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Abstract
This article applies an intersectional feminist lens to social media engagement with European politics. Disproportionately
targeted at already marginalised people, the problem of online abuse/harassment has come to increasing public aware‐
ness. At the same time, movements such as #BlackLivesMatter and #MeToo have demonstrated the value of social media
in facilitating global grassroots activism that challenges dominant structures of power. While the literature on social media
engagement with European politics has offered important insights into the extent to which social media facilitates demo‐
cratic participation, it has not to date sufficiently accounted for patterns of intersectional activism and online inequalities.
Using Nancy Fraser’s feminist critique of Habermas’ public sphere theory and Kimberlé Crenshaw’s theory of intersection‐
ality, this article explores patterns of gender and racial inequalities in the digital public space. By analysing both the role
of racist and misogynistic online abuse targeted at women, nonbinary, agender, and gender‐variant people in public life,
as well as the opportunities for marginalised groups to mobilise transnationally through subaltern counter‐publics, I argue
that social media engagement is inextricably linked with offline inequalities. To fully understand the impact of social media
on European democracy, we need to pay attention to gendered and racialised dynamics of power within the digital pub‐
lic sphere that have unequal consequences for democratic participation. This will involve expanding our methodological
repertoire and employing tools underpinned by a critical feminist epistemology.
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1. Introduction

In this article, I outline a research agenda for an inter‐
sectional feminist approach to social media engagement
with European politics. This approach offers an account
of theway inwhich socialmedia engagement in Europe is
shaped by gender and race as structures of power. These
structures reduce opportunities for democratic partici‐
pation in the digital public sphere for women, nonbi‐
nary, agender, and gender‐variant people, with particu‐
lar impacts on those of colour, or trans or queer women.
In their report on Toxic Twitter, Amnesty International

(2018) noted that social media abuse is disproportion‐
ately targeted towards women, especially women of
colour, and is often triggered when sharing opinions
about highly politicised topics such as the EU, gender,
and race. Amnesty International and the United Nations
have recognised online abuse as a human rights viola‐
tion, linking it with freedoms of expression, assembly,
and association that are supposed to be guaranteedwith
democratic citizenship (Amnesty International, 2018).
The European Institute for Gender Equality has argued
that cyber violence against women and girls needs to
be understood as a form of gender‐based violence and
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addressed at an EU level (European Institute for Gender
Equality, 2017).

My starting point for this article is that, despite
increasing public attention to the role of social media
platforms in facilitating online abuse, mainstream schol‐
arship on this topic has largely overlooked such patterns
of gender inequality in the digital sphere, stemming from
a lack of engagement with feminist theory. Following
Nicola J. Smith and Donna Lee, theories of gender and
sexuality have been “written out” of political science
compared with other social sciences disciplines (Smith
& Lee, 2015, p. 50; see also Kantola & Lombardo, 2017).
Within EU studies, feminist scholars have observed not
just the way in which the field renders invisible “the per‐
spectives and experiences of anyone other than White
cisgender men” (Guerrina et al., 2018, p. 254), but also
the way in which it shapes and reifies political and
social hierarchies. Social media scholars have recognised
the possibility of exclusion and “uncivil” behaviour as
well as the challenges of online filter bubbles for demo‐
cratic legitimacy. At the same time, they have also ana‐
lysed the new and inclusive opportunities for transna‐
tional democratic engagement with European politics
afforded by social media platforms (see e.g., Barisione &
Michailidou, 2017; Bossetta et al., 2018; Brändle et al.,
2021; Roose et al., 2017). Yet, these challenges and
opportunities of social media are generally discussed in
isolation from the gendered and racialised structures of
power that underpin them. A feminist approach, then,
aims to “challenge strategic silences” in mainstream ana‐
lysis of social media engagement that “keep traditionally
marginal groups…on the periphery” of European politics
(Guerrina et al., 2018, p. 254).

Feminist analysis can, however, bring with it its
own exclusions (Kantola & Lombardo, 2017, p. 335).
Intersectionality is an approach that highlights the mul‐
tiple oppressions faced by women of colour. In elucidat‐
ing her concept of intersectionality, Kimberlé Crenshaw
argues that Black women have been “theoretically
erased” in the conceptualisation of oppression within
“single‐axis frameworks” of either gender, race, or class
(Crenshaw, 1989, p. 139). While the term originated in
Black feminist US legal scholarship in the late 1980s, it
describes, as Moya Bailey notes, “a concept that Black
feminists have discussed since our earliest preserved
writings, speeches, and poetry” (Bailey, 2021). The prob‐
lem of racist and xenophobic online hate speech has
started to be addressed at an international level: In 2016
the EU, for example, introduced a Code of Conduct
on Countering Illegal Hate Speech Online (European
Commission, 2016) that was agreed with major social
media companies. Intersectionality, however, acknowl‐
edges the differences not just between but also within
groups, drawing attention to the experiences of women
and nonbinary, agender, and gender‐variant people of
colour who do not just experience racism and sexism
simultaneously, but a combination of oppressions that is
greater than the sumof its parts (Crenshaw, 1989, p. 140).

In more recent scholarship, intersectionality has been
expanded to encompass a wider range of categories
such as sexuality, religion, ethnicity, and ability that are,
according to Patricia Hill Collins, “best understood in rela‐
tional terms rather than in isolation from one another”
(Collins, 2015, p. 14). Despite a wide range of intersec‐
tional studies from the US context and feminist cultural
and media studies (see e.g., Brown et al., 2017; Jane,
2014; Kanai & McGrane, 2020; Sobande, 2020), litera‐
ture on social media engagement with European politics
has skimmed over the topic of intersectional experiences
of social media.

To understand the conditions under which citizens
engage in European politics on social media, we there‐
fore need to consider the online experiences of already
marginalised groups, and their wider consequences for
European democracy. I argue that this task has several
dimensions: (a) engaging with feminist critiques of pub‐
lic sphere theory; (b) applying intersectional theory to
consider inclusiveness not just in terms of transnational
communication but also gender, racial, and sexual diver‐
sity; and (c) considering the online sphere as inextrica‐
bly linked to the offline sphere. To do this I draw on
both Nancy Fraser’s feminist critique of Habermas’ pub‐
lic sphere theory (Fraser, 1992) and Kimberlé Crenshaw’s
theory of intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1989, 1991). I then
explore two key themes: online abuse as “participatory
inequality” and “subaltern counter‐publics” as potential
spaces of resistance using empirical examples primar‐
ily from the UK and Germany. These examples relate to
EU/Brexit debates aswell as broader transnational issues
that are likely to appear simultaneously across European
national public spheres (Bossetta et al., 2017, p. 71).
I argue that, in order to fully understand the opportuni‐
ties and challenges arising from social media for democ‐
racy, an intersectional approach to citizens’ engagement
is required that pays attention to gendered and racialised
dynamics of power within the digital public sphere that
have unequal consequences.

Some brief content notes: Firstly, I cite examples
of misogynistic and racist abuse directed at women in
European public life. Taking on board Emma A. Jane’s
argument that there has been a “tyranny of silence”
within academic literature about the sexually violent
discourse directed at individuals on social media (Jane,
2014, p. 533), I provide uncensored quotes. While these
may be shocking to read, I am quoting messages pur‐
posefully cited by the recipients themselves. In so doing
I hope that I have honoured the agency of these women
who have spoken publicly about their experiences of
online abuse. Secondly, in line with intersectional femi‐
nism’s recognition of difference, I seek to avoid a reifi‐
cation of the binary gender categories of “woman” and
“man.” In this article, I have adopted Moya Bailey’s
phrase of “women, nonbinary, agender, and gender‐
variant folks” (Bailey, 2021) to recognise that not only
women experience gender‐based oppression but also
anyone who falls outside the dominant gender binary.
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2. Social Media Engagement and Intersectional
Feminist Theory

2.1. Social Media and European Democracy

There is a wide literature on social media engagement
with European/EU politics that has contributed impor‐
tant, in‐depth analyses of the impact of social media on
European democracy. Yet, few studies explicitly theorise
theway inwhich gender and race shape this engagement.
Resting upon normative theories of the public sphere
(Habermas, 1984, 1999), social media is conceptualised
as a digital public sphere that now plays a key role in
transnational democratic participation in European poli‐
tics (see e.g., Barisione &Michailidou, 2017; Michailidou
et al., 2014). Mauro Barisione and Asimina Michailidou,
for example, see social media “both as a public space
for opinion expression and formation and as a resource
for citizen mobilisation and collective action” (Barisione
& Michailidou, 2017, p. 8). Particularly for young vot‐
ers or “ordinary citizens” the internet is understood to
be an opportunity for engagement in public debates as
well as for political activism (Michailidou et al., 2014,
p. 17). According to Michael Bossetta et al., social
media carries a “participatory promise” by helping users
develop political knowledge and mobilise in new ways
outside the formal political andmainstreammedia arena
(Bossetta et al., 2017, p. 54). Such participation is consid‐
ered crucial for political legitimacy, both at the EU and
national level. Social media is seen as having facilitated
a “social media demos” that “exerts unprecedented
power” within the EU (Barisione & Michailidou, 2017,
p. 9) through a more critical debate about European pol‐
itics and policy.

These rather optimistic accounts of the digital pub‐
lic sphere have, however, also been met with more crit‐
ical analyses. Literature on social media engagement in
Europe has focused on the damaging impact of so‐called
“filter bubbles” or “echo chambers” in which people
build largely closed spaces of communication (Flaxman
et al., 2016). Such spaces result in “disrupted” public
spheres and declining trust in institutions (Bennett &
Pfetsch, 2018). For example, significant ideological and
largely nationally‐contained cleavageswere foundwithin
pro‐EU and Eurosceptic party networks on Twitter (Heft
et al., 2017). I agreewithMichailidou et al. that a straight‐
forward delineation of social media as “facilitating or
constraining political action” (Michailidou et al., 2014,
p. 31) is difficult given the dynamics of online communi‐
cation. Yet, I argue that an intersectional approach that
explicitly addresses the experiences of especially Black,
migrant, minority, and trans women, as well as nonbi‐
nary, agender and gender‐variant people, is essential for
understanding democracy in the social media age. This
would help to better capture the exclusions and oppor‐
tunities of social media not just for citizens in general,
but for themost marginalised groups. In this way, we can
more fully assess the extent of not just the “participa‐

tory promise” (Bossetta et al., 2017) of social media as
an open and equal space for debate about European pol‐
itics but also its “emancipatory potential” (Fraser, 1992;
Habermas, 1999).

2.2. The Digital Public Sphere and Intersectional
Feminist Critiques

An intersectional feminist approach unpacks sev‐
eral dominant binaries within the literature: a pub‐
lic/private binary, a national/transnational binary, and
an online/offline binary. Firstly, the idea of social
media as a space for public deliberation and collective
European will‐formation rests upon a traditional distinc‐
tion between the public and private spheres that repro‐
duces long‐standing gendered hierarchies and exclu‐
sions. According to Nancy Fraser, public opinion can be
considered legitimate to the extent that it is inclusive—
”open to all with a stake in the outcome” as well as
guaranteeing participatory parity—offering participants
“roughly equal chances to state their views” (Fraser, 2007,
p. 61). Yet, she argues, Habermas’ theory of the public
sphere violates that principle, as it is predicated on a
separation between the “public” domain of work and
politics, from the “private” domain of family and inti‐
macy. This has come to denote the “hegemonic mode of
domination” (Fraser, 1992, p. 62) underpinning modern
capitalist societies, situating bourgeois (white) women
outside of citizenship and in the home (working class
women especially of colour were nevertheless expected
to work, often in the private sphere, to facilitate this).
The public/private dichotomy is underpinned by a ratio‐
nal/emotional and mind/body divide that originated, as
Charlotte Hooper notes, in an Enlightenment “fantasy of
disembodiment” that strove for a separation of reason
from the vulgarities of physicality, emotions, and desires
(Hooper, 2000, p. 39).

While Fraser’s work calls upon feminists to analy‐
se gender “as one axis of inequality among others”
(1989, p. 12), she has not explicitly used intersection‐
ality. Intersectionality, as Patricia Hill Collins argues, is
first and foremost interested in the intersecting struc‐
tures of power that create “complex social inequalities
that are organized via unequal material realities and dis‐
tinctive social experiences for people who live within
them” (Collins, 2015, p. 14). Crenshaw identifies three
distinct forms of intersectionality: (a) structural, i.e., the
different socio‐economic and institutional locations of
women of colour (Crenshaw, 1991, p. 1250), (b) polit‐
ical, the marginal location of women of colour within
both anti‐racist and feminist interest groups, and (c) rep‐
resentational, the way in which women of colour are rep‐
resented through dominant cultural narratives of race
and gender (Crenshaw, 1991, p. 1283). Intersectionality
matters for the public sphere: While the private sphere
was reserved for bourgeois white women who were con‐
sidered capable of feeling, it was the denial of Black
people’s humanness altogether that served to justify
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the European colonial project and the enslavement of
African people (Phipps, 2021, p. 87).

Secondly, then, intersectional analysis can help to
understand social media’s role in facilitating inclusive
public deliberation about European politics in a way that
recognises the diversity of contemporary Europe (Siim,
2012, p. 4). Social media facilitates cross‐border politi‐
cal communication as part of its “transnational promise”
(Bossetta et al., 2017, p. 54), expected to connect citi‐
zens “across national borders and political levels” within
a European digital public sphere (De Wilde et al., 2014,
p. 3). Yet, following Gurminder K. Bhambra, the focus on
diversity between EU member states should not be pri‐
oritised over the multicultural diversitywithin them that
has resulted from European colonialism (Bhambra, 2015,
p. 192). For Fraser, a legitimate transnational public
develops under the “all‐affected” principle in which peo‐
ple come together to debate issues relevant to them not
because of formal citizenship but because their lives are
all affected by the same national, transnational or supra‐
national structures (Fraser, 2007, p. 63). Intersectionality
therefore asks: To what extent are women, nonbi‐
nary, agender, and gender‐variant people, especially
trans women and those of migrant and minority back‐
grounds, able to participate in social media debates
about European politics? This question extends our ana‐
lysis beyond the concepts of functional or geographical
inclusiveness (see e.g., Roose et al., 2017) to include
patterns of domination, subordination, and empower‐
ment in a way that centres traditionally marginalised
people as agents rather than (often invisible) objects of
European politics.

Finally, intersectional feminist theory helps us to
understand people engaging in public debates on social
media as embodied, with offline lives and experiences.
Existing literature on social media engagement with
European politics has implicitly constructed an artificial
binary between the “online” and “offline” spheres that
also reproduces the mind/body divide. Disembodied
internet users engaging in “rational” debate are imag‐
ined separately from offline structures of privilege and
exclusion. Instead, Beth E. Kolko et al. call upon us to
consider the “situatedness of the disembodied cyber‐
self” (Kolko et al., 2000, p. 6). which, Francesca Sobande
notes, is “always tethered to, and, by, different geogra‐
phies and their borders and boundaries” (Sobande, 2020,
p. 106). While to a certain extent social media allows
for anonymity and invisibility, users also cannot “log
in and simply shrug off a lifetime of experiencing the
world from specific identity‐related perspectives” (Kolko
et al., 2000, p. 6). It is this separation of the offline
and online spheres, Tegan Zimmerman argues, that both
silences marginalised groups online and overlooks the
possibilities for intersectional activism on social media
(Zimmerman, 2017, p. 58).

In the following, I demonstrate the way in which
analysing the online abuse of women and the possi‐
bilities for subaltern digital counter‐publics sheds light

on the extent to which social media as digital public
spheres inhibit or facilitate “inclusiveness” and “partici‐
patory parity” as essential for a democratic transnational
public sphere (Fraser, 1992, 2007).

3. Online Abuse as Participatory Inequality

Social media has been imagined as a space where “every‐
body is invited to participate” in European politics (see
e.g., Roose et al., 2017, p. 271). This conception of social
media follows from Habermas’ argument that open
access to the public sphere can be ensured by “disregard‐
ing” differences in status and coming together in debate
as equals (1999, p. 50). Despite formal inclusion, women,
nonbinary, agender and gender‐variant folks, people of
colour, and other marginalised groups face informal
exclusions due to a “masculine” style of deliberation that
results in silencing, preventing them from “participating
as peers” (Fraser, 1992, p. 60). The interrupting, ignor‐
ing, mishearing, or dismissing of women’s contributions
demonstrates that public deliberation “can serve as a
mask for domination” in which social inequalities are not
“bracketed” but shape people’s opportunities to partici‐
pate (Fraser, 1992, p. 64). Scholars have acknowledged
that online debates about European politics often do not
conform to “deliberative” standards of argumentation,
often including “uncivil” and derogatory comments and
unrepresentative, mostly male users (Chen & Pain, 2017;
Galpin & Trenz, 2019; Southern & Harmer, 2019). Such
comments are juxtaposed with “civic” styles of engage‐
ment that respect generally accepted rules of good
behaviour and are discounted as activity not reaching the
standards of citizenship practice (Bossetta et al., 2017,
p. 60). From a feminist perspective, however, the nature
of such “non‐civic” participation matters for how the dig‐
ital public sphere relates to intersecting “offline” inequal‐
ities (Zimmerman, 2017, p. 62), resulting in unequal con‐
sequences for online democratic engagement.

Women, nonbinary, agender, and gender‐variant
people experience gendered forms of online abuse that
inhibit their opportunities for engaging with European
politics. While cis men also experience online harass‐
ment, people of marginalised genders receive messages
that are misogynistic in nature and that objectify or
sexualise them, replicating and multiplying experiences
also faced in the “real” world (Hackworth, 2018, p. 52).
Social media users come together not only to reason,
learn, and debate about European politics, but also,
as Jane highlights, to oppress and injure in particularly
gendered ways (Jane, 2014, p. 539). Rape threats, she
notes, have become the “modus operandi” for criticis‐
ing women in public life (Jane, 2014, p. 535). Ahead
of the 2019 European elections, the United Kingdom
Independence Party (UKIP) was criticised for selecting
the prominent anti‐feminist and far‐right YouTuber Carl
Benjamin (known as Sargon of Akkad) as a candidate.
In response to her campaigns against online misog‐
yny, Benjamin had in 2016 tweeted UK Labour MP
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Jess Phillips that he “wouldn’t even rape” her, clarify‐
ing in a new video in 2019 that “with enough pressure,
I might cave” (Syal, 2019). A number of womenMPs such
as former Conservative (later ChangeUK) Anna Soubry
reported receiving extreme and often sexually violent
abuse and death threats while participating in Brexit
debates such as “lol get jo coxed you old bint,” referring
to the LabourMP Jo Coxwhowas assassinated during the
2016 EU referendum (“MP Anna Soubry,” 2016; Walker,
2017). Online messages also translated into verbal and
physical harassment on the street. As I have argued else‐
where in an account of my own experience of sexual
harassment following a public lecture, sexualised vio‐
lence symbolically reduces women in the public sphere
to their bodies, transporting themout of the public arena
into the private sphere of sexuality (Galpin, 2020).

Representational intersectionality draws attention to
the way in which online harassment is “multilayered
in nature” and experienced differently by women of
colour, trans women, and people of other marginal‐
ized genders (Hackworth, 2018, p. 56). Such experiences
cannot be studied in isolation: Harassment of women
of colour typically draws on dominant stereotypes of
Black or minority women, while harassment of trans and
queer people will often be homophobic or transphobic
in nature (Hackworth, 2018, p. 58). The Black Labour
MP Diane Abbott has been found to receive almost half
of all Twitter abuse directed at women MPs (Amnesty
International, 2018, p. 17). Abbott has recounted death
and rape threats, messages describing her as an “ugly
fat black bitch,” and countless uses of the N‐word
(Parliament TV, 2017). Gina Miller, the Black British busi‐
nesswoman and campaigner who successfully took the
British government to court over its plans to trigger
Article 50 of the Lisbon Treaty without parliament’s con‐
sent, has reported threats of death, gang rape, and dehu‐
manising racist slurs that, for example, described her as
“just an ugly ape who needs whipping into obedience”
and threatened that a “Jo Cox killing would be too good
for you” (Anthony, 2018). Jewish women such as Labour
(later ChangeUK/Liberal Democrat) MP Luciana Berger,
have also been subject to violent anti‐Semitic abuse—
Berger received messages calling her a “vile fifth colum‐
nist,” an “agent for a foreign power” and “Zionist scum”
(Urwin, 2020). As a formof representational intersection‐
ality, such examples demonstrate the way in which racist
violence intersects with misogyny for women of colour
and religious minorities engaging in European politics
to reproduce specific discriminatory tropes. While white
women MPs are symbolically removed from the public
into the private, Black, Asian, Jewish, andMuslimwomen
are dehumanised altogether.

The problem of online violence against women
is not limited to the UK, but has been documented
across Europe particularly in the context of immigration
debates. Abusive discourses involving sexism/misogyny
and racism are likely to be situated within national and
transnational contexts (Siim, 2014, p. 118). For example,

the Afro‐German writer and anti‐racist activist Jasmina
Kuhnke was forced tomove her entire family in 2021 as a
result of having her address published online (known as
being “doxxed”) in a video involving death threats and
racist images of her portrayed as an ape (Straatmann,
2021). Sawsan Chebli, a German Social Democrat politi‐
cian, has also spoken of receiving extreme misogynis‐
tic and racist abuse, often orchestrated by the far‐right
party Alternative for Germany (AfD) and particularly
after contributing to debates about the #MeToo move‐
ment (Kiesel, 2017).While the quote above sent toMiller
reproduces a common trope about Black women as sub‐
ject to the control and punishment of white men (Bailey,
2021), messages received by Kuhnke such as “You gotta
ask yourself, how did she squeeze those brats out of
that scrawny junkie‐arse?,” “be thankful we brought you
out of the jungle, you dirty creature!” and “get the
slave‐trader there and let him take her away” (my transla‐
tions) indicate the links between online abuse, misogyny,
and wider discourses of European colonialism. Abuse
directed at Black and minority women therefore uses
dehumanising and derogatory images and stereotypes
that result in them being “uniquely denigrated because
of their gender and race” (Bailey, 2021).

Social media companies have developed limited poli‐
cies on hate speech and harassment, while users’ access
to justice and protection depends on national legislation
that diverges across Europe. The UK has used the 2003
Communications Act to prosecute some of the most
violent offenders, such as the businessman Viscount
Phillips who offered £5,000 for Gina Miller’s death in
a Facebook post using racist slurs. Germany has legis‐
lated against social media companies directly through
the 2017 Netzwerkdurchsetzungsgesetz—the Network
Enforcement Act, or “Facebook Act” that requires social
media companies to take more effective action against
hate speech. While the law has been criticised for threat‐
ening free speech, such legal measures also conceptu‐
alise online violence as individual acts rather than organ‐
ised “networked misogyny” (Bratich & Banet‐Weiser,
2019). Structural intersectionality also shapes the type of
support and response one will receive from the author‐
ities (Crenshaw, 1991). Jasmina Kuhnke has recounted
that, after turning to the police for protection when
strangers started to turn up at her door, she was refused
help on the grounds that there was no evidence of a
threat. A YouTuber, incidentally a former policeman, who
had targeted Sawsan Chebli was exonerated in court
on the grounds of “free speech” for describing her as,
amongst other things, an “Islamic talking doll” (“Bittere
Nachricht für alle,” 2020). Moves to address misogyny as
a hate crime through the criminal justice system (see e.g.,
Scott, 2020) risks therefore taking the form of white fem‐
inism that fails to consider the impact of increased polic‐
ing on people of colour.

Such abuse is a form of gender‐based and racial
violence that intends to exclude certain bodies from
democratic debate. Kirsti K. Cole has argued that online
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violence constitutes “disciplinary rhetoric” with the goal
to “silence the women participating in public” (Cole,
2015, p. 356). Bridget Gelms has coined the term
“volatile visibility” to describe the “abusive and poten‐
tially dangerous consequences that arise from particu‐
lar moments of online publicity” (Gelms, 2020). Women
often turn to self‐censorship, through anonymity, chang‐
ing what they write about or withdrawing from social
media altogether (Jane, 2014, p. 536). Jess Phillips has
spoken of her need to place heavy restrictions on her
Twitter feed, which reduced her ability to engage with
constituents, while Sawsan Chebli was forced to deac‐
tivate her Facebook account. Eighteen women MPs
stepped down from the UK Parliament in 2019, many
citing the impact of the abuse they received (Perraudin
& Murphy, 2019). The murder of Jo Cox and the experi‐
ences of women such as Jasmina Kuhnke demonstrate
the very real risk faced by women, nonbinary, agender,
and gender‐variant people in public life that is not lim‐
ited to the digital world but extends to offline threats to
life. Yet, we know very little about the secondary impact
the abuse of women in public life has on younger or
lower‐profile people who may otherwise have chosen to
use their voice in public debates but opt out because of
the likelihood of abuse/harassment.

4. Subaltern Digital Public Spheres—Spaces
of Resistance?

Despite the abuse and violence to which many are sub‐
jected online, social media can also provide spaces of
resistance for minoritized groups. The possibility of mul‐
tiple digital public spheres is acknowledged as a way
for marginalised groups to become empowered through
the particular platform affordances of social media (see
e.g., Barisione & Michailidou, 2017, p. 15). Yet, the
possibilities for such engagement with European poli‐
tics requires further theoretical specificity. Nancy Fraser
argues that a single, comprehensive public sphere is
undesirable in unequal societies. Instead, she envisages
“subaltern counter‐publics” as “parallel discursive arenas
where members of subordinated social groups invent
and circulate counterdiscourses” (Fraser, 1992, p. 67).
Through subaltern counter‐publics, narrow understand‐
ings of “public” and “private” matters that exclude cer‐
tain topics from debate can be expanded to incorporate
marginalised group interests (1992, p. 73). Akane Kanai
and CaitlinMcGrane introduce the concept of a “feminist
filter bubble,” defined as “digital spaces in which sexist,
misogynist and anti‐feminist content is ‘filtered out’ so
that focused feminist content and discussions can occur”
(Kanai & McGrane, 2020, p. 2). Such spaces constitute
a “vital form of protection” for feminist debate that has,
for many, become a “material necessity” on social media
(Kanai & McGrane, 2020, p. 2).

“Filtering practices” provide essential tools for femi‐
nist and anti‐racist activism around global, transnational,
and European issues that can mobilise alternative dis‐

courses and spark wider change (Wahba, 2016, p. 66).
The #BlackLivesMatter and #MeToo movements have
demonstrated the value of social media in facilitating
global grassroots activism by offering a platform to peo‐
ple usually marginalised from mainstream media and
formal politics and an opportunity to challenge main‐
stream narratives. Originating as a hashtag in 2013,
#BlackLivesMatter resulted in widespread protests in
2020 not just in the US but also across Europe, bring‐
ing conversations about structural racism and colonial
legacies to a wider public. #MeToo offered people a
way to publicly share their experiences of sexual assault.
Within EU debates specifically, dedicated grassroots
women’s campaigns have emerged such as the UK‐based
“Women Against Hate” (formerly Women Against UKIP)
Facebook page, the German‐based “Frauen Gegen die
AfD” (Women Against the AfD) page and the Austrian
“Omas Gegen Rechts” (Grandmas Against the Right).
Social media also facilitates intersectional mobilisation.
Black women use social media to communicate and
build community across local, regional, and national bor‐
ders (Sobande, 2020, p. 106). Extending from the US
to encompass cases in the UK and wider Europe, the
#SayHerName campaign is a “transnational, intersec‐
tional narrative” aimed at raising awareness of Black cis
and trans women victims of police brutality overlooked
in mainstream discourse (Brown et al., 2017, p. 1841).
As Moya Bailey finds, such practices of resistance by
Black women constitute “a form of self‐preservation and
harm reduction that disrupts the onslaught of the prob‐
lematic images that society perpetuates” (Bailey, 2021).

Yet, spaces of resistance also create different forms
of exclusion and marginalisation. As Kanai and McGrane
note, feminist filter bubbles may not automatically be
safe for everybody (2020, p. 2). Akwugo Emejulu’s analy‐
sis of the anti‐Trump Women’s Marches (Emejulu, 2018)
and Allison Phipps’ examination of white feminism in
the #MeToo movement demonstrate the way in which
narratives of white women’s victimhood have repro‐
duced “colonial archetypes of people of colour as aggres‐
sive and frightening” (Phipps, 2021, p. 84), resulting in
discursive overlap and indeed complicity with radical
right politics in Europe. Using Crenshaw’s political inter‐
sectionality, we can see how women of colour, trans
women, and nonbinary, agender, and gender‐variant
people are excluded from feminist campaigns through
the universalisation of white cis women’s experiences
(Crenshaw, 1991, p. 1252). In the Europeanpublic sphere,
the incorporation of gender equality into understand‐
ings of the nation has othered Muslim men and silenced
Muslim women’s voices within gender activism (Siim,
2014, p. 122). This pattern became visible in responses
to the Cologne sexual assaults on New Year’s Eve 2016,
which, despite anti‐racist feminist attempts to change
the discourse via the Twitter campaign #ausnahmlos
(#noexcuses), resulted in a crackdown on immigration
and deportations of Muslim refugees (Boulila & Carri,
2017). Islamophobic tweets that called for the protection
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of “Western” women fromMuslimmen were prominent
during the Brexit referendum (Evolvi, 2018, p. 11).

Recent years have also seen a concerning increase
in transphobic discourse online (Brandwatch & Ditch
The Label, 2019). The increasing focus of nationalist
movements in Europe on LGBTQ+ rights has also found
social media support amongst trans‐exclusionary radi‐
cal feminists whose objective is to bar trans women
from so‐called “women‐only spaces” (Anarchasteminist
& Moore, 2021). Online transphobia has materialised in
legislation in context‐specific ways: According to Ruth
Pearce et al., at the same time that Hungarian President
Viktor Orbán tabled anti‐trans laws under the guise of
conservative nationalist family values, the UK govern‐
ment was proposing anti‐trans policies via the discourse
of “ ’respectable’ middle‐class feminism” (Pearce et al.,
2020, p. 884). As Allison Phipps notes, trans‐exclusionary
campaigns rely on “accounts of sexual victimisation, set
alongside a construction of trans women as predatory
and essentially male” (Phipps, 2021, p. 88). Such move‐
ments construct trans women as “monsters” who are
then ousted from both the public and private domains—
thereby refused access to online subaltern feminist
counter‐publics but also denied the humanity of “com‐
plex feelings or to claim victimhood on their own behalf”
(Phipps, 2021, pp. 88–89). Following Allison Phipps, then,
white cis women are able to claim a space within online
public spheres but do this through the marginalisation
and also dehumanisation of trans women and people of
colour (Phipps, 2021, p. 90).

The same platforms that allow for the develop‐
ment of subaltern counter‐publics that contribute to the
“emancipatory potential” of the public sphere therefore
also facilitate the development of counter‐publics that
may be damaging for democratic engagement. Literature
on social media engagement in European politics has
noted the way in which social media has facilitated the
rise to prominence of so‐called “counter‐elites” such as,
for example, Donald Trump (Michailidou et al., 2014,
p. 39). The development of closed online communi‐
ties has also been associated with the radicalisation of
extreme‐right groups in Europe (Pavan & Caiani, 2017).
Jess Phillips’ report of receiving over 600 rape threats
on Twitter in one night following Carl Benjamin’s tweet
(Snowdon, 2018) is one example of how online abuse is
often orchestrated as “networked misogyny” (Bratich &
Banet‐Weiser, 2019). Yet, we have a limited understand‐
ing of the links between the anti‐feminist “manosphere,”
transphobic groups, and radical right and extremist
movements that impact on wider debates about politi‐
cal institutions and legitimacy.

Finally, structural intersectionality demonstrates
how participation in subaltern counter‐publics can be
impeded by social media algorithms, policies, and plat‐
form affordances that perpetuate systemic discrimi‐
nation. As Michailidou et al. argue, effective social
media engagement requires not just being “allowed
to speak out but to be heard” (2014, p. 64). Platforms

influence this ability through the demotion of content
and more extreme measures such as account deletion
and shadowbans—techniques which prevent accounts
and content from appearing in search results or user
news feeds (Are, 2021, pp. 2, 13). Caroline Are traces
the “shadowban cycle” in which social media compa‐
nies, responding to public pressure over online abuse,
“hit an easy target” of women’s bodies (Are, 2021,
pp. 13–14). The removal of content that is deemed unac‐
ceptably “sexual” or “private” has a disproportionate
impact on women, LGBTQ+ people, sex workers, and
people of colour, who may depend on social media for
income or are constructed in overly sexualised ways in
(trans)misogynistic discourse (Are, 2021, p. 3). Social
media platforms determine who has a right to an online
public presence, and who does not, through decisions
shaped by business logics and dominant socio‐cultural
norms about acceptability (Gillespie, 2015, p. 2).

These exclusions matter, infringing the “all‐affected
principle” of the transnational public sphere. Radical
right and nationalist parties promote conservative fam‐
ily values that target LGBTQ+ and gender equality rights,
while their calls to strengthen border controls to crack
down on “sex trafficking” result, as Nicola J. Smith
notes, in policies that actually put migrant sex work‐
ers at greater risk of exploitation (Smith, 2020, p. 119).
In the UK, sex workers from EU‐27 countries have been
arrested or deported from Britain due to lacking the
legal documentation of waged work required to obtain
“settled status” following Brexit (Smith, 2020, p. 120).
The effect of account deletions and shadowbans by social
media companies is to reduce the opportunities of those
most affected by suchmovements tomobilise in political
debate. Social media platforms are not, therefore, akin
to a modern inclusive “town square” or “coffee house”
where “everybody is invited to participate” but capital‐
ist structures that reproduce offline inequalities and pat‐
terns of gendered and racialised exclusion.

5. Conclusion

The literature on social media engagement in Europe
has demonstrated both the possibilities for transnational
online engagement with European politics alongside the
risks posed by filter bubbles and radical right and nation‐
alist counter‐publics for European democracy. The appli‐
cation of intersectional feminist theory aims to build
on this work by exploring the possibilities for and bar‐
riers to social media participation through the lens of
gender and race. There are two vital areas of research
here that are “underpinned by a pressing ethical impera‐
tive” (Jane, 2014, p. 542): firstly, to gain a deeper under‐
standing of the nature of online violence directed at
women, nonbinary, agender, and gender‐variant peo‐
ple within social media debates about European pol‐
itics; secondly, to better understand the impact this
violence is having on inclusive and participatory demo‐
cratic debate about European politics; and thirdly, to
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understand the opportunities and barriers created by
social media for spaces of resistance. If debates about
European politics are considered to be taking place
in transnational digital spaces, and particular groups
are either actively/violently excluded or marginalised
through self‐censorship, such debates cannot be demo‐
cratically legitimate.

Such a research agenda nevertheless presents
social media scholars with methodological challenges.
Quantitative content or sentiment analysis of “big
data”—often in collaboration with computer scientists—
ismainstreamwithin the political science literature, iden‐
tifying the issues raised and actors engaged in public
social media communication, as well as the geograph‐
ical or territorial scope of debates. Discourse analysis
of online tweets and comments is also common, while
social network analysis is growing as a key approach.
Yet, while offering the possibility of valuable and much
needed data, such methods will only take us so far in the
study of online abuse and resistance through subaltern
counter‐publics due to ethical and practical limitations.
Firstly, much of the data required is not “public.” Abusive
or harassing messages are often sent privately through
direct messages (DMs) or emails and often orchestrated
via message boards and communities on the “dark web.”
While of course a lot of hateful or abusive messages
are circulated in the public domain, many of the worst
comments can nevertheless be moderated, especially
on public pages with attentive administrators.

Secondly, studies typically decide a priori what con‐
stitutes “non‐civic” or “abusive” content, focused on
developing “uniform criteria” for content that violates
democratic norms (Jane, 2014, p. 537). Yet, what is
considered “abusive,” “hostile” or “threatening” to one
person may be perceived very differently to another.
As such, Emma A. Jane’s definition of “e‐bile” is left
open—requiring solely the use of technology and being
“perceived by a sender, receiver, or outside observer
as involving hostility” (Jane, 2014, p. 533). Our under‐
standing of online abuse needs to shift from an exclusive
focus on content to an analysis of the impact on individu‐
als and the wider democratic system. Thirdly, resistance
practices within subaltern counter‐publics are likely to
take place in, for example, closed groups on Facebook,
or as community conversations via hashtags or tempo‐
rary stories outside of “mainstream” forums and arenas.
The nature of subaltern counter‐spheres is often that
they cannot be ethically studied without the explicit con‐
sent and approval of communitymembers andmay need
to involve researchers who belong to the communities
being analysed.

To answer intersectional questions about social
media engagement in Europe, we therefore need to
expand our methodological repertoire and consider
tools such as digital ethnography, interviews, sur‐
veys, participatory and arts‐based research, and more.
The use of such tools, furthermore, needs to be under‐
pinned by a reflexive and critical feminist epistemology

that examines issues of power in academic research and
explicitly aims at the transformation of gender and racial
oppression in European politics in both the online and
offline spheres. Such tools are already in use amongst
(Black) feminist media scholars (see e.g., Bailey, 2021;
Sobande, 2020), yet, conspicuous by their absence in
political science.
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