987). Consequently,
we can assume that they are (re)produced by media and popular culture
(Cameron & Kulick, 2003; Gauntlett, 2008; Van Zoonen, 1994) including
social media.

Digital media represent an important arena for shaping, articulating,
representing and performing gender, sexuality, and intimacies (Attwood,
2018; Krijnen & Van Bauwel, 2022; Scarcelli, Krijnen & Nixon, 2021).
Despite the fact that traditional views still prevail in certain contexts, meaning
that questions connected to sexual identity and gender are constantly under
attack in both a political and cultural way, these topics are much more open
for discussion when compared to the past, and, as a rule, we are more aware
of the issues that gender and sexuality bring into our lives.

In recent years online and mobile digital media spaces have increasingly
become sites where sexual cultures and gender expressions are made vis-
ible. Digital technologies play an important role in such interpretation and
remediation, adding new challenges around discourse and a point of obser-
vation for the study of the intertwining of media, gender and sexuality.
Websites, apps, social networks and so on become ambivalent spaces where
we can nd support, activism, information and identity expressions, but also
abuse, harassment and other negative aspects. Studying digital media today
has become a central facet in the analysis of society, allowing an ampli ca-
tion of focus on privileges, power, differences, stereotypes, scripts and so on.

Research on digital culture produced many studies with a focus on the
intersections between gender, sexuality and the digital media (Van Doorn
& Van Zoonen, 2008). Initially the work in this eld optimistically stressed
the possibility for gender uidity, underlining, at the same time, the risks of
reinforcement of a deterministic conception of gender roles connected to
technology (Wajcman, 1991). Indeed, starting in the 1990s many internet
scholars, using Butler s (1990) work as a starting point, tried to understand
online identity, helping to create the so-called disembodiment hypothesis
that held that liberated from the constraints of the body the users could
choose their own gender or sexuality, creating alternative identities. This
process is conceived as an active choice that permits people to adopt, experi-
ment with and play with different identities, disrupting binary conceptions
of gender and sexuality and encouraging uidity (see for example Turkle,
1995). When writing about positive cyber-theory it would be remiss of
us to exclude Haraway s cyborg (1991), a concept that described a new
way of thinking and being, beyond the dichotomy of nature-technology.
This concept was widely adopted by scholars in the 1990s, including by
advocates of cyberfeminism who consider technoscience as liberating for
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women and technology as intrinsically connected to women s ways of being
(Plant, 1998).

More recently, media, gender and sexuality researchers, among others,
started to ask new questions related to gender and sexuality in these spaces
(Albury, 2018). Such questions focus on how technologies and affordances
shape the users experiences of gender and sexuality; how users interpret
the codes and conventions of different platforms; how digital spaces could
help or discourage non-normative expressions or sexual subcultures; how
data cation and platformisation are affecting gender and sexuality; the
entanglement of gender and sexuality with the sociotechnical and political
aspects of platforms, and so on (for some examples see the special issue
of Social Media + Society edited by Jean Burgess, Elija Cassidy, Stefanie
Duguay & Ben Light, 2016).

Following Krijnen and Van Bauwel (2022), we can identify at least three
important levels of connections between digital technologies, gender, and
sexuality. The rst one relates to infrastructures: digital media are built
and conceptualised in a way that in uences the way we use them and they
contribute to our idea of gender [and sexuality] (p. 124). It is important
to question who built the algorithms that we use every day and how the
values of their creators are encoded within the algorithms, and thus impact
and condition society s use of social media. The second level is related to
the platforms. The focus here lies with the question on how digital media
incorporate barriers that discriminate against certain groups of users. As De
Ridder (2015) explains, gender and sexuality are mediated by the software s
architecture of the platform. The third level is connected to the affordances
of social media platforms that, on the one hand, allow for a more varied
performance and uid conception of gender and sexuality, while on the
other hand they reproduce and reinforce more traditionally conventional
gender logic.

Ultimately platforms and their affordance, the access to mobile media,
the different use of the apps, and so on show us the ambivalence of digital
media that represent new structures of surveillance and reproduction of
power but, at the same time, permit the visibility of speci ¢ content and
bring a political potential.

We attempt to showcase these more contemporary understandings of
gender and sexuality and their relation to mediated content in this special
edited collection. In Chapter 1, Whitewashing and the Meme-ability of
Scarlett Johansson: Online controversy surrounding The Ghost in the Shell
remake , Anna Wald examines the 2016 2017 controversy surrounding
the whitewashing of the role played by white American actress Scarlett
Johansson in the live-action remake of the original Japanese anime Im Ghost
in the Shell (1995). Examining the relationship between international media,
racial representation, online discourse and science ctional imaginings of
technological futures, this chapter illustrates the nuanced and complicated
nature of this memetic event. Exploring the speci cs of this moment of racial
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controversy by examining the arguably ambiguous racial categorisation of
the media discussed, and fan activists arguing for diversi ed casting. Delving
into the history of yellowface and Hollywood whitewashing discussions of
racialised animation and social media campaigns to bring attention to the
whitewashing of Asian characters, the author opens up the larger and more
contentious issue of Hollywood casting choices.

The following chapter, by Arianna Mainardi and Tonny Krijnen, is My
Parents Check My Pro le : How Italian girls negotiate parental discourses
in online activities . In this chapter we can see how girls online activities
are a topic within often heated debates on sexualisation, debates in which
girls own voices are rarely heard. The authors elucidate on two aspects of
these debates. First, there seem to be opposing perspectives on the position
of girls as either girl-at-risk or as empowered girl . Mainardi and Krijnen
adopt a poststructuralist approach and attempt to empirically contribute to
a dialogic understanding of agency and structure. Second, the sexualisation
debate is embedded in a speci ¢ neoliberal climate that is locally nuanced.
The Italian context magni es the double standards at play and emphasises
the importance of the family, constructing a complex power system which
girls need to navigate in order to be . In this chapter, the research highlights
how girls negotiate their online identities (on social network sites such
as Facebook) in tandem with potentially con icting parental discourses.
Interviews with a total of 32 girls between the ages of 15 and 18 years of
age were used to show that parental discourses often take different shapes
but always intervene with girls online activities. Simultaneously, girls nd
direct and indirect strategies to attempt to circumvent these structures. This
shows not only girls ability and capabilities to handle the risky online
environment and the multiple shapes of agency within a speci ¢ power con-

guration, but also that local spaces intersect in interesting ways.

Chapter 3 sees us shift continents to explore the world of online advice
and in uencers in China. In Counselling Marriage and Love through
Live-streaming in China: Douyin, relationship counsellor and the affective
public, Zhen Ye and Qian Huang demonstrate how, throughout modern
Chinese history, media have been affording spaces which have been used
in the production and shaping of relationship-related values and practices.
Intimate relationship and marriage counselling has become a popular topic
in various media formats, evolving with the development of media tech-
nologies. Emotional counsellors, or what we might term in uencers, appear
on social media platforms to produce monetised content aimed at women
who seek success in romantic relationships in a time of change in economic
and gender norms in China. Examining a self-proclaimed relationship coun-
sellor, Xianjing, whose practices are afforded by the social media platform
Douyin, this research reveals how Xianjing builds affective connection
with her followers, and discursively rebrands their subordinate position
in marriages as a natural result of traditional virtues, enabling Xianjing to
monetise her followers intimate feelings and affective attachments.
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Ben De Smet and Frederik Dhaenens examine the notion that Music
Makes the People Come Together : Spotify as an intimate social media plat-
form in Chapter 4, taking the example of music-streaming platform Spotify
not only as a platform for music consumption, but one which also affords
(algorithm-driven) playlist and public-pro le features via which users can
engage in curation, social interaction and self-presentation, akin to trad-
itional social media platforms like Facebook and Instagram. This chapter
examines Spotify s relations to intimacies and identities via a social media
lens. While popular music and social media have both been lauded as spaces
for tolerance and democracy, the relations between Spotify, which operates
at the intersection of both, and notions of identities have been more com-
plex and less unilaterally positive. As exempli ed in the chapter, Spotify, via
its use of algorithms, interferes with the music discoveries and practices of
users. Spotify mediates intimacies when users curate and engage with music
to make sense of the self or to navigate moods, emotions and everyday life.
Users also negotiate what ought to be shared and what should be kept pri-
vate with context collapses potentially leading to unintended disclosure of
intimate aspects of ones music taste, personal situation or social-political
identities. The authors show how in attempting to understand the relations
between social media and people s everyday lives, emotional worlds, intim-
acies and identities, the role of Spotify should not be overlooked.

Chapter 5 by Burcu Korkmazer, Sander De Ridder and So e Van Bauwel
gives us an insight into how young people de ne and curate notions of sexual
reputation through their social media activities. Entitled Sexual Reputation,
Intersectional Intimacies and Visual Social Media: Exploring young people s
mores on good versus bad online sexual reputations, the chapter
seeks to address the urgent need to problematise the current emphasis on
digital reputation, speci cally related to sexual and intimate practices on
social media. The authors attempt to understand how a focus on digital
reputations potentially produces reputational harm to those young people
who do not conform to the particular sexual norms of their peer groups,
social and family ties, and wider culture and society.

Victoria Andelsman examines the production of knowledge and authority
in sex and relationship vlogs in Chapter 6, You Live and You Learn : Sex
and relationship vlogging and the production of knowledge . Using YouTuber
Hannah Witton s #TheHormoneDiaries series as a case study, the chapter
demonstrates how the knowledge production process transcends the
YouTuber s body in sex and relationship vlogs, and how knowledge and
authority are produced through bodily experience. Andelsman posits
an analysis of vlogs as technological and affectively networked material
including the YouTube comment section. The chapter shows how when
users relate to Hannah's sensuous experiences, particularly her pain, and
share their personal realities in the comment section, the boundaries of indi-
vidual experiences is exceeded by the collective body of knowledge which
is created. This chapter then draws on the ndings from the case study and
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re ects on the propagative qualities of sex and relationship vlogs and how
they may both produce and afford spaces for intimate publics.

Chapter 7 is Webisodes as Different Subversive Forms of Representation
of Gender and Sexuality by Pernilla Jonsson Severson. It is a study of
webisodes as subversive forms of representation of gender and sexuality
often under the realm of fan activism. The webisodes are, for the fans,
going beyond both for the youth and the local contexts. Social media
and comment sections are often aligned to the webisode as a validation
choir, furthering the notion of for the fans . These short videos, often
targeted at niche audiences as a community, invite interactivity, comment
and reinterpretation. Webisodes democratise access, usage and production,
unwrapping subversive aspects, forms and potentials of representation of
gender and sexuality. Within the chapter a content analysis is made of four
webisode contexts which are bene cial to understand varieties of subver-
sive forms of representation: the Swedish youth series Eagles on youth
and sexuality; the American and Canadian LGBT and queer webisodes
like Platonic ; gender-bending fan-edits like the German Crolli vlog from
Verboten Liebe; Islamic comedy on the French website A part a tout va
bien constructing gender and sexuality on Islamic culture from a French
perspective. The analysis focuses on local constructions, and resistance
to representations of gender and sexuality. Findings show variations of
destabilisations and legitimisations of gender and sexuality constructions.
These identity constructions are adapted, functioning as reference points
for resistance, forging new normative gendered identities related to sexual
identity communities.

The next chapter is an examination of mens rights groups by Manolo
Farci. No Country for Men: Negotiating mens rights activism in digital
spaces shows us how the numerous discussions about mens behaviours,
which have been widely recognised as being a key issue in terms of the drive
towards gender equality, can lead to some form of positive transformation.
Examining the so-called manosphere , which is most widely recognised and
researched in anglophone societies, Farci seeks to broaden this research by
taking as the focus of his study the emergent anti-feminist and men s rights
groups in Italy. This chapter showcases how men s rights activism within the
Italian digital environment is constructed and detects three key interpret-
ative repertoires employed by Facebook users in discourse, while questioning
men s issues within these groups: the nice guy discourse, the liberationist
rhetoric and the hybrid style of activism. Farci then shows how members
within this manosphere can use diverse, and sometimes con icting, inter-
pretative repertoires to conceptualise and justify their participation in anti-
sexist, anti-feminist and pro-male groups. The author posits that one can
differentiate those activists who are positively concerned with campaigning
on issues related to mens rights from those activists who may be better
categorised as holding views which can be considered to be expressive of a
more negative, anti-feminist stance.
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Chapter 9 is Hello My Lovelies! Con icted feminisms and the
neoliberalisation of Portuguese activist in uencer practices in which So a
P. Caldeira and Ana Flora Machado put forward the complexities and
tensions that mark Instagram as a site for contemporary feminist practices
and discourses. The chapter addresses the growing popularity of feminist
discourses on Portuguese social media, critically exploring the Instagram
presence of Portuguese psychologist, sexologist and self-identi ed fem-
inist T nia Gra a, who has been gaining popularity by advocating for
women s sexual empowerment, pleasure and women s rights more broadly
within the context of a still largely conservative Portuguese society. Her
Instagram presence is an example of activist in uencer practices marred
by tensions between its essentially feminist aims and Instagram s dominant
logics of popularity, visibility and commercial success. Its embodiment of
feminist politics focused on issues of bodily experiences and pleasur-
able sexual experimentation, and visually expressed through practices of
self-representation also chafes with Instagram s platform politics, which
often deplatform objectionable content. In addition, this chapter posits
how popular feminist expressions can rely on gendered conventions of
communication, privileging a personal and intimate tone to build a sense
of perceived interconnectedness with followers. This aligns with notions of
popular and spectacular feminism that tend to privilege cute expressions
of feminism and centre individual issues, in line with expressions of neo-
liberal feminism.

Our tenth chapter examines the rapidly developing notion of the mon-
etisation of citizen-produced digital sexual content. In Digital Sex Work?
Creating and selling explicit content in OnlyFans , Daniel Cardoso, Despina
Chronaki and Cosimo Marco Scarcelli illustrate how research on/with young
adults and sexual(ised) media is often framed in terms of empowerment or
victimisation, while media use is often reduced to media effects (assumed to
be either positive or negative). Equally, work on porn production and online
sex workers is still limited, and there is a dearth of research connecting
the two and addressing young adult content producers. Thus, this chapter
takes as its theme OnlyFans, a platform where content is monetised for the
producer and is most famous for its sexual content. Focusing on women
who sell their own sexual(ised) content on OnlyFans, the authors analyse
how the women make sense of their online activity, and how they (dis)iden-
tify with the category of sex worker . The chapter interweaves discourses
around sex work and media/digital media studies, to attempt to understand
how digital environments affordances and constraints impact on how the
meaning of sex work and content creation are negotiated and internalised. It
takes note of the concept of immaterial labour and the many ways in which
digital work on social media involves a constant stream of affective labour
within a neoliberal system. Furthermore, the chapter shows perceptions
of how work is de ned, and how digital content creation interacts with
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long-standing cultural narratives about art versus pornography and art-
istic creativity versus money-generating content .

Debates over the positioning of trans people and gender rights is the
subject of Chapter 11, Trans-Exclusionary Discourses on Social Media in
Spain . Here Cilia Willem, R. Lucas Platero and lolanda Tortajada explain
how since best-selling author J. K. Rowling outed herself asa TERF (trans-
exclusionary radical feminist) in 2019, the term has been used both as a
slur by those who advocate trans inclusion in feminist/female spaces and
acclaimed by those who push for the exclusion of trans individuals, specif-
ically trans women, from female-only spaces. In Spain, a cultural war has
been taking place since 2018 mainly on social media between TERFs and
Transfeminists  trans activists and trans-inclusive feminist collectives. This
chapter sheds light on the speci c affordances of social media for discourses
on gender and sexual identity, including misinformation and hate speech,
regarding the new Trans Law to be adopted by the Spanish Parliament. This
law aims at depathologising transness and securing the right to gender self-
determination of trans individuals, following the path set by laws passed
already in seventeen Spanish regions. The proposal has become controver-
sial, not only among the conservative and extreme right, but also among
certain sectors of traditional centre and progressive parties. This explores
how the narratives of opinion makers and in uencers on transgender rights
are crucial aspects in determining public opinion on feminist, queer and
trans theory.

Bringing the collection to a close, in Chapter 12 The Rise of Bimbo
TikTok: Digital Sociality, Postfeminism, and Disidenti catory Subjects,
AP Pierce brings us a vivid examination of how one set of social media
adherents are using TikTok to rede ne the previously pejorative notion
of a bimbo . This chapter explores the community of BimboTok and
its feminist and political potential (and the limits thereof), showing how
these activists are leaving behind previous models of feminism concerned
with girlboss capitalism, the notion of having to conform to patriarchal
ideas of success and how one should be , and reclaiming the concept of the
bimbo not only reclaiming it but transforming what was once viewed as
an extremely negative portrayal of femininity into a positive one by cre-
ating an online community re-envisioning and politicising the gure of the
bimbo as an empowered expression of modern-day femininity through their
own performances. As the author explains in their analysis, the BimboTok
subcommunity sits neatly on a fence between normative and resistant in
its hyperfeminine aesthetic and embodied performance. The author ultim-
ately rejects understanding BimboTok through an oversimpli ed empower-
ment/subjugation dichotomy in favour of examining the complex queer
disidenti cations being performed when these users take to TikTok to revel
in displaying themselves as the antithesis of the girlboss and other more
widely accepted notions of feminist portrayal.
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1 Whitewashing and the Meme-ability
of Scarlett Johansson

Online Controversy Surrounding the
Ghost in the Shell Remake

Anna Wald

Introduction

This chapter explores the controversy surrounding the casting of Scarlett
Johansson in the remake of Ghost in the Shell (2017) as a case study in
theorising how conversations around race and gender online are determined by
interlocking factors such as type of media being discussed (anime to live-action
reboot) and fan cultures associated with source material genre. The plot of the
remake further complicates the role of race in the Im, and leads to questions
about separation of actors from their celebrity, and what happens when the
actor becomes the focal point of the controversies they bring to their Ims.
Examining the relationship between international media, racial representa-
tion, online discourse and science ctional imaginings of technological futures,
this chapter points out the many nuances and complications of this memetic
event. Since 2017 a number of notable high-budget Ims, including Crazy Rich
Asians (2018) and Marvel s Shang-Chi and the Ten Rings (2021), have par-
tially addressed the gap in Asian representation as lead characters in Western
box of ce blockbusters. | position the memetic event of the racial scandal of
the Ghost in the Shell remake as a case study to examine the impact of fan
cultures in online communities, and the ways online discourses complicate and
con ate source material with representational correctness .

The term whitewashing frames whiteness not as a static or singular
category, but a cohesive racial categorisation created through the con-
stant re-establishment of whiteness as a natural and essential classi cation.
Whitewashing establishes white subjects as the norm, and non-white races
as Others . Through this process of framing and naturalising whiteness as
superior, while systematically erasing non-white others, whitewashing makes
whiteness appear as the unmarked and unnamed position. Performance of
whiteness is seldom discussed, as the neutrality of a white actor performing
a white character presents to the audience as self-evident (Gabriel, 1998). It
is when the issue of racial performance is seen to be transgressing the cor-
relation between the actor s racial identity and the character s racialisation
that controversy arises.
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Scholars have taken up the task of asking how the speci cs of the
format in which people talk about race in digital spaces impacts both the
conversations being had and the conclusions being drawn (Nakamura &
Chow-White, 2013; Brock, 2009). Online discussions of whitewashing and
cultural appropriation often centre on a Im or television show. Film dis-
course, in particular online avenues, relates to fandoms, critics and general
buzz surrounding a trailer release, or a sneak peek. Ghost in the Shell was
published originally as a manga comic created by Japanese artist Masamune
Shirow in 1989. It rst gained international notoriety as a feature-length
anime Im by Japanese director Mamoro Oshii in 1995. In 2016 contro-
versy arose surrounding the announcement of the live-action remake of the

Im, at the helm of Hollywood director Rupert Sanders. Those opposing
this remake claimed that the Ims casting choice of A-list Hollywood
actress Scarlett Johansson whitewashed the Ims main character, Motoko
Kusanagic.

Lauren Berlant (2008) suggests the problem of writing the history of the
present (p. 845) is a problem of affect. In considering the 2016 2017 con-
troversy surrounding the whitewashing of the live-action remake of Ghost
in the Shell starring Scarlett Johansson, there are multiple levels from which
to focus analysis upon the cultural backlash as an affective event . Scarlett
Johansson was the highest paid actress in the US in 2018 and 2019. This
was due largely to her role as Black Widow , part of the Marvel superhero

Im franchise (the rst female Avenger). Johansson does not actively use
social media for self-promotion or personalised content. However, through
her celebrity and the proliferation of internet memes that use her image,

Johansson is highly visible across social media nevertheless, where she
is subject to the waxing and waning of public approval and the contro-
versies that inevitably beset anyone working in the public eye (Palmer &
Warren, 2019, p. 128). By looking to the whitewashing controversy as a
memetic event, | argue that a collection of interrelated affective memetic
responses can arise in reaction to a conceptual transgression based in racial
performance.

Internet memes rose in popularity in the early 2000s as digital les usually
in the form of an image macro: a digital media featuring a picture or artwork
combined with text that conveyed a concept or phrase. As digital les are
easily copied and shared, the widespread increase in usage of this medium,
which was both an aesthetic style (often featuring a top text and bottom
text) and a format for entertainment, information or political message, co-
evolved with the increase of personal computer ownership and the emer-
gence of smartphones. While internet memes have been a topic of media
scholarship in the past decade (see Shifman, 2013; Phillips, 2015; Milner,
2018), for the purposes of this chapter | de ne a memetic event as an event
that manifests as viral exchange that duplicates and problematises affective
response to the original subject. Berlant (2008) asks how the historical pre-
sent can be recorded in the affective event : How does a particular affective
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response come to be exemplary of a shared historical time, and in what
terms? (p. 845). | adopt this question of affective response surrounding a
shared controversy in categorising the reaction to the remake as meme event.

Fandom and Online Fan-Activists

Assuming that those with a strong opinion on the casting of the 2017
remake of Ghost in the Shell would have been fans of the original anime, a
presumption of male viewership is in line with the model of otaku fandom.
Annalee Newitz (1995) articulates that anime otaku , roughly translating to
anime fanboy is a reclaiming of a derogatory Japanese term to one of pride:

This form of self-identi cation among (largely American) fans of
Japanese animation tells us something about what it means to consume
anime outside Japan: in order to af liate themselves with anime fan cul-
ture, American fans are calling themselves by a name the Japanese use
as an insult.

(Newitz, 1995, p. 1)

The cultural panic surrounding otaku fandom in the US (noted by Newitz,
1995; Kinsella, 1998; Tobin, 2004) revolves around fear of the isolated,
withdrawn young male being sexually excited by sexualised female forms
within anime comics. Matt Hills (2002) complicates the generalisations of
anime otaku fandom. Hills elaborates on why terms like appropriation
and globalisation are insuf cient to describe transcultural anime fandom
by suggesting that the recognition of subcultural homologies (the way
subcultures use certain texts to articulate their group identity) can become

transcultural homologies (subcultures can use representations of other
national subcultures to articulate a shared identity or devaluation) (p. 13).
Anime fandom functions within a transnational and intercultural context
of media consumption, which complicates the racial politics of a live-action
remake of an anime property.

Film remakes must often contend with the expectations held by fans of
the original property. For producers, prediction and management of the
expectations of those viewers may impact the Immaking process. Thomas
Leitch (1990) remarks that remakes aim to please the audience that has
never heard of the original Im, the audience that doubts the original can
be improved and the audience who enjoyed the original enough to want the
remake to be successful: For some of these audiences the existence of the
original Im will not even be an issue; for others it will provide a bench-
mark against which to measure every scene in the remake (p. 140). Racial
controversy surrounding the casting of characters in a remake engages in
assumptions of what a remake is or should be. Networks of fan cultures are
one case study to examine how online arguments tend to reduce and sim-
plify nuanced concepts. When a controversy arises surrounding the casting
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of a remake, online arguments demonstrate some of the ways that fans
understand race and racialisation.

An examination of the comments sections of various media journalism
reports on the release of 2017 s Ghost in the Shell reveals multiple lines of
argument surrounding the choice of casting, and further debate over the
racial identity of the original animated character in question. Commenters
claim that anime, as a genre, is known to portray a variety of races in its
characters, including the Westerner . One fan states: The ethnicity of Scarlett
Johansson s character is not mentioned, but the character was drawn in the
original Manga as a white westerner (big blue eyes is manga code for white
westerner ) (David5309, 2018). The colour and shape of Motoko s eyes leads
the commenter to claim that by manga code the original character is sig-
nalled as a white Westerner. Samit Basu (2017) claimed Motoko in the original
was white or a Westerner: Yes, Motoko s shell model is Caucasian with a
different colour option. It is a mass produced model like a car. Another com-
menter stated: Like most Japanese anime, | would argue the animators typic-
ally draw the main characters as White or Caucasian (Marcus Taylor, 2016).

A prominent argument within this online controversy discourse is that
anime is illustrated with stylistic ambiguity, rather than illustrative of live
human racial features. For example, daniel.hill12139 (2017) comments:

Major wasnt whitewashed. Nowhere have the creators of the anime, or
the ction itself, ever said that she (she being the cyborg, not the human
she was before) was white or japanese. Just as the people who adapted
didn t understand the ction, the people who are bemoaning the casting
dont either.

This argument assumes that accurate knowledge of the source material
would predicate understanding the protagonist as an ambiguously raced
subject within the con nes of anime characterisation. This line of thinking
also bases its assertions on the presumed authority of the original, claiming
neither the anime, [nor] the ction itself explicitly mentioned Motoko s
race, so both the producers of the remake and those alleging whitewashing
misunderstand the source material.

Justi cation to support the casting decisions of the remake was also
sometimes linked to the authority of the director of the 1995 anime Ghost
in the Shell, Mamoru Oshii. Oshii responded when questioned about his
reaction to the casting of Scarlett Johansson:

What issue could there possibly be with casting her? The Major is a
cyborg and her physical form is an entirely assumed one. The name
Motoko Kusanagi and her current body are not her original name
and body, so there is no basis for saying that an Asian actress must por-
tray her.

(Diaz, 2017)
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Some commenters took Oshii s approval of the casting as evidence of what
should be deemed acceptable in ways similar to citations of the original
anima or manga.

The perceived race of anime characters may be largely dependent on the
location, position and opinion of the viewer. Amy Shirong Lu argues that
the position of the viewer when looking at anime characters can lead to

own race perception (Lu, 2009, p. 173). Characters that are abstract or
ambiguous in style may not be easily identi ed as one race or another. In
fact, she argues, they may not have been drawn to portray any real race
(p- 174). Anime characters may be drawn as abstract or fantasy versions
of non-real races or ethnicities. As Susan Napier (2001) contends: Anime
offers an array of diverse identities and ethnicities to choose from that are not
bound by the strictures of the real world (p.17).In thisway abstracted or
ambiguous racialisations may be distinct from real world racial categories.
However, abstraction or ambiguity does not mean that a character not easily
racially categorised should be assumed to be white, as seems to have been
done by some commenters. To do so would be to con ate neutral imagery
or lack of race with whiteness (Ruh, 2014, p. 167). Brian Ruh claims that
representation of the body is dependent on the creator, the narrative and the
genre tropes, without presuming to universalise all anime genre tropes and
styles by reference to manga logic . As Ruh (2014) and Terry Kawashima
(2002) contend, assigning race to an abstracted character is almost always
contingent on the viewer s positionality and location.

Digital fan communities within online spaces have been working to bring
awareness to the speci c issues of whitewashing Asian character roles in
live-action remakes of anime Ims. Fans who wanted to voice their disagree-
ment with the casting recreated images, Imed skits mirroring the original

Im, and published on science ction forums in order to draw attention and
ask for a boycott of the Im. The twitter campaign #notmymajor gathered
fans of the original to post their distaste for the Johansson casting, and
many shared their stories of disappointment and allegiance to the original.
Fan videos such as Ghost in the Shell PSA show through re-enactment the
lived affects of children not seeing themselves represented in the media they
admire, and were circulated to draw attention to the remake s casting (May
& Tom, 2017).

Live-action remakes of anime properties offer a comparison of the fre-
quency and ubiquity of the tendency within Western media to race anime
characters as white, as was the claim against 2017 s Ghost in the Shell. Speed
Racer (2008), directed by the Wachowskis, is a pertinent case study. This

Im in recent years has been deemed a cult classic , though it faced a nega-
tive critical reception upon release. Speed Racer was also criticised at the
time of its theatrical release for whitewashing when Emile Hirsh was cast as
the titular character, though the main character in the original cartoon can
be read as an unmarked racial subject. Other anime-to-live-action Ims that
received criticism for whitewashing include Dragonball Evolution (2009)
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and Avatar: The Last Airbender (2010). These Ims, like Speed Racer, were
reboots of beloved television cartoons that did poorly at the box of ce.

Lori Kido Lopez (2012) examines issues regarding digital fan communi-
ties, whitewashing and opinions regarding the remake of properties within
already existing fan cultures. Lopez conducted ethnographic research with
the operators of racebending.com, through which she is able to speak
to the make-up and motivation of fans who disagree with casting choices
that they feel do not re ect the intent of the original. Lopez frames the group
she studies as consumer-citizens who aim to impact the Im industry through
the collective power of their boycott, and also utilises Henry Jenkinss
(2006) convergence cultures (p. 438) to expand their imagined space of
impact: Itis clear that participatory cultures like those around fan commu-
nities offer a potential space and set of tools for shifting conversations from

ctional texts to the realities that they impact and rely upon (Lopez, 2012,
p. 443). Because conversations surrounding whitewashing move the ana-
lysis of the argument from media content to the production side of content
and its lived experiential impact on fans, looking to fan activists can offer
a material subject for examining spreadable media (Jenkins et al., 2013,
p. 194).

The population that Lopez de nes as fan activists (2012, p. 432),
such as those who brought attention to the Ghost in the Shell casting with
hashtags like #notmymajor, function to impact media and how it is both
disseminated and received. Media spreadability concerns the way media is
mobilised. Jenkins et al. (2013) argue that spreadability assumes that media
environments are shaped by circulation: It comes also from a belief that,
if we can better understand the social and institutional factors that shape
the nature of circulation, we may become more effective at putting alter-
native messages into circulation [ ] (p. 194). By this de nition, Jenkins
et al. (2013) assert that media is shaped by its audiences; it circulates rather
than being handed down from one party to another. Their approach the-
orises that media is reciprocally in uenced by consumer-citizenship that
propels the conversation about fan cultures and whitewashing to move from
a top-down consumption model to one that allows multiple in uences to
challenge what sort of content will be created. In other words, the idea that
Hollywood will cast according to its own model of what will be a lucrative
property, and the concept that audiences are just consumers of that material
without any reciprocal impact, is no longer taken for granted.

Lopez in her study of the whitewashing controversy surrounding the live-
action remake of The Last Airbender notes that fans preoccupation with the
original often disables thoughtful conversation surrounding race: We see
that a fannish preoccupation with authenticity can be limiting if it becomes
af xed to a relationship between racialised or otherwise marked bodies
and the stories they can tell (2012, p. 443). As Lopez shows, claiming
that the original is the authority on how to compose a remake becomes
complicated when racial identity is left unexamined, and af xing race to



Whitewashing and Scarlett Johansson 23

ctional character often limits productive dialogue on racial inequalities
within media.

Whitewashing and Yellowface

Distinct from the traditions of minstrelsy and blackface, yellowface refers
to historically situated relations between gures of Asian descent within
American media. Locating the discourse around whitewashing within a
historical context, the signi cance of yellowface performances in media
contributes to the memetic response as anger against whitewashing. By
conceptualising whitewashing within the historical matrix of Western
medias uses of blackface and yellowface, online controversy engages in a
tradition of protest against harmful representations. Notable examples of
yellowface in Im include iterations of the Fu Manchu and Charlie Chan
characters, and Mickey Rooney as Mr Yunioshi in Breakfast at Tiffany s
(Phruksachart, 2017). Examples of stereotypical and damaging depictions
of Asian characters by Asian actors would comprise another list, including
Gedde Watanbe as Long Duk Dong in Sixteen Candles. Jill Lane (2008)
problematises how performances of black-, red- and yellowface function
historically as a technology of national representation within the Americas.
Lane places racial impersonation within historical contexts that were foun-
dational to identifying a national character: Somehow, racial imperson-
ation is the key to a persuasive sense of authentic national performance
(p- 1730). Following Lanes concept of the matrix of racial performances
in media as tied within historical and cultural understandings of identity
and citizenship , yellowface falls within visual regimes of racialisation
and media.

In theorising visual regimes of racialisation online, | follow Wendy
Hui Kyong Chuns (2013) de nition of race as technology . The concepts
in this chapter encapsulate these ideas moving from movie screen, to
understandings of race within online discourse, and out to theorising
stardom and celebrity in the case of Johansson. Racial identity de ned as
biologically and/or culturally located becomes a technology through inter-
personal identi catory processes of classi cation, enabled in part through
visual regimes of knowledge. Debate surrounding racial essence , authenti-
city or truth is embroiled in person-to-person perceptive modes of identi -
cation (Johnson, 2003). Observing a person s phenotype, skin tone, style of
dress and speech can be conceived of as a two-dimensional equation. When
a third dimension such as Im, television or digital image presents a person,
the categories of racial identi cation are further distanced from the living
self-de ned identity of the person whose image has been captured. Chun
(2013) argues that conceiving of race through epidermal logic links the vis-
ible (what is on the outside and perceivable) to what is invisible (a persons
identity). These racialising logics are further essentialised through media
technologies, as a real person (as themselves or performing as a character) is
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represented visually and removed from the reality of that person s quotidian
life. Processes of racial signi cation are entrenched in visual indicators of
race and the associational matrix of understanding what race is through
which a web of meaning is projected onto the body of the racialised sub-
ject. Understanding how visual regimes of racialisation are structured and
facilitated through media, rst with TV and Im, and then with images on
internet platforms, expands a reading of race as a technology.

To historicise yellowface and look speci cally at the displacement or
invisibility of actors of Asian descent in the recent past, Jane Chi Hyun
Park (2010) describes the roles of Asian characters as based in condi-
tional visibility (p. viii). The terms of this conditional visibility demand
that Asian characters in Hollywood Ims are often relegated to peripheral
roles, fetishised or underdeveloped, or visible as signi ers rather than full
characters. Following the historical precedence of the yellow peril narrative
in the nineteenth century, Park (2010) asserts that by the 1980s the oriental
other of Japan was posed as more of an economic than military threat
(p- 8). As narratives of globalisation and transnational economies replaced
those of internment camps and post-WWII xenophobic discourses, Asia, and
particularly Japan, became synonymous with concepts of technology and
innovation (p. 29). As Park (2010) states, narratives of Japan began to shift
in the late 20th century:

at the time news and popular media began to depict Tokyo as the quint-
essential postmodern metropolis while reactivating World War 11 stereo-
types of the Japanese as less human and more machinelike. Linked with
new technologies, Japan  grew to represent the notion of futurity in
the national imaginary.

(p.8)

Stereotypes of the Japanese as machine-like and sub-human during WWII
are linked with and have evolved into their association with technology and
futurity as another form of dehumanisation. Park (2010) also explores how
the tropes of yellow peril, alongside the stereotype of the Asian American
population as model minority, are two sides of the same coin, measuring
personhood and citizenship based on economic ef ciency (p. 42). Identifying
groups or races as in proximity to machine and being machine-like, and
therefore less human, is a tool of dehumanisation. Park differentiates
between older forms of Orientalist media such as Madame Butter y
(Degabriele, 1996) and Oriental Style in contemporary Im, what has also
been described as techno-Orientalism (Park, 2010, p. 6).

Techno-Orientalism and Racialised Animation

Techno-Orientalism is a phenomenon of imagining Asia and Asian peoples
in hypo- or hypertechnological terms (Rohetal., 2015, p. 2) within cultural
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and political discourse. Roh et al. (2015) extend and draw on Edward Said s
Orientalism. As Said (1978) asserts, in the construction of the Orient the West
constructs itself; therefore techno-Orientalism produces and reproduces an
oppositional East in order to cement Western hegemony (Roh et al., 2015,
p. 8). The discursive production of an East that is oppositional to the West
operates in multiple and multi-directional dimensions, including equating
Orientalised subjects with advanced technological resources and ability.

The concept of techno-Orientalism has been used to critique contem-
porary science ction, especially within the cyberpunk genre (Park, 2010,
p. 9). Cyberpunk narratives, including Ghost in the Shell, often position
Asian cities and identities as markers of an (often-dystopian) future. The
techno-Orient , whether produced within Japanese animation or in Western
science ction, becomes a consumable signi er of technological futurity.
Park (2010) de nes what she designates as oriental style : the representa-
tion of Asiatic tropes through the discourses of technological advancement
and racial progressivism (p. 29). While the practice of donning blackface
or yellowface in Im is understood as no longer culturally acceptable, the
history of white actors playing characters of minority races informs how
we discuss whitewashing in casting decisions today (Lee, 1999). These
discussions, ranging from journalism and Im theory, to online discourse
by fans or observers, come from many perspectives, not all of which have
the historical groundwork to contextualise the multifaceted politics of race-
based casting choices.

A comparison could be made between the anime-to-live-action Ghost
in the Shell and the comic-to-live-action superhero blockbuster by Marvel,
Doctor Strange (2016), which came under scrutiny for its casting of Tilda
Swinton in what had been a role of a Tibetan male, The Ancient One in
the comic. The justi cation by the studio for this casting was twofold: rst,
that the original character was a stereotypical depiction (along the lines of
Fu Manchu) and it was the politically correct move to alter it, and second,
that substituting a female character would be celebrated by fans as a sign of
gendered progress. As Leilani Nishime (2017) has argued, it is both trouble-
some and disturbing that a studio can promote itself as an agent for
social change by transforming an Asian stereotype into an empowered white
woman to move the audience past racist representations and by acknow-
ledging the power of Asian audiences (p. 30). The move that Nishime
(2017) explains points to a number of harmful notions, the rst being that
there is no way to cast an Asian character in a role that was previously too

stereotypically Asian .

Following this logic, if a white female actress is to Il the role, the
problem will solve itself and the audience will be grateful to have a strong
(unraced, meaning white) female character in place of a stereotypical Asian
character. Racial ambiguity is a trait of anime characters, but this does not
eliminate the issue of white actors being cast in these remake roles (Lu,
2009, p. 174). Rather, the attachment that audiences have to anime in all
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of its cult appeal and the outrage that follows these remakes cannot be
separated from the way we interpret and speak to fan cultures at our present
moment (Silvio, 1999). It could be argued that if the Im had cast a Japanese
actress, a techno-Orientalist depiction of Japanese womanhood and non-
human lack of emotions of the cyborg character could have itself created
a harmful representation. The story itself is not a particular celebration or
good representation of Japanese womanhood and autonomy in a near-
future dystopian storyline. Whitewashing is within and often an extension of
yellowface, which positions white actors as the natural and neutral casting
choice, regardless of story, origin or character. While whitewashing Asian
characters covers a larger Western context from stage to screen, looking
particularly to science ction illuminates a speci ¢ trope of Orientalised
difference.

Scholars such as Nishime (2017) situate whitewashing of Asian
characters in science ction as relational and interconnected with other
issues of racism and representation that take place within a globalised situ-
ating of Asianness . Examining recent Western science ction Ims such as
Cloud Atlas (2012) and Ex Machina (2014) that position Asian women as
not only stereotypically robotic, but performing as robots, Nishime (2017)
argues: The Ims reconcile the contradictions between technology s
promise of high-status, disembodied labor and the perpetuation of low-
status, embodied, unskilled labor under globalization by racializing,
gendering, and therefore naturalizing labor strati cation (p. 31). The
connection between Western fear of the power of the Asian labour market
and technological progress as mechanising workers serves to dissociate
and distance Western capitalism s own mechanisation of workers in order
to maintain a sense of cultural and racial superiority. Techno-Orientalist
science ction demonstrates one avenue for hypothesising dystopian futures
through narratives of technology gone too far.

The 2017 remake of Ghost in the Shell draws on science ction represen-
tation of the gure of a female cyborg in ways that resonate with Donna
Haraway s (1994) conception. The cyborg calls into question the many the-
oretical contradictions that a science ction cyborg might present: she is
both superhuman and at the mercy of her creators; she is both posthuman
and rethinking what constitutes human ; she exists outside of biological sex
but still presents a gendered embodiment; and she is both arti cially created
and born to human parentage. The 2017 remake works to pose questions
about hybridity, superhumanism, dehumanisation and the militarisation of
the cyborg that are also considered in the work of Haraway and contem-
porary scholars regarding the potential of the concept of the cyborg for crit-
ical race and feminist theories.

Johansson s character, Mira, is constructed as a weapon in the service
of her manufacturers. This re ects cyborg scholarship that engages with
how human workers approximate mechanical functions under capitalism.
Jennifer Gonzklez (1995) notes in her work on cyborgs and racialisation
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that with the rise of industrial capitalism some populations were expected
to become mechanised/mechanical: the distinction between the machine
and the human became a question of gender and class (p. 60). While
some arguments such as Haraway s extol the cyborg as a gure of revo-
lutionary potential, Gonzklez argues the cyborg will not necessarily exist
free of social constraints, constraints which apply to humans and machines
already (p. 61). The distinction between the mechanical and those who are

mechanized (Devereux & Kosman, 2016, p. 13) becomes blurred within
constructs of productivity, racialisation and exploitation. When the dis-
tinction is made between cyborgs and humans, often cyborg science ction
employs a symbolic narrative of racialisation. As Isiah Lavender 11l (2011)
argues:

Envisioning exactly how the cyborg occupies a new race position
becomes possible when thinking about future projections of human
racial history. In the same way, posthumanism changes how we think
about our physical being by raising new questions of what is innately
or naturally human.

(p- 26)

Relating the cyborg as a new race to conceptual posthumanism opens up
the possibilities of applying a racial analysis to theories of what comes
next? for humankind within contemporary science ction. In that sense,
Johansson as Mira occupies a space of a new type of being, one that as a
cyborg is distinct from humans in status, and may be exempt from racial
identi cation by nature of this same arti cial parentage.
The plot of the 2017 remake, which detours from the original anime
Im, operates to justify the casting of Johansson by exposition that
informs the audience that the robot shell (played by Johansson) contains
the memories and identity ( ghost) of the Japanese woman Motoko.
Janice Loreck (2018) argues that when the character Mira discovers the
mother of her human brain, who is Japanese, the opportunity is opened
for the Ims exploration of race in a posthuman future (p. 38). Part of
my argument as to the controversy rests on the backlash to the Im prior
to viewing the full movie. While the ending of the 2017 Im suggests that
the cyborg protagonist may occupy a complicated racial categorisation,
Loreck (2018) contends that this thought-experiment is a failure due to
the magnitude of Johansson s fame to begin with, and her notability as a
white American actress. Claiming that Johansson as an actress cannot be
distanced from her critical reception and previous roles that connect her to
all the white characters she has portrayed on screen, Loreck (2018) argues
casting Johansson in the role not only tethers the cyborg character to
Johansson s lived existence as a white woman, it also connects her inter-
textually to the constellation of white characters that she has previously
portrayed (p. 39).
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Central to the constellation of white characters portrayed by Johansson
are various non-human or posthuman characters who may complicate a
certain embodiment of humanness . As the subject of a science ctional
experiment testing the potential of cerebral capacity in Lucy (2014), as
the disembodied yet eerily present voice of Joaquin Phoenixs arti cially
intelligent operating system/girlfriend in Her (2013) or as an alien seduc-
tress who preys on men in Under the Skin (2013), Johanssons roles as a
posthuman pin-up girl  (Matthews, 2018, p. 5) have come to de ne her
celebrity to some audiences. Johansson being typecast as robotic, other-
than-human, and placed in multiple science ction Ims may signal a trend
that would lead her to be cast in Ghost in the Shell. Zara Dinnen and
Sam McBean (2018) make an argument as to Johansson s face on screen
as a technology of gendering and racialisation. They argue that within
popular culture the norms and privileges of whiteness and femininity
are gured through the face on screen as technological formation (2018,
p. 136). While a few media outlets commented on the potentially trans-
racial twist within the remake, the majority of online memes and mockery
surrounding Johansson focus on her public statements and further casting
controversies.

Conclusion

Johansson s perceived racial transgression continues to position her as a
meme-able celebrity persona. These issues of who a white cis-female should
be able to play as an actress extended when Johansson received criticism
for her consideration of the protagonist role in the Im biography titled
Rub & Tug, a pro le of Pittsburgh transgender male gangster Dante Tex
Gill. Johansson turned down the role, and the Im, which would have been
made by 2017 s Ghost in the Shell director Rupert Sanders, halted produc-
tion. As this controversy arose, a sharp increase in Johansson-based memes
proliferated online that con ated the Ghost in the Shell whitewashing con-
troversy with the disapproval of her considering taking the role of portraying
a trans male character. Speaking to memes of Johansson falling taken from
Under the Skin as well as the | am Major digital marketing campaign,
Palmer and Warren (2019) contend: Memes are exemplary tools that reveal
how, in contemporary sharing economies, audiences can directly in uence
and help construct celebrity personas, both through fandom and through
cultural critique (p. 141). In 2019 there was an explosion of memes which
photo-shopped Johanssons face onto trees, after her comment to As If
magazine. Johansson stated: You know, as an actor | should be allowed to
play any person, or any tree, or any animal because that is my job and the
requirements of my job (Dawson, 2019). Internet memes connecting the
Ghost in the Shell controversy to this statement employed an ironic ridicule
of the actresss seemingly clueless, or possibly dismissive, attitude toward
representation politics in Hollywood.
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Given the continued success of Johanssons career following two
Academy Award nominations in 2020 and the successful release of the Black
Widow Marvel Im, it is fair to say that while the controversy continues to
haunt Johansson s meme-able celebrity, the repercussions of this memetic
event have had little impact on her career or ability to remain an A-list
actress in Hollywood. Online controversies such as the Ghost in the Shell
whitewashing discourse may impact Im productions and take into con-
sideration the appeals from fan activists and advocates for more diverse
racial representations in Im. The connection and continuation of a meme-
able Johansson illuminates a particular instance of collective memory within
online cultures to remember transgressions, as it has been argued: the
internet doesn t forget (Garc a-Gavilanes et al., 2017). Johansson s career
faced no serious impact from this controversy, yet her continued meme-
ability within certain online communities that centre the actor s opinions on
the roles she accepts is worth considering in further online discourse studies
that seek to de ne online communities through ironic mockery and humour.
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2 My Parents Check My Pro le

How Italian Girls Negotiate Parental
Discourses in Online Activities

Arianna Mainardi and Tonny Krijnen

Introduction

Then | started seeing FB more as a part of my world and so my parents
could see everything | was doing and | said okay  withdraw them
from my friends! [embarrassed laugh]. Because | wanted it to be my
own little world outside the family.

Giulia is a 16-year-old girl. Like many of her peers in Italy, her everyday life
is situated in both online and of ine contexts. Connected with her smart-
phone at school and at home, Giulia keeps in touch with family and friends,
sharing photos, videos and texts through social network sites (SNSs). Giulia
employs different online resources to construct her own views on the world.
Moreover, it is in these online spaces that girls build and articulate them-
selves showing photos, videos and private texts. For Giulia and her peers,
SNSs are an existential space in and through which they build, discuss and
express their identities.

In both society and academia, girls online activities are a topic of
heated debates. Public debates usually centre on the worries and anxie-
ties of adults about girls activities, which are often portrayed as risky
business. Falling victim to hypersexualisation, cyberbullying, or being easy
game for internet predators are commonly voiced concerns. Girls, it is
argued, should be protected against these corrupting in uences. These pro-
tectionist/moralist discourses, as Dobson (2014) calls them, are not only
prevalent in public debates but sustained and reinforced by publicly avail-
able research reports such as the Report of the APA Task Force on the
Sexualization of Girls by the American Psychological Association (2010).
Other researchers contribute to these discourses by showing how digital
media cause body dissatisfaction among adolescent girls, or force them to
self-sexualise by posting sel es and other sexualised self-images on social
media (see Krijnen & Van Bauwel, 2022). Furthermore, in order to ensure
safety for young women and to restore and/or maintain more reassuring
traditional social norms and roles, their activities should be controlled
(Krijnen & Van Bauwel, 2022). This paternalistic protectionist/moralist
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discourse is embedded in a conception of | know what is right for you,
and you dont.

The Italian journalistic debate around girls and SNSs illustrates
this: online girls are continuously portrayed as victims. For example, SNSs
are presented as generating the objecti ed woman or the focus lies on
how sel es, posted on SNSs, are suf cient reasons to fall victim to violence.
Hence, Italian newspapers maintain patriarchal discourses by presenting
technology as inappropriate for girls and by regulating girls presence in
the public sphere (Mainardi, 2015). Parents are encouraged to protect their
children, and especially their daughters, from this risky online environment.
Guidelines on how to protect them are usually formulated in terms of media
literacy and active parental involvement. However, other scholars note that
by posing girls as subjects at risk, girls own standpoints and views on their
activities are at best weakened, if not obscured (Duits & Van Romondt Vis,
2009; Duits & Van Zoonen, 2006). The protectionist/moralist discourse
is a one-sided perspective obscuring girls ideas, opinions and actions.
A number of studies contributing to the protectionist discourse are based
on content analysis of social media (Gill, 2007, 2008), showing how mis-
ogynist discourses dominate young women s media environment. However,
what young women actually do with these discourses is a question left
unanswered. Indeed, as Edell et al. (2013) argue, talking to girls complicates
these matters tremendously.

We want to highlight two important aspects of the protectionist/moralist
discourse articulated in the debate on girls and new media. First, the debate
seems to postulate two positions for girls: girls at risk versus empowered
girls . These positions are particularly polarised in the sense that they focus
exclusively either on power structures or on girls agency. This dichotomy
has been questioned by many authors before us (Coffey & Farrugia, 2014;
Gonick et al., 2009; Harris & Dobson, 2015). We also feel neither position
does justice to girls online activities; therefore we adopt a poststructural
view on Italian girls online activities. Girls agency, expressed in acts, activ-
ities and acting are discursive practices that co-construct the very structures
enabling and limiting their agency. As Harris and Dobson (2015) argue, this
means to [ ] understand subjectivity and social structure as produced in
concert (p. 145). Through acting on SNSs, girls engage with power systems
and (re)produce power systems. Girls are not de ned, structured or limited
by power but come into being through an active engagement with systems
of power (Coffey & Farrugia, 2014, p. 469).

Sexualisation and girls entanglement with it is located in a neoliberalist
climate in tandem with a postfeminist sensibility (Gonick et al., 2009): on
the one hand positioning girls as rational individuals capable of making
life choices, while on the other hand the sexist structures in which they
have to do this deny girls freedom of choicedeny girls freedom of choice.
McRobbie (2009) has identi ed this violent climate as the postfeminist
masquerade. We would like to draw attention to regionality. As Gonick
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(2015) argues, neoliberalism has spread on a global scale, but its con gur-
ation is locally nuanced. In the Italian context, we argue, the postfeminist
masquerade is just as prone as elsewhere, but the role played by parents and
family differs from that in North European countries. Families have a cru-
cial position in conveying society s norms and codes for girls. Furthermore,
parents play a key role in orienting girls use of new technologies in the
domestic space (Scarcelli, 2010). In other words, Italian girls engage with a
different power system to articulate the self than in other European coun-
tries. Our aim then is to make a contribution to understanding girls online
activities within speci ¢ power con gurations.

Attributing attention to a dialogic understanding of agency and structure
and to the local speci cities of the power con gurations in which identities
are negotiated, we focus our research on how Italian girls between the ages
of 15 and 18 years negotiate parental discourses on sexuality and SNSs. The
internet practices and daily experiences of girls in the northern Italian city
of Milan are central to our investigation of How do Italian girls negotiate
parental discourses in their online activities? We use in-depth interviews to
answer our research question.

The ltalian Context

Gender and sexuality in Italy are an insidious terrain, both of discriminations
and for political struggle. The ambivalent situation in the Italian con-
text produces a gender system that encourages girls and womens self-
achievement in a culture that reproduces many forms of sexism and
misogyny (see Zambelli et al., 2018). Public debate carries a gendered moral
panic on girls sexuality, constantly seeking to augment the already strict
separation between good, respectable women and bad, disreputable women
(Gribaldo, 2018). This separation between good and bad is known as the
double standard: different standards used to judge sexual acts committed by
men or women. As in other parts of the world, Italian women are expected
to be respectable and not to show interest in sexuality or to engage in sexual
behaviour outside heterosexual marriage (Bertone & Ferrero Camoletto,
2011; Crawford & Popp, 2003; Zambelli et al., 2018). Simultaneously, men s
interest in sexuality in and outside marriage is accepted and sometimes even
rewarded. Women were faced with a Madonna-whore dichotomy: They
were either pure and virginal or promiscuous and easy (Crawford & Popp,
2003, p. 13).

Combined with the neoliberal idea of girls as empowered subjects, this
creates an interesting context in which Italian girls negotiate their identities.
While female Italian teenagers are considered as free and independent as
their male peers regarding employment and education, the girls are restricted
by rigid norms of respectability with regard to sexuality. Discourses on girls
sexuality are built on the basis of the double standards that characterised
sexual morality in Italy between 1950 and 1960 (Leccardi, 2011).
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Additionally, cultural practices concerning family relations also con-
tribute to Italy s speci ¢ context for young girls. In Italy the familial wel-
fare model delegates care services to the family sphere. Italian social and
labour policies are based on the notion of family support and thus sus-
tain the cohabitation of youth and the family until adulthood. Autonomy
is reached at a later age than in other European countries. Furthermore,
though the patriarchal family model, based on the male breadwinner and
the female housewife, has been challenged by new gender and family models
(Schizzerotto et al., 2011), men s participation in domestic work and care
activities remains very limited (Bertone & Ferrero Camoletto, 2011). This
con guration of the double standard in a context that emphasises hetero-
sexual marriage and a strong division of domestic labour results in a very
speci ¢ context for young girls to negotiated their sexual identities. As
Pasquali (2012) argues, Italy witnesses a paradoxical situation in which
sex and sexuality are both pervasive and hypervisualised, while also being
removed from society. This makes sex a taboo subject, right there where it
is most exhibited , therefore making the relationship among generations
and between public and private more problematic than in other European
contexts (Pasquali, 2012, p. 207).

Framing Girls and SNSs

The protectionist/moralist discourses on girls online activities are not
entirely new. With the rise of every new medium, concerns about the impact
of that medium on girls well-being arise. From dance halls in the early
1900s to today s SNSs, debates on the new medium s effects have always
concentrated on the mental and physical health of the vulnerable (Thiel-
Stern, 2014). The vulnerable are often embodied by girls, as they fall into all
of the categories under re: young age and assumed lesser mental and cogni-
tive capacities (Krijnen & Van Bauwel, 2022). Within the current neoliberal
discourse prevalent in societies of the Global North, the image of vulnerable
girls is countered by a seemingly opposing image of the empowered girl.

This con guration should not be equated with a dichotomous conceptu-
alisation of agency vs structure. As argued earlier, we follow a poststructural
approach, understanding agency and structure in a dialogic fashion. Agency
should therefore not be equated with resistance as this obscures the repro-
duction of unequal power structures by girls themselves (cf. Harris &
Dobson, 2015). Moreover, positioning agency as opposed to structure forces
one to either focus on the girl at risk , a victim of structures, or on the
empowered girl as an overt agent.

With the rise of digital media, the protectionist/moralist discourses took
a slightly different shape. Online environments, it was argued, offered the
opportunity to play with identities and assigned social roles, granting media
access to everyone, including girls. Gender play and the accompanying dis-
location of sex and gender increase the potential to disrupt the heterosexual



36 Arianna Mainardi and Tonny Krijnen

matrix (Butler, 1990). However, SNSs also signi cantly reduce the distance
between online and of ine life and produce important consequences for
identity constructions as SNSs sustain an embodied presence in online inter-
action (Turkle, 1995).

The ways that SNSs differ signi cantly from other media are located in
four distinct properties: persistence, searchability, replicability and invis-
ible audiences (boyd, 2007). These properties are particularly relevant
with regard to debates on the risks of SNSs and ones online behaviour
and feed the protectionist/moralist discourse. SNSs never forget what one
posts, all material is easily found and can be distributed further without
one s consent, and no one knows exactly who is viewing what pages. These
four features are prominent elements of the aforementioned protectionist/
moralist discourses, and used as arguments in the sexualisation debate: the
consequences of online actions might have repercussions in of ine life and
young girls are unable to oversee or foresee these consequences. Therefore,
SNSs provide a context in which the relationship between girls agency and
constraints is in  ux. Online space may operate as a place of sexual freedom
and gender play, but within these very spaces of opportunity harsh norms of
gender identity and sexual regulation are articulated. Moreover, this context
is positioned within a power con guration that emphasises parental and
familial discourses. How do girls navigate these discourses and how does
their direct environment intersect?

Method

To focus on girls identity negotiations we investigated the ways girls appro-
priate the resources available in order to understand how they create and
negotiate the meaning of these resources in everyday life. This chapter
intends to contribute to the debate with an empirical study, answering the
question: How do Italian girls negotiate parental discourses in their online
activities?

A total of 32 girls between 15 and 18 years of age were interviewed.
The qualitative interview was particularly useful for our purposes as it
focuses attention on everyday life and provides room for the interviewees
to express themselves and their experiences in their own words. By use of a
topic list (containing topics such as time spent during the day using internet
with friends, relatives and boyfriends; use of a smartphone; unpleasant
experiences online; self-representations on social media), the interviewer
guided the interviewees with the construction of the narrative. Hence,
the interviewer co-constructs the narrative (Holstein & Gubrium, 1999).
Here, we want to acknowledge the existence of a power relation between
researcher and interviewee during the interviews. We re exively considered
both the interviewer position (researcher, woman, young adult, white) and
the context in which the interviews took place. To create a friendly and less
hierarchical atmosphere, the interviewer asked the girls to address her with
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the informal pronoun you and by using the rst name (the Italian social
rules ask youth to address adults using the formal version of the pronoun
you that corresponds to the third person lei ; there is no English parallel
to this pronoun). Some interviews were conducted inside the schools. In
these cases we created a safe space, ensuring privacy. Other interviews took
place in public spaces, such as parks or coffee shops. All interviews were
transcribed ad verbum.

The girls came from different socio-economic contexts. Interviewees
attended different schools (high school, vocational school or technical
institute) and their parents differed in educational level and in country of
origin. These girls lived at the intersection of several social categories. Their
everyday experiences were situated and embodied at the intersection of these
different dimensions of power: economic resources, educational level, ethnic
background and religious context. In order to understand the process of
negotiating parental discourses we have to consider how girls are immersed
within these dimensions.

The SNS most used by the girls at the time of the interviews was Facebook
(FB). Therefore, in the results we will focus on FB instead of SNSs in gen-
eral. Interviews were interpreted following a discourse analysis approach.
As discourse we considered the relation between knowledge and power
that structures the different subject positions that girls can adopt (Foucault,
1970). Discourses do not exist independently of their reproduction through
social practice and meaning of the subject; discourses change over time and
new ones emerge. Discourse analysis is therefore a suitable way to under-
stand negotiating parental discourses and the speci ¢ power con gurations
for girls online. First, we identi ed parental discourses and how they con-
tribute to a normative gender de nition in girls lives. Second, we focused on
the way in which girls negotiated these discourses in their everyday life and
in the context of SNSs.

Parents Normative Gender Discourses

As is common for youths in contemporary societies in the Global North, for
the girls interviewed there was an existential continuity between online and
of ine in everyday life. For instance, people with whom they kept in touch
the most were the same people they interacted with of ine. The interviewees
were not that excited about FB. As they used FB every day it was integrated
in their daily practices. FB was often evaluated by the girls as a boring place
rather than a novelty. Part of the boredom was caused by the presence of
parents on FB. At the time of the interviews the study was concluded
in 2015 Facebook had started to be a place for adults . While the girls
were already active on Facebook, parents had just started to discover it.
By entering into this online space, parents started modifying its socio-
technological culture. Given that most of the girls involved in the research
had had a Facebook account since middle school, the entry of parents into
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this space changed the ways in which it was perceived and inhabited, and
the meanings associated with its use. Thus, this research shows the emer-
gence of a normative dimension within Facebook spaces that contributed
to girls exploration of other SNSs in recent years (such as Instagram or
TikTok). Although FB started out as a space in which girls interacted with
their peers, the presence of the parents now changed the way the girls used,
felt about and had fun on FB. In saying they were bored with FB, we suggest,
the interviewed girls were also responding to a system of (parental) checks
and pressures in a complex space in between the public and private sphere
(boyd, 2007).

All of the girls reported parental role and parents protectionist/mor-
alist discourses as signi cant to their activities on FB. Sometimes, parental
presence manifested itself as a direct intervention in girls activities, such
as forcing the girls to unfriend people or to delete posts. Other times, par-
ental presence became apparent indirectly, such as monitoring their online
interactions. In general, parental interventions can be read as suggesting and
encouraging traditional forms of femininity. This normative discourse on
how to be a good girl was not only exercised by parents, but sometimes
maintained by other family members such as brothers.

According to the girls interviewed, parents and other family members
direct and indirect interventions were instigated by protectionist/mor-
alist discourses. For example, Geneva explains how her mother allowed
her to open a FB account only if she used her mother s email to set it up.
Furthermore, Geneva had to utilise the setting that makes FB send email
noti cations of all activities on FB to her mother. Hence, Geneva s mother
is aware of all of her activities. According to Geneva, this is because her
mother tries to protect her from harm:

They [her parents] check my pro le. In the sense that my mother, when |
joined FB said: or you sign up with my email or you can t! . So I enrolled
with her email and she receives all my noti cations. She receives my
messages [ ]. Because she does not want me dating the wrong people

That they may lure me online and then maybe even hurt me.
(Geneva, 16-year-old, high school)

Genevas account is re ected in the interviews with the other girls, though
not all parents performed a continuous monitoring of their daughters
online activities. Some activities, such as viewing pages, were intervened in
only when the occasion arose. For example, Fatima explains:

Once | was in the car with my dad and he saw a picture of two naked
people on the beach. He said What is that thing on FB? And | say, It is
a page. and he says Remove it! [stern voice] take away the like from
the page. and I said Okay. [laughs].

(Fatima, 15-year-old, vocational school)
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The intervention of the father in this case is occasional: he happens to catch
a glimpse of what his daughter is viewing online and exercises his authority
immediately. The girls perceived that dealing with protectionist/moralist
discourses embodied by their parents presence and interventions was part
of the power system that they found themselves in.

The girls were aware of the opportunities and risks posed by online envir-
onments. For example, Geneva explains how there is a threshold of friends
in common before you accept a friendship request:

Once | had accepted a friendship of a person | didn t know him but
he was a friend of a friend, | said he is a friend of a friend, | accept
him and she [the mother] was very angry | said damn Mom! He is
a person who | know exists because he is a friend of another person, it
is not that bad.

(Geneva, 16-year-old, high school)

By making sure the person accepted is known to several good friends, Geneva
tries to ensure her own safety. Other examples that show the girls know-
ledge and awareness include expressions such as: not that you could see
anything (Antonella), or | choose the best picture of me, but I don t want
to show too much. If | have a dress which shows a bit of breast | choose
the picture that doesn t show it (Miriam). This awareness shows the girls
knowledge of sexualisation, as Duits and Van Zoonen (2011) argued, and
how to navigate this in their everyday practices. Parental interventions, or
demands in this regard, were only accepted because the punishments for not
doing so were severe. As Geneva explains, when her mother demands her to
unfriend a newly accepted person:

At rst | said, come on, Mom, hes a person that | know he exists
because he is a friend of another person, he is not bad . But she said:
No, | ve told you, you can use FB if you follow my rules. Then I
said: all right, all right. Precisely because it was the rst time, it was
my rst experience on FB and | did not want me to be taken off, so |
said yes.

(Geneva, 16-year-old, high school)

Geneva only avoids exploring the boy s friendship in exchange for being able
to continue to use FB. One of the side effects of this perceived parental fear
of daughters online activities is an enforcement of the paradoxical coexist-
ence of both pervasiveness and removal of sexuality in Italian girls lives.
A restrictive attitude towards girls use of social media turns sexuality into
a taboo. Hence, parents exclude the possibility that girls could discuss sexu-
ality within the family (Pasquali, 2012). Additionally, these interventions,
restrictions and censorship restore the gure of girls as potential victims on
the internet. This discourse weakens their position and sustains a patriarchal



40 Arianna Mainardi and Tonny Krijnen

order which regulates girls presence in public contexts, suggesting that tech-
nologies are inappropriate for them (Thiel-Stern, 2014). Thus, girls social
subject positions are undermined. Nevertheless, all the girls developed one
or multiple strategies to negotiate parental interventions. These strategies
ranged from direct blocking of (non-parental) family members on their
pages to adopting parents discourses.

Girls Navigation Strategies

From the interviews we could distinguish ve strategies girls employ when
negotiating parents discourses: hiding out, writing codes, seeking confron-
tation, succumbing and resistance. Each of these strategies can be seen as
agentic as they are used by the girls to articulate themselves and their iden-
tities. The rst strategy resembles hiding out. Girls have invented creative
ways to circumvent parental interventions. For example, most girls are
active on other social media such as Twitter, ASKfm or Tumblr, where they
are free from parental presence. But girls also show savviness with regard to
what they do and do not post. During the interviews, the girls reported that
they do not share on FB photos of themselves in transgressive moments for
example, while smoking a cigarette or being cosy with their boyfriend. This
prevents parents and other family members from nding out too much of
the girl s lives.

I remember that there are things that | said: | cannot [put them on
FB], because my parents are there and | respect them, they created their
daughter with a brain, I do not put these things on [FB] . Perhaps the
photos | took some pictures, always with my best friend. At the time
I had short hair and it was not yet the time when a lot of celebrities
cut it short and they took pictures I was interested in fashion and
photography and my friend had to learn about the lighting in photog-
raphy. So, she used me as model and | was topless and without a bra.
But these things have never gone on the internet; at least | do not think
so [laughs].

(Marta, 18-year-old, vocational school)

Girls, imagining their audience, speak and act in accordance with the rules
generally perceived acceptable by the public; often girls feel under control by
the invisible audience of FB. Hence, FB becomes a technology that imposes
a form of self-monitoring and self-control. What prevails is the idea of a
more moderate femininity, taking care to express behaviour that is not too
sexually explicit, but more compatible with the presence of parents. This
self-regulatory practice helps to sustain and reinforce existing discourse on
how to be a good girl in the Italian context and the reproduction of the
heterosexual matrix (Foucault, 1976; Butler, 1990).
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A second way to evade parental discourse is by writing code, making
sure their posts do not address anyone in particular. Claudias parents, for
example, do not approve of her boyfriend. Both her parents and her boy-
friend are befriended on FB. Hence, Claudia posts messages to him that
could be for anyone:

I only write stupid things, for example: goodnight love , | miss you and
stuff like that. | don t want my parents to understand that | m writing
to him, because my family doesn t accept this situation. They are in my
FB contacts now and | don t want to create problems. | have thousands
of people in my FB contacts  because you do not know directly all the
people on FB, almost, but not all. So | don t want people to say stupid
things  so I prefer to avoid that and keep my things anonymous. |
know they are for him and thats it.

(Claudia, 17-year-old, vocational school)

By keeping the posts anonymous, Claudia not only prevents her parents
knowing about her boyfriend, but also prevents other people betraying her
secrets.

Not all attempts on deluding parents are successful. For example, Geneva
explains how she tried to join a FB page for the One Direction concert she
would attend. As she was aware her mother would not approve, she deleted
the noti cations that would be sent to her mother s email account:

On June 28 | will go to the One Direction concert. Someone has created
this of cial group composed of girls who are going. | told myself:
Okay, | join the group, there are some innocent girls . However, |
removed all noti cations and | made sure that my mother didn t know
about this

(Geneva, 16-year-old, high school)

When Geneva s mother found out, Geneva was forced to leave the FB group.
These two strategies designed to navigate parental interventions are, in a
way, an indirect response to parental norms and intervention. The attempts
of parents to protect their daughters from harm result in the daughters
adopting unethical behaviour: hiding out from their parents and keeping
secrets. Combined with the taboos created around sexuality, we argue that
parental discourses partially heighten the risks to girls.

However, other strategies employed by girls to navigate parental discourses
are less risky . The third strategy is confrontational. An interesting example
is made by Fatima, who puts a con icting aspect of her relationship with her
family to the foreground on her FB page. Fatimas FB cover image carries
the words follow your dreams . Fatima explains how her parents do not
understand her huge passion for singing and how she would like to become
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a professional singer by participating in auditions for music broadcasts on
television. Her parents oppose these activities:

My parents are Egyptians terroni [laughs]  still have a mentality of
Egypt and do not want to understand that what | do now will be my
future  They want me to be more focused on spirituality rather than
the real world, but | have a very different opinion. So: follow your
dream and thatsit [laughs].

(Fatima, 16-year-old, technical school)

In the process of constructing her identity, Fatima struggles between the
values of the religious community (Italian Coptic Orthodox) she belongs to
and the cultural resources available to her in daily life in Milan ( terroni is
a derogatory term used by northern Italians to describe southern Italians).
Fatimas foregrounding of a familial con ict is a way not only to navigate
parental intervention but also to navigate her everyday activities within a
church she feels differently about than her parents. FB hence enables Fatima
to discuss this aspect with her parents instead of disabling her (which is the
case with regard to sexuality, as noted before).

A fourth strategy employed is to succumb to parental discourse. Girls
take parents arguments into deep consideration and sometimes incorporate
them. One of the interviewees, Carlotta, took some pictures with her friend
during the school s summer break. Some of these photos portray her without
a bra and with her hands crossed over her chest to cover her breasts. One
of these photos is edited by Carlotta on her computer and she adds a group
of swallows taking ight into the sky from her chest. The photo is then
reproduced in three consecutive sequences. Very satis ed with the result,
Carlotta spontaneously feels the desire to share it online through her FB pro-

le. So, at rst Carlotta is happy with her creative work and she feels she has
protected herself by making sure her breasts were not exposed. However,
when her parents nd out they are angry:

Just you could not see anything, however, only the idea that there was
no bra, but my parents when they found it, they were truly ~ They were
angry [ ]!hadto gure it out by myself that it was not good to post it,
but I was so happy [laughs]. | do not know if | can say that

(Carlotta, 16-year-old, high school)

During the interview, Carlotta starts a re exive process that highlights a
transformation from her initial position after her mother s intervention. At

rst, pride and satisfaction prevail with regard to creating an image that she
likes so much and, above all, where she feels beautiful. This latter aspect is
important if we consider the abundant research results that often show the
dif culties girls have in building a peaceful relationship with their body, and
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the complex negotiations that take place before deciding which picture can
be published on FB (Dobson, 2015).

Later, Carlotta seems to embrace her parents views, and becomes very
critical of herself:

Well, if 1 had thought only one more day | would have never done it.
Because my mother told me  Itis also a question of personal modesty,
to show my body no  you have to keep it to yourself. Anyway
even for [my] current reputation, then maybe everyone thinks | m a slut.
[Long pause] I shouldn t say it [slut]?

(Carlotta, 16-year-old, high school)

Materially, Carlotta s parents forced her to immediately remove the photos
from FB and then forbade her to use her personal FB account for a month.
During this episode, Carlotta discussed with her mother a more legitimate
gender model that makes intelligible the way Carlotta performs her body
online. In the discussion with the mother, modesty was the key term, which
became a value capable of de ning a particular idea of femininity in which
the body is something to keep in private and not to exhibit (Crawford &
Popp, 2003). Carlotta imagined her audience as her own peer group when
she shared these images on her personal pro le, for whom the photograph
had a meaning different from the one in the adult world.

Yes, [now] | always think about what people may think | don t think
about my friends, because there are contexts where [ ]Butl try to
think about other people. Because for example my parents have reacted
in a different way.

(Carlotta, 16-year-old, high school)

After discussing the issues with her mother, the same image took a different
meaning: Then they think | m a slut, said Carlotta. Her fears of the stigma
(slut) show how the sexual conduct of girls in the Italian context is still the
subject of a moral discourse that condemns certain young women s behav-
iour (cf. Mainardi, 2018).

The fth and last strategy to negotiate ones identity with the complex
power con guration the girls nd themselves in is that of resistance. Resistance
manifests itself in blocking family members from their FB or straightfor-
ward disobedience. This type of resistance only manifests when girls do not
accept, or are unconvinced by, the parental discourse. One example is the
dispute between Antonella and her brother over some pictures of her with a
friend while sitting on the steps of Milan Cathedral. Antonellas older brother
intervened as he felt she was exposing too much of her body:

I m sitting outside the cathedral and dressed in short shorts but not that
you can see everything. But my brother got angry because | put it on
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FB  and he began to say to my mother: look at your daughter and
what she looks like, do you let her go out this way, [on FB] there
are perverts [ ] You are not good, you re licentious, putting photos on
FB

(Antonella, 16-year-old, vocational school)

The intervention of her brother rst of all highlights an organisation of family
relationships based on a patriarchal family model (actually Antonellas
father no longer lived with the family; she told us that from the moment her
father left, her brother started playing the role of head of the household).
Her brother s opinion reinforces the idea that Antonella cannot be respon-
sible for what she publishes on FB but that he is. Therefore, he feels that it
is legitimate to exercise this kind of authority. However, Antonella directly
resists her brother s meddling:

my brother. | blocked him because everything that | put on FB, for
him it is not right!
(Antonella, 16-years-old, vocational school)

Antonella controls her online space consciously by de ning who she wants
to be part of her audience.

Another example of resistance manifests itself in the expressing, playing
with and experimenting with sexuality on SNSs (Ringrose & Barajas, 2011).
Claudia, for example, does seem to utilise FB much more for these purposes.
She resisted her parents pressure when she posted some pictures of herself
in which she kisses a female friend:

God knows what they thought because | kissed with a friend of
mine. And for the pictures with my boyfriends they told me: remove
them because you re much too young and others could criticise and
so on

(Claudia, 17-year-old, vocational school)

She then continues to explain how she rst gave in to her parents and
removed the pictures, but then decided against it and uploaded them again.
Not to rebel against her parents, as Claudia clearly states, but because she
feels other people s opinions are not that important, especially when you feel
you have done nothing wrong.

CLAUDIA: | took them off and then | put them on again. But not to be rebel-
lious, I don t care about what other people say, because they criticise but
they are not critical of themselves. [ ] I argued with my childhood
friend s father. He is a close friend of my parents. My father or my
mother might have commented on the picture saying: Claudia stop it!

INTERVIEWER: They were afraid of such criticisms?
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CLAUDIA: About the kiss that | was lesbian or about the picture with my
boyfriend that | was no good. But | have a clear conscience
(Claudia, 17-year-old, vocational school)

Showing a photo in which they exchange a kiss is in itself not a subversive
act for the girls themselves. However, uploading the photos again challenges
the ritualised forms of performance and production of gendered social
norms that are reinforced by parents. Although Claudia acknowledges these
norms, she does not succumb like Carlotta. The difference between the girls
responses to parental interventions on expressions of their sexuality shows
exactly the opportunity to exercise agency. While Carlotta is eventually
convinced by her mother s discourse, Claudia is not. Both girls have thought
deep and hard about their actions and both have made a decision that they
seem satis ed with.

Conclusion

Our results show how the possibility for Italian girls to express themselves in
an online context depends on the continuous mediation of the pressures of
parents discourses. Girls online sexuality marks the intersection in de ning
youth and adult relationships. Even though postfeminist discourse celebrates
girls independence and autonomy in different aspects of their life, sexu-
ality and gender expressions remain a contested space in the relationships
between girls and family.
In this chapter, we have analysed both discourses surrounding parents
direct and indirect interventions in girls online activities and girls direct
and indirect strategies to negotiate these. The Italian context, with its mag-
ni ed image of the double standard, is particularly relevant to the girls
interviewed. The interventions of parents and brothers strengthen the per-
sistent and pernicious presence of unequal gender discourses internalised
by the girls, relevant to the expression of sexuality and corporeality of girls.
Studies on girls, SNSs and sexuality should, we would like to argue, take these
intersections into account in order to transcend the empowered girl versus
girl at risk dichotomy. However, all interviewees show ways of negotiating
parental discourses, some direct and some more indirect. FB is formulated
as a boring place, indicating that all the really exciting stuff (and we assume
that sexuality is more exciting to them than everyday vicissitudes at school)
is taken elsewhere. This shows not only awareness of FB s affordances, but
also knowledge about and the ability to use other technical structures to
rede ne boundaries of what is possible and what is not. How these tech-
nical structures interact with the construction of sexual identities in speci ¢
contexts should be further investigated.
Harris and Dobson (2015) suggest understanding girls agency in a
post-girl-power cultural landscape (p. 154) does not mean considering
girls as subjects inevitably powerful, but instead, as we did, recognising
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(im)material boundaries that structure girls positions of speaking and
trying to unpack how they make sense of their experiences in such
circumstances. The results of our research enrich the academic debate on
girls agency, offering empirical material girls points of view crucial to
understanding the material resources available to the girls to organise their
presence in the world.

Although the study involved girls coming from different socio-cultural
contexts and with different geographical and religious backgrounds, we
should consider that all the subjects attended a secondary school and lived
in a big city in the north of Italy, Milan. It should be noted that Italy is extra-
ordinarily differentiated, based on geographic characteristics. Firstly, with
regard to different organisations of the family and different connections
with European youth culture, the north and south differ. Secondly, big cities
and small villages offer different cultural opportunities and variances in
broadband access. Our results therefore show how young, Italian, urban,
educated girls negotiate new spaces of expression through SNSs articulating
their agency in the arena of possibilities offered by the context they live in.
Research into girls who live in different geographical situations could reveal
different kinds of individual strategies and negotiation.

Funding Statement

This study was carried out at the University of Milano-Bicocca in 2015.

References

American Psychological Association. (2010). Report of the APA Task Force on the
sexualization of girls. http://www.apa.org/pi/women/programs/girls/report-full.
pdf (accessed 1 October 2014).

Bertone, C., & Ferrero Camoletto, R. (2011). Bringing masculinity into the pic-
ture: Understanding the gendered dimensions of (hetero)sexuality in Italy. Annales
Histoire Sciences Sociales, 21(1), 125 136.

boyd, d. (2007). Social network sites: Public, private, or what? Knowledge Tree, 13,
May. http://kt. exiblelearning.net.au/tkt2007/?page_id=28

Butler, J. (1990). Gender trouble: Feminism and the subversion of identity. Routledge.

Coffey, J., & Farrugia, D. (2014). Unpacking the black box: The problem of agency
in the sociology of youth. Journal of Youth Studies, 17(4), 461 474.

Crawford, M., & Popp, D. (2003). Sexual double standards: A review and methodo-
logical critique of two decades of research. Journal of Sex Research 40(1): 13 26.

Dobson, A. S. (2014). Performative shamelessness 