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Abstract 

This research is an examination into the ways online abuse functions in certain online spaces. By 

analyzing text-based online abuse against women who are content creators, this research maps 

how aspects of violence against women offline extends online. This research examines three 

different explorations into how online abuse against women functions. Chapter two considers 

what online abuse against women looks like on Twitter as a case study. This chapter contends 

that online abuse can be understood as an unintentional use of Twitter’s design. Chapter three 

focuses specifically on the textual descriptions of sexual violence women who are journalists 

receive online. Chapter four analyzes Gamergate, an online movement that specifically looks to 

organize online abuse towards women. Chapter five concludes by meditating on the need to look 

at a bigger picture that includes cultural shifts that dismantle the normalization of violence 

against women both on and offline.  
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Chapter One 

 Understanding Online Abuse Against Women 

1.1 Overview 

 In October of 2014, feminist media critic Anita Sarkeesian canceled her talk at Utah State 

University after she received a threatening email stating a shooting akin to the Montreal 

Massacre would take place unless her talk was canceled. Sarkeesian, creator of the website 

Feminist Frequency, initially stated she would give the scheduled lecture despite the emailed 

threat. However, Utah State University was unable to search attendees for concealed weapons, 

leaving Sarkeesian little choice but to cancel (Hern, 2014). Sarkeesian is just one of many 

women who have faced online threats (Bartholomew, 2016; Khaleeli, 2016; Laville, Wong and 

Hunt, 2016). The cancellation of her talk highlights specific barriers many women face when 

participating in online content creation. This example captures how online abuse against women 

threatens to move from online statements of violence to offline acts of violence. Sarkeesian’s 

decision to ultimately cancel the talk speaks to the difficulty in recognizing whether or not 

violent words will come to physical violence. Yet, for women like Sarkeesian who are active 

content creators, online threats of violence are an everyday occurrence (Valenti, 2016). The daily 

negotiation of online abuse can lead to burnout among women and can risk impacting 

professional careers when an online presence is key to a livelihood (Nussbaum, 2010). Online 

abuse can also impact women personally, such as when women are forced to leave their homes 

because of online abuse (Wu, 2014) or suffer mental anguish as was seen in the suicides of 

Amanda Todd (Puxley, 2013) and Rehtaeh Parsons (Brooks and Borden, 2013). 

  This research explores how online abuse functions against women. Given the number of 

cases linked to online abuse, I will, for the purpose of this project, only focus on online abuse 

pertaining to content creators that are adult women and who are visible online.  It would be 
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incorrect to suggest that online threats always come to fruition or to suggest that all harassing 

emails end in gun violence. However, the threat of violence, as well as the specific gendered 

hatred exemplified in the experiences of Sarkeesian for her feminist work, provide an example of 

how violence and misogyny against women are taken up on the internet (Barak, 2005; Powell, 

2009).  

1.2 Research Question  

This thesis examines online violence and contextualizes how abuse prevents women from 

participating online. Guiding questions include: What tactics of abuse are used to attack active 

women online?  How are online descriptions of violence on women’s bodies connected to sexual 

violence and the control of women both on and offline? In what ways does online abuse disrupt 

ideas surrounding the binary of online and offline spaces as separate? What environments allow 

online abuse to manifest and persist? What does it say when online abuse is assumed to be a 

normal and expected experience for women as online users? How do certain aspects of the 

internet change, alter or supplement the ways women are abused? How does misogyny function 

online? 

1.3 Methodology  

 This research uses a mixed method approach that includes discourse analysis and close 

readings of online abuse. Discourse analysis, as outlined by Wodak and Meyer (2001), has the 

goal of “de-mystifying ideologies and power” (p. 3).  Therefore, this research makes visible the 

ways that misogynistic ideologies of certain users look to acquire and maintain power online by 

using online abuse to prevent and deny women from accessing online spaces that have liberating 

and empowering potential.  
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 When engaging in research on issues of violence and victimization, consideration and 

ethics of writing around trauma must be at the forefront. Hesford (1999) warns against 

academics’ propensity for consuming and circulating trauma. Yaeger (2002) points to the fact 

that academic successes, such as tenure, can be attained through the writing and publishing of 

other people’s pain. Similarly, research within the realm of violence runs the risk of being overly 

voyeuristic for both the researcher and reader. A researcher must therefore attempt to design a 

project that circumvents these ethical issues. This thesis walks a fine line between wishing to 

showcase the damaging effects women face when dealing with online abuse while also wanting 

to resist the portrayal of women as victims of technology. Women cannot be simply viewed as 

only being damaged or hurt by technology. In order to resist the circulation of trauma and 

voyeuristic victimization, I have chosen to research adult women who: 1) are visible online 

content creators; and 2) have chosen to speak publicly about the online abuse that they have 

experienced. This research uses three sites of analysis which include: 1) academic literature 

regarding sexual violence, online abuse and gender, and technology; 2) examples of online abuse 

with a specific focus on text-based descriptions of violence; and 3) online media sources 

profiling women that have dealt with online abuse or self-authored pieces written by women who 

have been impacted by online abuse. This thesis will address online media sources from January 

2012 to July 2016.  In order to refrain from replicating the online violence present in content 

creators’ lives, this thesis will include critical analyses of women’s own writing on online abuse, 

wherever possible. While the research on online abuse against women has begun to steadily 

emerge, digital online journalists, bloggers and other online content creators have often been the 

quickest to respond to these issues. Therefore, this thesis heavily relies on online articles and 

magazines due to the blogosphere’s ability to keep up with these contemporary events. In 
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addition, it is also crucial to understand, value, and recognize how women are interpreting and 

theorizing their own experiences of abuse.  

1.4 Literature Review and Defining Terms 

Gender and Difference 

 While recognizing that the ambiguities around the concept of “women” are fraught, this 

research uses the language of “woman” and “women” to identify all people identifying as such. 

There has been a long and troubled history within Western feminism around the exclusion and 

silencing of particular communities, where feminism is often centered around white, cisgender, 

heterosexual women. For instance, race has been cited as one of the identities ignored by white 

women when talking about online abuse. Izzy I (2015) writes for the website Model View 

Culture: 

A recommendation I propose for year 2016 is that whenever the mainstream 

media talks about online harassment, we need to be more critical of any 

terminology, discourse or even hashtag that appears catered to white women. 

Simultaneously, we need to challenge the myriad ways white feminists continue 

to monopolize both anti-harassment discourses and organizations, as well as how 

they cause digital spaces to be infested with white colonization. 

 

As highlighted by Izzy I, although more and more scholarship around online abuse against 

women is appearing, the intersectional dimensions of abuse and those who are writing on this 

abuse need a more visible platform. An intersectional approach to understanding online abuse 

must not only reject a centering of white women but also actively work to move marginalized 

voices – who have already been speaking about the phenomena of online abuse – to the 

forefront. 

Technology and Gender 

Wajcman (1991) states that technology must be understood as possessing three separate 

layers. First, technology can be understood as a kind of knowledge within an object. The term 
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“technological” means nothing without the knowledge to work or use the object. The second 

layer is the knowledge of what a technological object is used for in relation to “human activities 

and practices” (p. 15). A technological object is not simply a thing but a thing that is used in a 

particular way within a particular context. Wajcman uses the example of a car, which would 

make little sense as an object without knowledge of the other elements of human activity that it 

is connected to (such as traveling or highways).  The final layer in Wajcman’s definition of 

technology is the hardware, which is the materiality of the physical object. With this brief 

definition in mind, I now move to an understanding of how technology can be understood in 

relation to gender.  

Questions surrounding gender and technology have been taken up by many feminist 

scholars in the 1980s who saw technology as under theorized in feminist studies and, conversely, 

feminism as being under theorized in technology studies. Initial attempts at merging these two 

literatures, at times, rendered technology either deterministically positive or negative for women. 

Technology was either seen as the key tool for empowerment or as only offering the possibility 

of further oppression (Wajcman, 1991). Others have theorized the gendered characteristics 

thought to be inherently imbedded in technology. Faulkner (2001) maps the tendency to see hard 

technology as masculinized (aircrafts, computers) while soft technologies were linked to the 

domestic and the feminized (such as household appliances.) Technology’s advancement also has 

its origin in war and domination. Certain technological advancements are caught up in histories 

of militarization where technology has been tied to heavy funding through military initiatives. 

Masculinity was viewed as being connected with this technology of domination. 

 Grint and Gill (1995) argue that while the intrinsic linking of technology to the 

masculine has been a seductive line of thinking, the attempt to theorize gender relations in this 
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way lacks theoretical depth. On closer examination, the construction of technology as inherently 

masculine essentializes gender in a deterministic and static way.  Moving away from 

deterministic ways of thinking about technology, social construction was taken up as a term in 

science and technology studies in the 1970s (Sismondo, 2004). Theories around social 

construction within studies of technology hold that reality is shaped by epistemology. Sismondo 

writes, these ‘things’ cannot be “wished away” (p. 59) despite their construction. He continues:  

For example, gender is real, because it is difficult not to take account of it. Gender 

structures create constraints and resources with which people have to reckon. As a 

result, treating people as gendered tends to create gendered people. Genders have 

causal powers, which is probably the best sign of reality we have. (p. 59) 

 

Therefore, although technology does not have an inherent gendered element, it is still by no 

means neutral. Technology is shaped by social factors and therefore cannot remain neutral or 

static in its meaning. Feminist theories around technology have also looked to move away from 

deterministic conceptualizations of technology while still holding on to considerations of gender 

and technology.  Lohan and Faulkner (2004) map the importance of the social construction of 

technology within feminist studies of technology. They highlight the rejection of two once 

commonly held ideas: first, that technology can be viewed as neutral or asocial, and second, that 

it is technology that “determines social change” (p. 322). Instead of seeing technology as 

something static and immune to the outside social forces, social constructionism and feminist 

studies of technology see technology as being mutually shaped or co-produced. As previously 

outlined, while the view that technology is inherently masculine has been dismissed for being 

overly deterministic, feminist studies of technology still seeks to understand the connection of 

gender and technology stating the hope is to: 

hold on to gender as an analytical category while empirically remaining open to 

the existence of a diverse range of potentially contradictory gender-technology 

relations. This position eschews any residual tendency to view technology as 
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deterministically patriarchal (or capitalist or imperialist) at the same time 

however, it is concerned to explore the distinct but related, links between 

structure, symbolism, and identity in gender-technology relations. (Lohan and 

Faulkner, 2004, p. 323) 
 

This thesis looks to avoid essentializing gender and technology while also wishing to reckon 

with this notion that technology can be used as a tool for domination and control when it is 

connected to a certain kind of masculinity. The investigation of themes of power, control and 

domination is required in order to understand a gendered perspective of online abuse while at the 

same time not implicitly viewing technology and gender in a deterministic way. Violence is not 

inherently a part of the internet. Instead, the internet and online abuse, like other technological 

objects, cannot be studied as if they exist in a vacuum. Rather, both the internet and online abuse 

exist within a larger social context that extends to the offline social world. This research, 

therefore, looks to understand how online abuse functions against women in online spaces within 

the context of larger social structures that allow violence against women to exist.  

Naming Online Abuse  

 Following the scholarship surrounding the study of technology and gender, I very briefly 

turn to a definition of the internet. One of the simpler definitions of the internet is the summation 

of networked computers and services (Liser et al., 2003, p.388). Wyatt, Thomas and Terranova 

(2002) see the internet as “a complex, sociotechnical system that has both symbolic and practical 

significance” (p. 23). The internet is, in part, the material technological objects that allow online 

activities to occur (wires, networked computers, routers etc.) while at the same time being a 

‘place’ that is referenced as ‘online’ or the ‘internet’ without actually being a concrete, static 

space (Wyatt, et al., 2002). For the purpose of this research it is important to understand the 

internet, like other technologies, as existing, producing and being produced by the social world.  
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 The internet was once said to hold the utopian promise of neutrality where the virtual 

self was disconnected from the offline body (Sudén, 2003). This alleged disconnection from the 

body would render identities connected to gender, sexuality, race or ability nonexistent.  

However, the material body offline does not completely disappear with the online user 

(Faulkner, 2001). This hope of a neutral space, in which various cultural meanings connected to 

the body vanish online, has therefore not come to fruition. Online abuse of various forms 

permeates through online discussion boards steeped in racist, sexist, transphobic and ableist 

abuse. Identities are unmasked in platforms such as Facebook where images and texts are 

submitted by users to showcase a certain persona – albeit a manicured version. Understanding 

online abuse against women requires thinking through how the possibility of physical violence 

offline translates to violence of the body online.  

Online abuse against women is hardly a new phenomenon. Many scholars have explored 

the ways in which online abuse against women is an extension of the existing harassment, 

objectification and violence women face offline (Joshi, 2010; Citron, 2014; Henry and Powell, 

2015). Henry and Powell (2015) connect how technology is taken up to inflict sexual violence in 

what they term “technology-facilitated sexual violence” (TFSV) which they then break up into 

six categories: 

(a) the unauthorized creation and distribution of sexual images (including non-

consensual sexting or “revenge porn”), (b) the creation and distribution (actual or 

threatened) of sexual assault images, (c) the use of a carriage service to procure a 

sexual  assault, (d) online sexual harassment and cyberstalking, (e) gender-based 

hate speech, and (f) virtual rape. (p. 759) 
 

Each category captures a specific way that TFSV is inflicted. The authors use the word 

‘facilitated’ in order to connect technologies to sexual violence while avoiding deterministically 

fixing technology as inherently harmful. Henry and Powell argue that these tactics of abuse 



 

9 

 

inflict embodied harm on victims. The use of ‘sexual violence’ makes claims to discourses 

around sexual violence outside of online spaces. Therefore, the ways that technology assist in 

replicating and recreating sexual violence online is a crucial element to this thesis.  

 Citron’s work in Hate Crimes in Cyberspace (2014) concretely situates existing 

structures of power and sexism found on the internet. One crucial element of Citron’s work is the 

way that women’s experiences with online abuse have been trivialized, disbelieved and not taken 

seriously. She writes that there is a parallel between public perception around domestic violence, 

workplace harassment, and online abuse. In the case of the first two forms of abuse, many 

believed that such violence was acceptable. Violence was normalized and considered part of 

domestic partnerships or workplaces. In the case of workplace harassment, it was often said that 

inappropriate behavior of towards women was simply a routine part of the workplace flow and 

that it was to be tolerated. Women’s experiences with online abuse are therefore often viewed as 

the norm where the internet functions as a sort of “virtual wild west” (p.19) where online spaces 

are perceived to be without rules or regulations. Abusive behavior is seen as part of the internet 

where women must simply accept this abuse as assumed and expected if they wish to participate 

online.  

We can therefore postulate that sexual violence online is normalized much like sexual 

violence against women is normalized offline. At this conjuncture, I therefore define online 

abuse as the use of online technologies to knowingly create, foster or sustain harassment and 

violence against an individual or group. When considering online abuse against women, online 

abuse is often taken up as a tactic to replicate sexual violence found offline in online spaces. 

Both Citron and Henry and Powell highlight the many tactics of abuse used against women 

online. As such, I use the phrase tactics of abuse to underscore the variety of ways women face 
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online abuse through repetitive and calculated tactics. These tactics of abuse are disturbingly 

creative and plentiful. Consider: doxing (the finding and distributing of personal information), 

the distribution of non-consensual pornography (such as revenge porn), cyberstalking, hate 

campaigns, cybermobs, misogynistic comments, descriptions of violence and offline threats 

(Barak, 2005; Greenhouse, 2013; Citron and Franks, 2014). 

 Let us now consider some of the scholarship that focuses on text-based tactics of abuse 

as it is the primary tactic of abuse considered in this research. Mantilla (2013) uses the term 

‘gendertrolling’ in her article titled “Gendertrolling: Misogyny Adapts to New Media”. Generic 

trolling is understood as the activity of engaging in combative dialogue or behavior purely for 

entertainment value. As Mantilla writes, these users are known to engage in trolling “for the 

lulz” (p. 563) – that is, doing it for the LOLs or “laugh out louds”. Mantilla uses the term 

gendertrolling to pinpoint a behavior more insidious than generic trolling that targets women and 

puts forth a set of characteristics in her description of her term:  1) coordinated, 2) gender-based 

insults, 3) vicious language, 4) credible threats, 5) intensity, scope and longevity and 6) reaction 

to women speaking out (p. 564). Gendertrolling might at first glance be viewed as an action 

taken out of amusement or boredom when in fact this behavior often masks a deeper need to 

punish a victim for speaking online. Mantilla sees this idea of “trolling” as an act that hides the 

heinousness of abuse and masks the other issues at play – domination, control and violence as 

they connect to rape culture. This concept of trolling will be further unpacked in chapter four. 

However, for now, it is important to note that certain tactics of abuse which initially appear to be 

acts of misguided fun are actually elements of language that intentionally look to damage and 

silence women online.  
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Jane (2014) is another scholar who looks specifically at texted base online violence. She 

uses the term ‘e-bile’ to describe “the extravagant invective, the sexualized threats of violence 

and the recreational nastiness that have come to constitute a dominant tenor of Internet 

discourse” (p. 532). Jane’s theorizing of ‘e-bile’ connects sport or fun with online abuse against 

women.  However, she also makes clear that this malicious, intentional type of fun is done 

beyond simply wanting to annoy users online out of amusement. Like Mantilla, Jane sees 

amusement as a disguise for something more insidious – the need and want to control and silence 

women’s voices.  

Both Mantilla and Jane see the use of online abuse as a way to silence women online. Yet 

it is important to emphasize in this discussion of abuse, that women take part in online activities 

in a variety of ways. It is important to underscore that women are active participants online and 

to be sure that in discussions of abuse, women are not rendered “victims of technology” 

(Oudshoorn and Pinch, 2003). In “Women and the Internet: Promise and Perils”, Morahan-

Martin (2000) provides an overview of current and past scholarship on the internet as a tool to 

simultaneously empower and harm women. For Morahan-Martin, the internet amplifies existing 

problems women deal with offline. She sees empowerment for women in terms of a space to 

group for political activism, access to information and the possibility of sexual liberation. Yet at 

the same time she sees women facing misogyny, misinformation and sexual victimization (p. 

683). Research in this field must therefore walk a difficult line between simply painting women 

as victims without agency while also fully displaying the full extent to which online abuse 

disrupts women’s lives. 

 One misguided solution to online abuse has been the suggestion that a woman should 

delete her online account or shut off her computer (Bates, 2016; Lafrance, 2016). This 
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recommendation is obviously problematic as it suggests a woman should alter her behavior to 

avoid abuse instead of conceptualizing ways to end the phenomenon of online abuse. However, 

this suggestion is also theoretically flawed as it assumes that technology is inherently the 

problem. Kember and Zylinska (2012) provide an overview of how technologies have been 

understood to mediate “multiple agencies” including users and organizations (p. 13). Online 

abuse is not some inherent aspect of the internet (or the computer, router etc). Online abuse, 

instead, can be understood as a way in which gendered abuse becomes mediated between offline 

structures that allow violence against women to exist and online tools that extend this violence.   

Therefore, the internet is an extension of abuse against women found offline. At the same 

time, the internet provides an alternative platform for abuse against women to take place. As 

such, the abuse takes on different forms with different consequences. For instance, easy online 

access means harassing posts can be shared to a much wider audience at an incredibly high speed 

(Joshi, 2010). At one time a ‘compromising’ photograph may have only exchanged hands or, in 

the case of public figures, print. Now, an image can move nationally and internationally from 

inbox, to phone, to website at an unimaginable pace. This ability to move content quickly can 

allow the internet to amplify a variety of voices – promising to be the latest town hall, coffee 

shop or another visible, shared space.  On the other hand, the different ways in which online 

abuse can manifest creates barriers for women accessing online spaces. Effectively, online abuse 

forces women to expend extra resources including time, money, labour and emotional health in 

order to deal with both abusive content and abusers (Hess, 2014). The draining of women’s 

resources brought on by online abuse presents added barriers that risk preventing women from 

continuing to participate online. Not only does online abuse risk preventing already active 

women from participating online but it also serves as a cautionary tale to women who may be 
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considering creating their own content. The silencing effect of online abuse against women is 

therefore twofold: threatening to deter existing women from creating content online while also 

stopping other women from even beginning to share their content. Women are denied the 

opportunity to generate ideas, opinion and arguments and wider online communities are denied 

more diverse content to read, share and discuss.   

 This research stitches together the experiences of content creators with the intent of 

comparing how online abuse functions in relation to offline violence against women. The point is 

not to equate the two, but instead to see one as a logical extension of the other. If technological 

objects are shaped by the social world, as highlighted above, then it follows that the internet and 

the online abuse explored here are shaped by the social world. If the world offline possesses 

discrimination, harassment and sexual violence towards women, it follows that the internet will 

extend this violence. By connecting online violence to offline violence against women, 

specifically sexual violence, this research is able to highlight the similarities in the normalization 

of sexual violence against women. Therefore, this research looks to explore how certain aspects 

of the internet change, alter or extend the ways women are abused online. Only through the 

acknowledgement of the ways that violence against women online has become an assumed 

experience for content creators who are women can we begin to explore ways of intervening in 

this violence in productive and meaningful ways.  

1.5 Roadmap 

 Chapter one explores the literature on online abuse within the context of feminist 

studies of technology, social constructionism of technology, and engages in a brief analysis of 

how this abuse is connected to violence against women in the offline world. Following this work, 

my thesis examines three different explorations into how online abuse against women functions. 
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Chapter two considers what online abuse against women looks like on Twitter as a case study. 

This chapter contends that online abuse can be understood as an unintentional use of Twitter’s 

design. Chapter three focuses specifically on the textual descriptions of sexual violence women 

who are journalists receive online. Through tracing the rhetoric of sexual violence, this chapter 

argues that the fear of violence offline is referenced online as a way to prevent women from 

occupying and participating in public online spaces. Chapter four analyzes Gamergate, an online 

movement that specifically looks to organize online abuse towards women. This chapter argues 

that certain tactics of online abuse include organized hatred that are motivated by a need to 

publicly display spectacles of violence against women as community building. Such tactics not 

only aim to prevent women from accessing public spaces online, as explored in chapter three, but 

also have the goal of destroying women professionally and personally. Chapter five responds to 

the three previous chapters by exploring what it means for online abuse to be ubiquitous – an 

everyday and assumed experience for women online. This chapter will conclude by meditating 

on the need to look at a bigger picture that includes cultural shifts that dismantle the 

normalization of violence against women both on and offline.  
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Chapter 2 

Online Abuse as Unintended Use: An Analysis of Twitter 

2.1 Introduction 

 Twitter is an online social media platform launched in 2006. One decade later, Twitter 

has expanded to include over 310 million monthly users in over 40 languages (“Company”, n.d). 

The premise of Twitter is relatively simple. Users are able to send out messages, called “tweets”, 

which fit into a format of 140 characters or less. Users “follow” the accounts of other users and 

are able to subscribe to other users’ tweets. The result is a real time, self-tailored newsfeed of 

messages from the accounts users have selected. Users are also able to engage with the accounts 

they follow by tweeting “at” an account by tagging another user. The intent, as Twitter outlines 

on its company webpage, is “to give everyone the power to create and share ideas and 

information instantly, without barriers” (“Company,” n.d). Twitter has built a successful 

platform, in part, because of its branding as a platform that is perceived to value democratic 

ideals such as free speech and its ability to host high speed conversations through this 140 

character format. However, some of the interactions between users result in abusive content and 

behavior. Twitter has come under repeated fire throughout its existence for its perceived lack of 

action in preventing and ending online abuse (Levy, 2014; Matias et al., 2015). Twitter has 

agreed it needs to do more to deal with this issue (Tiku and Newton, 2015; Abutaleb and Voltz, 

2016) and has claimed that it is committed to preventing online abuse (Ohlheiser, 2016). Yet, 

this chapter argues, Twitter puts the onus on users, especially on women who are content 

creators, to assess and prevent online abuse on their own. This downloading of responsibility on 

to individual users targets certain groups who are more likely to experience abuse, such as 

women. At the same time, Twitter is not transparent in what online abuse looks like as a larger 

phenomenon on the platform. The designers of Twitter have access to certain information, such 
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as the number of reports filed on abusive content or the types of content that end up being 

removed. This information, however, is not accessible to the average user. The result is Twitter 

denies both users and designers the possibility of creating collaborative strategies together. 

Following the work of Mackay et al. (2000) online abuse can be understood as an unintended 

consequence of Twitter’s design. Twitter was not created with the purpose of being used as a 

tool to abuse yet mechanisms on the platform have been taken up by users to create abusive 

content. This chapter begins by exploring Twitter’s design and intended use as a platform that 

favours visible interactions. Second, this chapter highlights how Twitter’s intended use for 

visible interactions are co-opted for online abuse which can be understood as an unintended use 

of the platform. Third, this chapter troubles Twitter’s design options for stopping abuse and 

argues that Twitter offloads the responsibility of assessing and preventing abuse onto the user 

who experiences abuse. Finally, this chapter highlights how Twitter’s lack of transparency does 

not allow users who receive online abuse to access information pertaining to Twitter’s report 

numbers and statistics. As a result, Twitter’s tools for dealing with online abuse, I will conclude, 

are significantly more ineffective than if they were able to better work with users in creating 

strategies while also taking on more responsibility to deal with online abuse as a platform. 

2.2 Twitter’s Intended and Unintended Uses 

 The initial purpose for a given technology is mapped by the designers, and by extension, 

the design of a certain technology. However, this intended use may alter, change, or move 

depending on the user. Following theories surrounding encoding and decoding, the intended use 

and the actual uses of a specific technological object is not always the same. As Mackay et al.  

(2000) stress, “the character of the technology is not determined by its technical structure” (p. 

750). I argue that online abuse is an unintended use of Twitter’s design. Designers did not create 
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Twitter imagining the platform would be used to harass, intimidate and threaten other users. 

However, certain users take up elements of the “technical structure” of Twitter to engage in 

online abuse. However, before launching into an exploration of Twitter as a tool for abuse, I will 

begin by outlining Twitter’s intended use as a platform. 

 The core of Twitter’s intended use is inextricably linked to the “social” as understood by 

Couldry and van Dijck’s (2015) formulation of the concept in their article “Researching Social 

Media as if the Social Mattered.” Both authors contend that social media platforms take up the 

social to promote their ideal use: that of social interactions. Twitter stresses an 

interconnectedness between its users. Its FAQ on its New Users page reads: “Twitter is a service 

for friends, family, and coworkers to communicate and stay connected through the exchange of 

quick, frequent messages” (“Twitter New Users,” n.d).  However, social media relies on the 

concept of the social to mask an often hidden agenda within the platform that looks to create a 

design that will maximum economic value, a design which is often intentionally not immediately 

visible to the user (Couldry and van Dijck, 2015). Social media platforms, therefore, build into 

their structures mechanisms to manipulate how users interact with one another. Couldry and van 

Dijck (2015) write, “the automated mechanisms emanating from these connective platforms now 

dictate how online sociality is structured” (p.3). In other words, these “automated mechanisms” 

guide users’ actions in order to form Twitter’s ideal design for user interactions.  

 As an example, we can consider design choices that look to manipulate user interactions 

as explored in van Dijck’s chapter titled “Twitter and the Paradox of Following and Trending” 

(2013). In her work, van Dijck maps Twitter’s claims of being a type of town hall which shares 

and promotes user’s voices equally. Twitter is read as neutral where content and interactions 

appear to happen organically on the platform. Van Dijck makes a clear connection between 
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perceptions of neutrality being tied up in democratic values. Twitter wishes to be perceived as 

giving voices the same treatment as part of their image which values elements such as open 

dialogue and free speech.  The Twitter Rules, under the section around online abuse, reads: “We 

believe in freedom of expression and in speaking truth to power, but that means little as an 

underlying philosophy if voices are silenced because people are afraid to speak up” (“Twitter 

Rules,” n.d).  Twitter walks a fine line between taking action against online abuse while not 

appearing to limit free speech. Allowing open dialogue to exist requires that people do not feel 

afraid in speaking up to begin with. However, the phrase “truth to power” is an evocative but 

almost a startlingly bold claim to find on a social media website. Twitter has been instrumental 

in allowing users to engage in open dialogue with certain powers that would not be possible 

outside of social media. For instance, a user can publicly ‘call out’ an institution or brand 

regarding a complaint, issue or concern. However, the phrase “speaking truth to power” poses 

certain questions. If Twitter promotes itself as a platform to speak truth to power, what is meant 

by ‘truth’ and what is meant as ‘power’? This is especially important when we consider that, 

although Twitter promotes democratic sentiments around all voices having space, Twitter 

ultimately has the power to say what content stays, which accounts are removed and define what 

is abuse. Indeed, it is difficult to think through this rhetoric of speaking truth to power without 

being critical of the power Twitter holds over its users to alter content, delete accounts and 

censor tweets, all the while failing to provide users with the information regarding reports on 

dealing with abusive behavior. 

  If Twitter works democratically then it means that users can agree or disagree with each 

other without the weight of social hierarchies. However, as van Dijck (2013) states, this 

perceived neutrality that Twitter looks to promote is ultimately false because Twitter manipulates 
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certain voices or users on the platform to have more “weight” with the intent to maximize 

economic value. Therefore, someone with a smaller number of followers is unable to have the 

same reach as someone who has a larger number of users following their account. As van Dijck 

points out, this is particularly problematic when users with more resources (politicians, 

celebrities, brands etc) can hire PR teams specifically to gain more “weight”. This manipulating 

of “weight” means that tweets and Twitter accounts become hierarchized as some accounts gain 

more social and economic value than others. The myth of neutrality persists because Twitter’s 

structure and algorithms are made invisible which hides the ways the platform gives weight to 

some voices over others (van Dijck, 2013, p. 74-5). I argue that this myth of Twitter’s neutrality 

is problematic when attempting to deal with online abuse because Twitter has stakes in 

maintaining this ideal of being a neutral, democratic space. Twitter is required to walk a fine line 

between tackling online abuse while also maintaining its image of being an open town hall. 

Censoring or deleting content or accounts detrimentally effects Twitter’s perceived use as a 

democratic space. Yet, if as van Dijck argues, Twitter is already manipulating content for 

economic reasons, it begs the question as to why it is not possible for Twitter to design more 

active mechanisms for interrupting existing online abuse. 

 Another important intended uses for Twitter located in its design is visible interactions 

between users. The intention of visible interactions between users is highlighted in the use of a 

public account on Twitter. With a public account, anyone can search for the user and view their 

published tweets. A privacy option does exist for a user’s account that prevents an account from 

being followed without a user’s permission. However, to create a private account augments a 

user’s ability to reap the benefits that Twitter promises its users. For example, a message has 

wider reach as a public account because messages are able to be “retweeted”. “Retweeting” is an 
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option on Twitter that allows a user to forward another user’s tweet to their own followers by 

posting it on their live feed. The possibility of having a message shared to a wider audience not 

only means content is more likely to be viewed but also possesses the possibility that a user may 

attract more followers. The goal becomes, for those looking to reach a wider audience, to 

become more visible through the collecting of more followers. Therefore, a public account 

results in the possibility that a user’s content is more likely to be viewed. Couldry and Van Dijck 

(2015) discuss this important element of the platform in terms of the goal of being seen: “[I]n 

social media, platform owners design algorithms that simultaneously connect users to content 

and ads, thus maximizing the efficacy of eyeball attention” (p. 3). This need for “eyeball 

attention” speaks to the intended use of the platform to make content, from both users and 

advertisers, visible. The point of Twitter, in many ways, is to be seen. Not only does this mean 

having a visible account but it also means attempting to find people to view the content. 

Twitter’s specific version of online sociality guides users to a specific goal: to engage in open 

dialogue through being visible. However, increased visibility can also mean vulnerability for 

users who may be at higher risk for online abuse. This section now moves into an examination of 

Twitter’s online abuse as an unintended use. 

2.3 Online Abuse as Unintended Use 

2.3.1 Visibility, Vulnerability and Online Abuse 

 If remaining visible is part of the intended use on Twitter, users who are more likely to 

experience abuse online are put in a difficult situation. On the one hand, in order to fully 

participate and use Twitter as effectively as possible, they must choose to maintain a public 

account. This is particularly important for women content creators who want the benefit of 

having public reach in order to share content, such as blog posts, while also connecting with 
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other writers or promoting upcoming projects. The realities of online abuse against women, 

however, suggest that the more visible a user is, the more likely they risk interacting with online 

abuse. For instance, users who follow accounts on Twitter do not necessarily do so as friends or 

fans but out of dislike or hatred in what is sometimes referred to as “hate-following” (Ouwerkerk 

and Johnson, 2016, p. 3). 

 Feminista Jones is a prominent online blogger, writer and social worker. Jones connected 

a large group of interested people together through the hashtag #YouOkaySis which looks to deal 

with street harassment against women of colour (Jones, 2014). A “hashtag”, marked by an 

octothorp (#), allows users to catalogue tweets in groupings and take part or find conversations 

on Twitter. Her discussions around #YouOkaySis allowed other women of colour to connect to 

her conversations in a visible way – the intended use of Twitter. Her use of social media 

platforms, such as Twitter, greatly aids her in being able to grow and promote her work. 

However, the visible nature of her discussion, and thus, her social media usage, attracts negative 

attention as well as positive. Jones has spoken about the online abuse she has received because of 

her active, visible use of social media. In a 2016 blog post she talked about the immense labour 

and energy she expends in having to deal with online abuse across multiple platforms, including 

Twitter. The online abuse she receives includes derogatory words, imagery of violence, racial 

slurs and threats of sexual violence with often racialized overtones. All of this abuse is 

exasperated because of her active, visible presence (Jones, 2016).  

 Jones, in using Twitter for its intended use (visible interactions), suffers online abuse on 

the platform precisely because of her visibility. This ironic moment gives pause as to why 

Twitter would not want to support users who are engaging on the platform in meaningful ways. 

Specifically, when activism and social movements are cited on Twitter as a use on the platform 



 

22 

 

that assist in social change (Filadelfo, 2015). In fact, Twitter has faced criticism for the ways that 

they promote online activism without supporting the activists who do the work such as coopting 

the labour of people of color in movements such as #BlackLivesMatter (“Thoughts on 

Diversity,” 2015). For Jones, assumptions that women who are visible will simply be required to 

deal with more abuse risk engaging in victim blaming practices that see the issue to be the fault 

of the user and not those creating online abuse.  

 Visibility of users who face online abuse may also be a target because the activity of 

engaging in online abuse is often, in part, about performing abuse in public. Users who engage in 

online abuse often do so as a public form of social interaction (Shepherd et al., 2015). Twitter’s 

intent of visible interactions is taken up through online abuse. The wider the reach a content 

creator has, the wider the possibility to become a victim of online abuse. Jane (2014) refers to 

this gamification of online abuse as “recreational nastiness” (p. 532) where online abuse 

becomes a sort of recreational activity to the perpetrators in public online spaces. Jones 

highlights the ways that online abuse appears to be a public, social activity for online users in her 

experience: 

What I experience the majority of the time comes from people who make little 

effort to mask their true identities behind fake pictures and bogus profiles. These 

are people I could pass by on the train any given day or bump into while 

shopping; they are as “normal” as one could imagine offline, yet when they log 

on, they become attention-needy people seeking validation and attention from 

their “favs”. These are everyday people, engaging in everyday harassment to 

build social capital and make names for themselves online.  (Jones, 2016)  

 

Jones highlights the social capital she sees online users gaining from visibly engaging in online 

abuse. There is a need for abusers to remain visible as can be seen in their choice to not mask 

their identities. A user who is visibility engaging in online abuse as a form of social interaction 

highlights how Twitter’s intended use can be taken up as online abuse. 
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2.3.2 Searching for Design Flaws with the Intent to Abuse 

 Users who engage in online abuse often look for creative ways to use a platform’s 

mechanisms to create abusive content. A high profile case of this can be found in the creation of 

Microsoft’s artificial intelligence (AI). In the spring of 2016, Microsoft released an artificial 

intelligence Twitter account called ‘Tay’. A group of designers had programmed the account 

through algorithms to interact with people online and ‘learn’ language based on the Tay’s 

interactions. In less than a day, Tay had become a vitriolic, racist, abusive Twitter bot, spewing 

hatred at accounts (Hunt, 2016). Zoe Quinn, who was a prime target of the abuse of Gamergate 

(further discussed in chapter four), was one of the recipients of Tay’s abuse. Online users co-

opted the bot to harass users and create abusive content by exploiting Tay’s algorithms (Paul, 

2016). Microsoft was forced to remove Tay. Corporate VP of Microsoft Research, Peter Lee, 

wrote on Microsoft’s blog about a design oversight while also attempting to highlight the 

designers’ intent of creating safe guards so the AI would not be misused: “Although we had 

prepared for many types of abuses of the system, we had made a critical oversight for this 

specific attack” (Lee, 2016). Yet many were not convinced by Microsoft’s claims of assessing 

the design for potential weak spots. Instead, the attack on Tay exploited both the design of 

Twitter and the Microsoft AI in a way that should have been planned for. Caroline Sinders writes 

for Medium and argues Microsoft needs to take responsibility for this obvious misstep: 

[I]f your bot is racist, and can be taught to be racist, that’s a design flaw. That’s 

bad design, and that’s on you. Making a thing that talks to people, and talks to 

people only on Twitter, which has a whole history of harassment, especially 

against women, is a large oversight on Microsoft’s part. These problems- this 

accidental racism, or being taught to harass people like Zoe Quinn- these are not 

bugs; they are features because  they are in your public-facing and user-

interacting software. (Sinders, 2016) 
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Users who used Tay as a way to enable online abuse not only exploited the bot’s design but also 

Twitter’s. In order to understand the design flaw1, it is important to consider the designer and the 

user. Mackay et al. (2000) briefly highlight the various types of users that one may find when 

considering design and technology. The term ‘user’, they explain, is not easily defined as there 

are a variety of roles a user takes on depending on the context of time, place and technology (p. 

738). The example of ‘Tay’ shows that the user is created by perceptions of how the designer 

sees their ideal user. Those who wish to engage in online abuse are not seen as Twitter or 

Microsoft’s ideal user, however, they still exist. At the same time, those who experience online 

abuse were also not fully taken into account by the designers of Tay. Moreover, Tay’s racism, 

bigotry and abuse was learned through other users suggesting that Tay and Twitter do not exist 

within a vacuum and are symbolic of systemic problems that exist both on and offline. 

 This oversight may in part be that the designers within Twitter and Microsoft do not have 

the same lived experiences as those who suffer from abuse or those who intend to use online 

platforms to create online abuse. They may also not have realized the extent to which 

communities of colour and women/women of colour have been victimized by online abuse, and 

how Tay may ‘learn’ from such repeated interactions. The concept that designers may draw on 

their own lived experiences and make designs based on what they perceive would work for 

themselves is known as the I-methodology, and at times may be done even subconsciously 

(Oudshoorn, Rommes and Stienstra, 2004). Designers did not take into account what is a 

persistent experience for users, that of online abuse. As a result, Tay was turned into a tool for 

                                                      

1 This is not the first time that an algorithm turned into replicating racist abuse. In the summer of 2015, Google 

found itself in a controversy after one of its picture tagging face recognition algorithms tagged African American 

faces as gorillas (Zhang, 2015). Although these biases within the algorithm may not be intentional, they do 

emphasize to some extent, as Eveleth writes, that the user who encountered the abusive error was “not the intended 

user” (Eveleth, 2016).  
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abuse because the designers did not see that as an outcome. Others, however, who experience 

abuse regularly on Twitter, would have known that without the correct mechanism, the AI being 

turned into a tool to abuse would be an inevitability. This supports critiques about the lack of 

diversity within the designers within the technology industries, including Twitter (Luckie, 2015; 

Tulshyan, 2015; Schoon, 2016).   

 This section highlights the ways that Twitter’s intended use as a social, visible platform is 

taken up in online abuse as Twitter’s unintended use. In the next section, this chapter explores 

how Twitter’s mechanisms for dealing with online abuse puts the responsibility of assessing and 

preventing online abuse into the hands of the user who is facing online abuse. 

2.4 Online Abuse as an Individual Problem 

2.4.1 Muting, Blocking and Gendered Labour 

 This section argues that Twitter takes a ‘hands off’ approach in dealing with online abuse 

by downgrading the responsibility onto the user. This section explores three mechanisms in place 

on Twitter for handling abuse: muting the user, blocking the user and/or reporting the abuse. 

This downgrading of responsibility forces users who are dealing with abuse to expend resources 

such as time and labour. This downgrading of responsibility unfairly targets certain groups, such 

as women content creators who are more likely to experience online abuse. Reporting is an 

option for users but Twitter’s lack of transparency in showcasing reports and statistics in how 

Twitter has dealt with past cases of online abuse denies users potential tools for users to better 

understand how Twitter tackles this issue.  

 The muting feature on Twitter allows users to remove content off of their own Twitter 

timeline without the need of blocking a user or unfollowing them completely ("Muting Accounts 

on Twitter," n.d.). Blocking an account allows a user to prevent any interactions with another 
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user which includes being followed, following them and receiving notifications ("Blocking 

Accounts on Twitter," n.d.). Although both tools are different in the final result, I would like to 

consider muting and blocking in tandem as an example of how a user is given the agency to 

remove content on their own without interference from Twitter.  Twitter bypasses accountability 

as it is up to the user to assess what is considered abusive or undesirable content allowing 

Twitter to avoid calls of censoring information.  

 The term gender script has been taken up by scholars to explore how certain technologies 

have been promoted or advertised for a certain gender to use in a certain way (Oudshoorn and 

Pinch, 2003). Ellen van Oost’s (2003) analysis of the Phillips razor for instance, showcased that 

technology with the purpose of removing hair suggested different behaviors for men and for 

women. I would like to deploy this concept of gender scripting as a way to explore how Twitter 

unofficially prescribes women’s behavior in dictating the ways they must deal with online abuse. 

Here, I am not suggesting that Twitter has different views as to how men and women use the 

platform. Rather, I want to consider how the realities of online abuse on Twitter are gendered 

and arguably scripted where women are expected to perform the task of expending the labour of 

dealing with online abuse if they want to use Twitter’s platform in a meaningful way.  

 In some ways online abuse is seen as something that will inevitably happen. Twitter 

downgrading to the individual is indicative of views that suggest women must alter their 

behavior to deal with violence offline. Twitter enables silence from these groups who are 

required to expend extra labour and resources in assessing and preventing their own abuse. The 

result is women content creators risk burning out and may limit their participation online (Piner, 

2016) or exit the platform entirely (Goldberg, 2015). Twitter will have great difficulty in taking 

meaningful steps to stop the phenomena of online abuse if they are not aware as to how it effects 
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certain people on their platform. This, in part, has to do with the lack of transparency Twitter had 

regarding policies and procedure on online abuse which is outlined in the next section.  

2.4.2 Reporting and the Trouble with Twitter’s Transparency 

 One of the other tools offered by Twitter against online abuse is reporting. Reporting can 

result in a number of options: 1) that content will be removed, 2) that a user’s account will be 

suspended, 3) that a user’s account will be deleted and in some extreme cases and 4) that a user 

will be permanently banned from Twitter. Reporting online abuse puts the ultimate assessment 

on Twitter but there are still problems in how Twitter puts the initial reporting into the hands of 

the user. If a user is experiencing a high quantity of online abuse the reporting becomes more 

time consuming than muting or blocking. Users are also left with little recourse if the report is 

rejected (Kwong, 2015). Even when reporting an account does result in some sort of action it 

ultimately is ineffective when it is so simple to create a new account.  Moreover, if an account is 

deleted a user can create a new one, often in a much shorter time than the victim of abuse can 

report the incident. Recently, Milo Yiannopoulos was permanently banned from Twitter on July 

21, 2016, in part for instigating online abuse against the actor, Leslie Jones (Alba, 2016). 

Permanently banning a user differs from simply deleting an account. As Twitter explains, the 

intent is to prevent the offending person from creating another account online. This tactic of 

permanently preventing a person from accessing Twitter is relatively rare. However, the abuse of 

actor Leslie Jones, and the publicity and attention it sparked (Conger, 2016), may have caused 

Twitter to take what some may consider a bold stand, coupled with Yiannopoulos’ past history of 

online abuse. Yiannopoulos prides himself in being hyper defensive around issues related to free 

speech. To others, he is more notoriously known as being an active and effective instigator of 

online abuse. Jones, an actor on Saturday Night Live and more recently, starring in the revival of 
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the 1980s classic Ghostbusters2, was the recipient to an overwhelming amount of online abuse 

on Twitter. The abuse began to intensify after the opening weekend in July of 2016. Jones 

became a specific target for the hateful content. Jones, who is a person of color, received more 

than just hatred regarding the film but also personal attacks including racist and sexist abuse, 

threats and hate speech. Jones quit the platform and deleted her account after the prolonged 

attacks (Rodgers, 2016). 

 The abuse of Jones and the banning of Yiannopoulos can be read as moments when 

Twitter’s hand was forced to at least appear to take a stand against online abuse. However, the 

banning of a single user, even as notorious of one as Yiannopoulos, cannot really be said to 

impact the larger environment of online abuse on Twitter. Twitter banned Yiannopoulos, but as 

Kendall (2016) points out the action seems empty when it is so easy to simply create another 

account on the platform. The banning of users is not a sustainable practice for Twitter in 

preventing online abuse. Even if Twitter is able to prevent Yiannopoulos as one user from 

logging back on to the platform it does not assist Twitter in eliminating other abusive behavior. 

Moreover, banning Yiannopoulos can be read as merely a display of momentary concern for a 

very publicized incident of abuse. The banning of Yiannopoulos does not create any real, 

meaningful action in stopping online abuse. 

 Women Action and Media (WAM!) released a report in May of 2015 outlining their 

concerns with how Twitter was handling abuse at the time. They identified a list of the types of 

abuse in their analysis, that included doxing, hate-speech, along with threats of violence, posting 

false information, impersonation and revenge porn and non-consensual pornography (Matias et 

                                                      

2 The revival of Ghostbusters has been implicated in online abuse since its trailer was released in the spring of 2016. 

The first trailer for the film is cited as the trailer to receive the most abusive comments (Patch, 2016). This abuse has 

heavily been because the revival of Ghostbusters gender-swapped the four main characters from men to four 

women. Abusive online sentiments, therefore, had been surrounding the new film for some time. 
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al, 2015). WAM! worked with Twitter briefly on this research by allowing users to come to the 

organization to report their abuse. WAM! then vetted the abuse to identify what counts as abuse, 

what tactics were being used, and what action should be taken if an account was found to be 

abusive. WAM! cited concerns around the difficulty in being able to simply identify types of 

abuse as well as the intensive labour it took their team to vet, discuss and send reports on pieces 

of reported abuse. The researchers also highlighted the precarious position they were in by 

gaining information from Twitter, and not being in any true position of power to alter abusive 

behavior besides the recommendations they could make in their report.   

 WAM!’s report clearly highlights the complexities at play when attempting to identify 

and deal with online abuse. Moreover, the report suggests the ways in which Twitter needs to 

reassess its design in order to better deal with online abuse. For example, one of WAM!’s 

critiques are that Twitter does not allow screenshots to be a verifiable way of reporting abuse. 

The result is that a certain type of abuse is not able to be captured. Those engaging in abuse 

could send harassing tweets only to delete them before being reported. In these ways, further 

work is required in order for Twitter to deal with online abuse in terms of its rules and reporting. 

WAM! also echoed other critiques of Twitter regarding concerns around transparency and online 

abuse that have been raised by both those concerned about online abuse and those who are 

concerned about limiting free speech (Hassine, 2016). Although Twitter updated its rules to be 

more exhaustive in its description of online abuse in 2016, there still is no clear indication of 

how abuse is vetted, along with a lack of information around how many reports are filed and 

what actions are taken on each. Facebook received similar concerns about its dealings with 

online abuse in July of 2016. One element is the lack of transparency platforms have in 
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showcasing how many instances of abuse are reported, how many are seen as real abuse, how 

many are suspected, etc. (Laville, 2016).  

2.5 Conclusion 

 A dilemma arises for users, especially women content creators, who wish to fully use 

Twitter and engage in visible interactions. There is the desire to create conversations and ideas 

with the hope that they are taken up in very public and visible ways. Yet the more visible 

connections a user fosters online the more likely they are to receive abuse. While women are 

forced to deal with online abuse as individuals through the option of muting and blocking, 

reporting to Twitter lacks any transparency to foster any real change.  Twitter’s mechanisms for 

dealing with online abuse are ultimately non-solutions because they do not address the larger 

problem. Rather, Twitter puts the onus on the user to take steps to prevent themselves from 

receiving abuse while also threatening to drastically limit their ability to use a platform in the 

visible way it is intended to be used. The result is that users are forced to be on the front lines of 

online abuse while not being able to be a part of the strategies that would ultimately aid them. 

This replicates the ways women are expected to take ownership of their abuse offline such as 

when victims are forced to take steps to limit their own behaviors to avoid violence instead of 

putting emphasis on the structures at play that allow violence to exist in the first place. 

Furthermore, abuse is often intended to be public, an idea that will be further expanded upon in 

chapter four. For now, visible interactions on Twitter may offer possibilities for users to engage 

in meaningful discussions and share unique ideas, but it also aids in fostering abusive behavior 

on Twitter.  

 In a sympathetic light, calls to deal with online abuse put Twitter in a difficult position. 

Twitter claims it wishes to deal with the criticism that online abuse must be better dealt with on 
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the platform. Yet concerns around limiting speech are hotly debated online with many critics 

concerned about the power that a platform like Twitter has - who has pull when it comes to 

connection, information and dialogue, and the lack of transparency in its ability to censor 

material.  Yet in a more critical light, Twitter has been viewed as simply not having real 

incentive to take on the larger structures that allow online abuse to function on the platform. It 

has been argued that online abuse is form of capital – that there is no incentive in addressing 

online abuse at a systemic level when profits are unaffected even as online abuse persists 

(Shepherd et al., 2015). This possibility of the commodification of online abuse on platforms 

such as Twitter speaks to troubling concerns around the commitment platforms have to their 

users in intervening in online abuse.  

Despite the need to address online abuse in a meaningful way it is still important to 

consider real concerns around free speech specifically when considering how a government may 

use online abuse against women as a way to drastically limit or monitor internet use.  As an 

example, in 2013 the Canadian Government under the Conservatives passed Bill C – 13 titled the 

Protecting Canadians from Online Crime Bill. Its intent was to better protect people from 

cyberbullying, in the wake of the deaths by suicide of Rehtaeh Parsons and Amanda Todd. 

However, it was heavily criticized as a smokescreen for passing legislature that could be used to 

monitor citizens without accountability (Dyer, 2014). Mary Anne Franks, a prominent scholar on 

cyber harassment and advocate for more lawful understanding of violence online, told Global 

News that the bill was “disturbing” suggesting that invading privacy seems like an unlikely way 

to deal with these issues (Paperny, 2014). At the beginning of 2016 the White House in the 

United States hosted talks with social media providers to negotiate ways to prevent terrorist 

groups such as ISIS from using social media (Volz and Hosenball, 2016). This has caused 
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concern for some. As an example, Twitter’s new rules that looked to better tackle online abuse 

were criticized for their lack of transparency (Hassine, 2016). What other content may be 

removed in the name of limiting abusive content? 

 These potential trends of governments looking to co-opt concerns around online abuse in 

order to promote other agendas are disturbing for a number of reasons. First, the paternalistic 

view of women as victims that require protection from a nation state, replicates patriarchal views 

as the state as a provider of shelter. Second, that concerns around assisting women hide more 

nefarious agendas – as was criticized in the example of the Canadian Government. Therefore, 

there is an important need to move past policy and perceptions that simply reaffirm women as 

victims of technology. If, as I argue in the next chapter, online abuse is directly connected to 

sexual violence as a way to limit and control women’s access to space and resources, then care 

must be taken in developing strategies that focus on giving women the tools and support, with 

the cooperation of platforms, to intervene in online abuse. Institutional structures of power must 

not replicate the victimization of women found in the logic of online abuse. Yet, at the same 

time, it is clear that platforms like Twitter must take concerns around online abuse more 

seriously when considering how their design impacts victims of online abuse. 
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Chapter 3  

Text-Based Abuse: Connecting Sexual Violence to Online Abuse 

3.1 Language that Damages 

 In April of 2016, The Guardian released a study on online abuse that analyzed seventy 

million comments that had been posted to the news site since 2006 (see Gardiner et al., 2016). 

The study provided a quantitative glimpse into the phenomenon of online abuse against 

journalists. The ten journalists who received the highest amount of abuse were women and/or 

people of color. Jessica Valenti is an author and writer for The Guardian. The study named her 

the top recipient of online abuse on the site. Valenti wrote about the findings and discussed the 

long term effects she has experienced in dealing with online abuse: 

[I]t would be a lie to say that the cumulative impact of being derided daily isn’t 

damaging. It is. It’s changed who I am on a fundamental level. And although I’d 

still like to think of myself as an optimistic person, being called a ‘cunt’ or 

‘whore’ every day for a decade leaves its mark. (Valenti, 2016) 

 

Valenti identifies the repetition of derogatory gendered words, like “cunt” or “whore”, as 

language that “leaves a mark” suggesting that these demeaning terms have caused scarring. In 

addition, this abusive language is described as having a “cumulative impact” indicating that 

Valenti has experienced an alternation of self through this continuous abuse.  

 Online abusers take up certain language in order to “leave a mark” on women. This 

language, at times, draws on the rhetoric of sexual violence and can create real barriers for 

women who access certain online spaces. In the previous chapter, I considered how online abuse 

functions on Twitter with specific consideration aimed at how the design of the platform allows 

online abuse to be undertaken. In this chapter, I explore how online abuse functions against a 

specific user: women who are journalists that use online spaces to create public content. This 

chapter considers how women are targeted by online abusers. I argue that sexual violence 
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functions within certain forms of online abuse in three similar, yet distinct, ways: 1) by 

referencing the possibility of physical violence offline; 2) by objectifying a woman’s body as a 

way to make public spaces appear unsafe; and 3) by denying the intellectual agency that a 

woman possesses.  

 In the above quote, Valenti references the damage that online abuse has caused her. Yet, 

her primary concern is for up-and-coming young women writers who see the abuse they will be 

required to face as an inevitable part of a future career. The realities of online abuse may cause 

some writers to think twice before publicly contributing their words to a public medium.3 It is 

therefore crucial to recognize online abuse against women not as a momentary, static, or isolated 

instance online, but as an extension and continuation of the sexual violence that is found offline. 

What is at stake is the need to recognize the extent to which women are limited, prevented, or 

actively excluded from engaging in visible online spaces because of online abuse. Only by 

acknowledging online abuse as an active barrier that systematically looks to deny women’s 

participation will it be possible to eliminate online abuse. 

3.2 The Possibility of Offline Violence 

 Certain forms of online abuse, such as the rhetoric of sexual violence, can and should be 

understood as acts of sexual violence. Henry and Powell (2015) discuss the multitude of ways 

that women face sexual violence online in what they term “technology-facilitated sexual 

violence” or TFSV. One type of TFSV they discuss is gendered hate speech (p. 768). I would 

like to build on this line of thinking that categorizes the use of particular types of language as an 

act of sexual violence. However, in order to theorize sexual violence online, it is imperative to 

take a step back and consider theories that were initially developed to understand sexual violence 

                                                      

3 Indeed, Valenti posted on Twitter that she would be taking time off the platform after she received threats of sexual 

violence targeting her daughter in July of 2016 (Piner, 2016). 
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offline. Sexual violence can be understood as an overarching term used to describe any 

unwanted, non-consensual behavior towards a person that takes on a sexualized tone (Krug, E et 

al., 2002). Examples can include sexual harassment (such as leering, cat calling, inappropriate 

comments) or sexual assault (groping, touching, rape). Sexual violence, as outlined by feminist 

theory, is not about pleasure or the desire for sex but instead the desire for power and control 

(Brownmiller, 1975; Dworkin, 1981). Yodanis (2004) theorizes the specific ways that the fear of 

sexual violence controls women: 

[I]t is through fear that men are able to control women’s behavior, keep women 

out or confine their participation, thereby maintain control of social institutions. 

Not every man must be violent toward every woman in order for violence to 

control women’s behavior. Rather, knowing that some women are victims of 

horrific violence is enough to control the behavior and limit the movement of all 

women in society. The creation of a culture of fear secures men’s status over 

women. (p. 657-8) 

 

Yodanis contends that the knowledge that sexual violence occurs prevents women from 

participating in certain aspects of society. In this way, violence does not need to be physically 

realized to control women’s behaviors. The fear of sexual violence can produce the same effect 

of control. I argue that the fear of sexual violence that is present offline is referenced in the 

rhetoric of sexual violence found in the text-based abuse launched at women. 

In order to understand how the fear of sexual violence replicates itself online, it is 

necessary to complicate the common perception of online and offline spaces as completely 

divided. Understanding “offline” and “online” as two distinct, divided places is problematic and 

does not reflect the day-to-day realities that many people experience through various devices that 

connect online. Work email notifications pop up on a computer screen while typing out 

documents. Text messages go off in pockets, purses and packs, interjecting into coffee shop 

dates or outside walks. Photos of a blue sky are posted under the header of a hashtag. Mundane 
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actions of the everyday are altered through the input of devices connected to online spaces. This 

fits within the social construction of technology that sees both users as constructing technology 

and technology as constructing the user (Oudshoorn and Pinch, 2003). 

In the same way that offline and online activities blend and blur, the distinction between 

online persona and offline person is hazy. This is especially the case for those who use online 

spaces for economic reasons including professional websites displaying CVs, networking sites 

such as LinkedIn, or professional social media accounts aimed to build an online presence. 

Online identity can be tightly linked to economic sustainability. For many people, this online 

presence is crucial and is particularly important for those who engage and produce content for 

the public, such as journalists. It’s common to see an online article published, for instance, on an 

online news platform that includes links to the author’s Twitter or Facebook page. The invitation 

to “follow” or “like” a journalist on a social media platform implies that the readers should 

consider a journalist beyond their article and view them as an active online persona. Therefore, 

there is no clear distinction between a person online and a person offline. The two become 

intertwined.  

The presence of online abuse, therefore, is a very real barrier for women creating content 

online. Yet, as this chapter argues, the damage extends past economic challenges. If online 

persona and offline lives are, at times, intrinsically linked, then online abuse has the potential to 

cause damage both on and offline. This damage can include the destruction of an individual’s 

reputation, mental wellbeing, resources, and physical safety. For instance, journalist Amanda 

Hess recounts a threat she received on Twitter. The initial tweet was only the beginning of what 

would be an episode of prolonged and continuous abuse and stalking. At one point, the online 

stalker forwarded photos to Hess, depicting intended private moments with her partner in her 
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apartment. Hess explains the amount of resources required on her part to deal with and manage 

the abuse that she faces: 

It’s been four years, but I still carry the case files with me. I record every tweet he 

sends me in a Word document, forward his emails to a dedicated account, then 

print them out to ensure I’ll have them ready for police in analog form if he ever 

threatens me again (or worse). Whenever I have business travel to the city where 

he lives, I cart my old protection order along, even though the words are 

beginning to blur after a dozen photocopies. The stacks of paper are filed neatly in 

my apartment. My anxieties are harder to organize. (Hess, 2014) 

 

Hess is forced to expend resources, as well as time and mental effort in the form of legal logistics, 

meticulously compiling a record of each interaction, and keeping track of paperwork even four 

years later. Furthermore, she alludes to the ongoing feeling of needing to be ready in case the 

abuser threatens her again (“or worse”). This suggests that the requirement to be vigilant that 

comes with online abuse never really goes away. It does not matter if Hess ever experiences 

physical violence again. It is the possibility that she could. Furthermore, even for women who 

have not experienced physical stalking like Hess, the abuse Hess faces is still a reminder of the 

possibility of violence. 

 Online journalists have discussed the effects of constant and repeated online abuse. At 

times, the tactics to prevent women from participating online stop women from continuing their 

work. Marcus (1992) discusses women being rendered “subjects of fear” (p. 394) in terms of the 

possibility of violence being inflicted upon them. This fear of violence is translated to online 

spaces. For instance, in a Washington Post article, Goldberg (2015) writes about a woman who 

took a step back from her social media use and became more hesitant about what she posted. 

Similarly, Jaclyn Munson (2013a) published an article on her undercover investigation at a pro-

life pregnancy crisis center. The online abuse she faced for her work would eventually lead her 

to stop writing and consider a new career path. Munson wrote about the abuse in a Daily Beast 
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article titled “My Run-In With Anti-Feminist Twitter Death Threats,” where she received threats 

on her life from a Twitter user who specifically attacks activists who are pro-choice (2013b). For 

Munson, the massive amount of abuse she faced online made it ultimately unsustainable for her 

to continue with her chosen career.  

 Concerns of online threats moving to offline violence are ongoing for women. The divide 

between online and offline is complicated by the visible spillage of violence that moves from 

online to offline and online to offline. Therefore, women receiving online abuse are aware that 

physical violence could occur. As I argue in the next section, this threat of violence moving from 

offline to online is connected with ways that sexual violence prevents women from inhabiting 

public spaces. 

3.3 Objectifying the Body in Public Spaces 

 This research draws on discussions around the private and public sphere to better 

understand how online abuse creates barriers to prevent women from participating online. 

Private and public spheres are two terms used to describe the gendering of certain spaces that 

originated in Western culture during the eighteenth century. The private sphere is related to 

domestic life and the home, which has traditionally been viewed as a feminine space. 

Conversely, the public sphere has traditionally been viewed as the opposite of private and thus 

masculine (Wajcman, 1991, p. 7). This division of spaces through gender has faded, but has not 

completely disappeared, in twenty first century Western culture. Public spaces have often been 

marked as dangerous when it comes to women and the possibility of sexual violence (Pain, 

1997). Public space is coded as dangerous and a space where women—according to the logic of 

a rape supportive culture— should alter their behavior in order to circumvent this possible 

violence. For instance, public spaces should be avoided after dark. This tactic of control aims to 
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limit women’s participation in public spaces. In this section, I would like to compare and 

contrast the rhetoric of sexual violence online with the use of sexualized language used against 

women in street harassment. I am not equating the two types of sexual violence, but in tracing 

their similarities I look to better understand how online abuse invokes the rhetoric of sexual 

violence in order to make women feel unsafe in public spaces. 

 In far too many instances, street harassment (or “cat calling”) is incorrectly understood as 

a form of “compliment-giving.” As well, these unwanted comments are seen as resulting from a 

woman’s behavior or appearance, shifting the blame away from the harassing behavior (for 

example: “dressing that way” to get attention) (“Myths,” n.d). The implication in these common 

narratives is that if particular bodies are in certain public spaces, they should expect to receive 

unwanted attention. This policing and controlling of women’s bodies can be mapped out through 

past notions of women’s proper place within the private sphere. The perception that women have 

no place in public still permeates contemporary thought. Now, the internet is that new public 

space (Bailey et al., 2013). Online abuse can be understood by thinking through the ways that 

social environments have systemically used domination and control to limit women’s movement, 

voices, and ability to exist in public spaces. 

 There are three key similarities between online abuse against women and offline street 

harassment. First, both forms of harassment involve the use of language that invokes sexual 

violence as a possibility (as has already been outlined in the previous section). Second, both 

street harassment and online abuse against women assume that if a woman is in a public space, 

she deserves, and/or should expect, unwanted verbal abuse. Third, in both instances, a woman’s 

behaviour is cited as both the reason for abuse, as well as what needs to be changed, rather than 

the behaviour of those engaging in the verbal abuse. Laurie Penny (2011) writes about her own 
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abuse and explains that, “an opinion is the miniskirt of the internet.” Penny links online abuse 

with victim-blaming narratives that have been used against women who are sexually assaulted. 

Her reference to the miniskirt draws on the ‘asking for it’ narrative that suggests a woman was 

assaulted because she was wearing something, behaving some way, or in a certain space where 

she is ‘asking’ to be sexually assaulted. The danger of this narrative is it places the blame on the 

victim of the assault instead of the perpetrator. This ‘asking for it’ narrative assumes, like many 

victim blaming myths around sexual assault, that sexual violence exists and it is up to women to 

stop themselves from being assaulted. Penny draws a parallel between how expressing an 

opinion online is viewed and how wearing a short skirt in public is treated: in both cases, you are 

asking for and deserving of the abuse received. Tied up in historic ways that women have been 

denied participation in public spheres, online spaces take on the same meaning. “What did you 

expect wearing that in there?” turns into “What did you expect saying that/putting that online?” 

 Within this logic, public spaces are inherently unsafe for certain bodies. Yet one obvious 

difference between street harassment and online abuse against women is the way the body exists 

online. Many scholars have written on the ways to understand the body online and it is beyond 

the scope of this project to fully engage in these emerging debates. What is key here is that the 

immediacy of potential physical violence found in street harassment is not present in the same 

way as online abuse against women. Yet, the body is still taken up through descriptions of 

violence. 

  When the internet was an emerging technology, there were many utopian hopes that it 

would remove aspects of identity that may be culturally stigmatized or discriminated against 

(Faulkner, 2001). For instance, gender, race, and ability are identities tied to the body that were 

thought to be virtually erased within online spaces. Even the origin of the word “cyberspace,” as 
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Sundén (2003) outlines in her introduction of Virtual Materialities, describes a distinct split from 

the body and cyberspace. The internet, therefore, held a promise of a neutral space where 

everyone could exist on an equal playing ground, devoid from the meanings their body held 

offline. The idea that online identities are completely removed from their body has since been 

eviscerated. As Sundén points out, there is a lingering identity that online spaces cannot shake. 

Specifically, she points to gender as an aspect of the body that is still present in online spaces. 

Yet, it is not enough to simply equate online as public. Instead, online and offline spaces can be 

thought as being made up of different kinds of publics that need to be managed and controlled. 

Therefore, I argue, the potential risks of online abuse through engaging and participating in 

online spaces connect within a historical context that has systematically looked to control women 

by restricting, denying, and preventing their participation in public.  

 Lindy West is a writer, journalist, and fat activist living in Seattle. Her work brings 

together feminist perspectives and she writes on topics ranging from body image and abortion, to 

the use of humor in comedy. In 2013, West found herself involved in an online controversy when 

she took part in a televised debate talking about rape jokes. West, who had previously written 

about the topic, considers humor around sexual assault to hold great possibility for inciting 

discussion, but also takes issue when it is the survivor of abuse that is the punchline of the joke. 

West created a response that included a video in an article titled “If Comedy Has No Lady 

Problem, Why Am I Getting So Many Rape Threats?" (West, 2013). Rape threats by abusers are 

not the only form of online abuse that takes on a textual form. However, it is a common motif for 

women who receive online abuse.  
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Figure 1: Sample comment West received (West, 2013). 

 

In “Reading Rape Stories,” Hesford (1999) writes about replicating trauma in academic 

spaces and the risks that come with turning material violence into representational violence. She 

states: “The critical challenge is to not reproduce the spectacle of violence or victimization and 

to not erase the materiality of violence and trauma by turning corporeal bodies into texts” (p. 

193). Hesford is concerned with taking moments of violence and turning them into academic 

texts. However, this question of material and representational violence is flipped in the case of 

online abuse against women. I argue that the online threats of rape that West received can be 

categorized under representational violence. 

 In online spaces where women produce content, their bodies are not readily available to 

consume, harass, or inflict violence upon. Online participation for women removes the material 

element of the body. In order to continue to control women in public spaces, harassers must 

render women's bodies as text in order to inflict what Hesford terms "representational violence." 

Yet the supposed dichotomy between "material" and "representational" violence is blurred when 

online threats of violence spill over into the offline world. The fear of violence that has 

controlled and limited women's participation in public spaces offline still carries weight within 

online spaces. West’s autonomy as a powerful, critical, and well-written woman undermines the 

structures that look to silence her. Specifically, because West is tackling issues around altering 

the status quo—in this case humor and rape jokes—she is seen as a threat.  
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 In a four-minute online video, West provides examples of the rape threats that she has 

received for her critiques of rape jokes. The video begins with West reading: “I went on 

television and argued that comedy is not a welcoming space for women. I received thousands of 

responses from comedy fans eager to prove me wrong.” There is a beat, and then: “Here are just 

a few of them.” A blank screen changes to a room where West sits in a chair, staring into the 

camera. Without breaking eye contact with the camera, she reads a selection of comments that 

contain threats of sexualized violence. Her pace is quick, allowing one threat to blur into another, 

but her voice remains even and detached, her face calmly staring back at the viewer. West ends 

the video with ten seconds of staring at the intended viewer. It is difficult not to read the video as 

a whole, and in particular the ending, as an act of resistance. 

 West speaks back against the objectification of her body through the video in three ways. 

First, the almost four minutes of uninterrupted comments highlight the mass amount of 

harassment that West faces. Second, by stringing the comments together, the video illustrates 

that the threat of rape is a common reaction to West’s comments around rape jokes. The 

multitude of abusers and the persistence of threats of sexual violence suggest that harassing a 

woman online within whom you disagree is the norm. Throughout the comments, many 

reference West’s size, and her body is used as a method of attack. There is the repeated mantra 

for West to “shut up,” which clearly links the threat of sexualized violence to the desire of users 

for her to remain silent on the topic. The video ends with a few seconds of West continuing to 

stare unfazed back into the camera. Third, the video is a bold act of resistance. If online 

descriptions of sexual violence can be read as representational violence with the intent of 

silencing West, her act of reading the threats to viewers can be seen as a way to challenge the 

call for her to remain quiet. Mulvey’s (2009) theorization of the male gaze can be borrowed here 
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to consider how women’s bodies are objectified through an online/offline dynamic. The concept 

of the male gaze, in the case of online abuse, can be understood as power exerted by users to 

textually take apart West’s body within the rhetoric of sexual violence. In the final moments of 

the video, West actively subverts the male gaze by staring back into the camera, thereby 

fracturing its hold and power. 

 Many content creators who are women have spoken out about the harassment that they 

have faced online, often when blogging about feminism. It is no coincidence that women 

engaging in discussions around gender face such intense backlash. West dares to speak on an 

issue in comedy that is known to be a male dominated space. Her authority, credentials, and 

word are denied in favour of attacking her body through calls for violence. This reality leads to 

the final way that sexual violence functions online: the denial of a woman’s intellectual agency.  

3.4 Denial of Intellectual Agency 

 It is important in this discussion of sexual violence, fear, and control to resist 

undermining the agency of those who face sexual violence as a potential reality. I am not 

suggesting that women are deterministically prevented from participating in aspects of public life 

because of fears of sexual violence. Indeed, the reason women are being attacked online in this 

way is because of the agency, voice, and power some have found in participating visibly online 

in engaging, political, and creative ways. In 2013, writer and political analyst Zerlina Maxwell 

faced online abuse after taking issue with suggestions that survivors should be responsible for 

preventing their own rape (“Fox News”, 2013). While participating in a Fox News panel 

discussion on gun control, Maxwell explained that allowing women to carry guns would not stop 

rape. She further argued that it should be the behavior of those committing acts of sexual 

violence that should be altered, rather than those who are being assaulted. Gun control is an 
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incredibly contentious issue in the United States, especially in recent years where calls for 

further restrictions have been taken up in response to gun violence. Maxwell’s comments, on a 

right-wing media network with a hyper-patriotic gun protectionist following, were taken as an 

affront to the right to bear arms. Her comments were responded to with violent and racist 

comments including the tweets below that Maxwell shared after the interview.  

 

 
Figure 2: Abusive tweets sent to Zerlina Maxwell  

(“Fox News”, 2013) 

 

 The tweets can also be read as particularly disturbing due to the fact that Maxwell has 

publicly identified as a survivor of sexual violence. Maxwell’s identity as a woman of colour is 

also used as an attack, as racialized threats are used in an attempt to silence her. The first tweet 

draws on myths surrounding rape culture that see white women as the “perfect” victims. The user 

implies that Maxwell cannot understand what it is like to be a survivor of sexual violence 

because she is not a white woman. This myth is particularly insidious because sexual violence is 

not restricted to one kind of person. Maxwell is not alone in experiencing racialized sexual 
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violence. Other women have received similar racialized threats online including photos of 

lynchings (Starr, 2014).  

 In “Burning Acts: Injurious Speech,” Butler (1996) takes up the concept of “citation” 

within language that has the intent of injury, such as hate speech. She argues that the reason why 

words hurt is not because of the utterance of the word itself, but because it is connected with the 

offensive history it cites (p. 204). If words do injure, what baggage from these phrases, ideas, 

fantasies, and threats are directed at the body and cited? In the case of sexual violence, rape 

culture is cited. In the case of racialized slurs, rape culture and racist systems of oppression are 

cited. 

 The second tweet implicitly links the need for Maxwell to “get some common sense” 

through gang rape. In an interview with Amy Goodman on Democracy Now, Maxwell sees the 

connection between threats of sexualized violence and larger societal issues: “[When] you 

respond with violence, I think in many ways you’re proving my point, that there is a cultural 

problem that we need to address” (“Teaching Men”, 2013). Users attack Maxwell’s authority of 

both professional and lived experience through the use of racialized threats and sexual violence.  

 What circumstances are in place when the common reaction to disagreeing with a woman 

online is to draw on rhetoric of sexual violence? The normalization of sexual violence is 

important here. “Rape culture” or “rape supportive culture” are terms used to describe the many 

factors that come into play that allow sexual violence to be assumed, naturalized, and expected in 

a society. For example, rape culture includes a social climate of hyper masculinity in Western 

countries that allows dominant men to harass women and other men to be deemed ‘weaker’ 

(Horvath and Woodhams, 2013).  Editors from Transforming a Rape Culture write:  
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Rape Culture is a complex set of beliefs that encourage male sexual aggression 

and supports violence against women. It is a society where violence is seen as 

sexy and sexuality as violent. In a rape culture, women perceive a continuum of 

threatened violence that ranges from sexual remarks to sexual touching to rape 

itself. (Buchwald et al xi, 1993)4 

 

Rape culture allows for the normalization of sexual violence. It becomes a reality or fact that 

goes unchallenged. Marcus (1992) writes against the assumption that women will inevitably 

experience sexual violence.  Of specific interest is her analysis of how the assumption of 

violence is invoked in language. She wonders in what ways we can “ask how the violence of 

rape is enabled by narratives, complexes, and institutions which derive their strength not from 

outright, immutable, unbeatable force but rather from their power to structure our lives as 

imposing cultural scripts” (p. 389). Marcus sees these scripts as “a gendered grammar of 

violence” (p.392) where narratives allow sexual violence to exist and persist. Therefore, rape, 

and by extension sexual violence, is not simply about an immediate action or assault. It is the 

underlying structures, environments, and behaviors that allow the possibility of sexual violence 

to foster and grow. Marcus (1992) focuses heavily on how language is used to allow sexual 

assault to occur. However, this section examines how online abusers use language to invoke a 

reality offline, thereby giving language new meaning online. Sexual violence need not be 

physically actualized. Existing in a rape supportive culture reminds women that sexual violence 

is always a possibility whether or not it occurs. 

 The attack on Maxwell is ironic: the behavior that she suggests needs to change is exactly 

the one that is being launched at her with vitriolic, sexual threats. These threats exist because of a 

normalization of sexual violence. Similarly, the comments are unabashedly public. The 

                                                      

4 Rape culture is something that affects all people across all genders. Much of the important work around rape 

culture and sexual violence is framed as only affecting women, mobilizing terms like “violence against women” or 

VAW. It is important to remember that all genders can be affect by sexual violence.  
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sentiment of sharing publicly imagined harms, even if they never come to fruition, is linked to 

the ways women are denied intellectual agency. Earlier, I discussed the ways that the 

objectification of the body is linked to women taking up public space. Maxwell faces violence 

because she dares to demonstrate her intellect in public. Online abuse highlights how women’s 

bodies are taken up rather than their ideas. On the one hand, this is incredibly disturbing and 

damaging, and contributes to the barriers that women are forced to face. On a more hopeful note, 

however, this also points to the fact that these abusers are threatened by the power that women 

possess by publicly sharing ideas and analysis online. Women journalists’ words are read as 

dangerous and therefore threatening. The reference to the body obfuscates the misogynistic logic 

that denies the possibility (or fears the reality) that women have ideas, and reproduces the 

manner in which women’s intellectualism has been historically ignored, prevented and denied.  

3.5 Conclusion 

Jamison (2014) writes about the ways a woman’s pain is dismissed as “female stuff” (p. 

32) in the medical field. There is a very real parallel between the dismissiveness of patients who 

are women and the disparaging of women as victims of abuse online by calling them “sensitive” 

when they point to words that hurt or cause them pain. Similarly, those who attempt to speak out 

against online abuse, specifically women writers online, are told that it is part of the trade and 

that they should simply grow thicker skin. This call for women to have thicker skin is not only 

insulting to the issues they are left to face, but also insinuates that accepting violence is the norm. 

This functions to validate these heinous acts.  

This chapter explores how abuse functions online through a consideration of descriptions 

of violence against women’s bodies.  Online abuse functions in similar ways to offline abuse: 

women's bodies are threatened and objectified as a way to deny their ability to safely take up 
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intellectual space in public. Online abuse against women is not an isolated, shocking comment 

about rape, but a logical step in how sexual violence transforms online. Online abuse reimagines 

existing tactics of control offline and alters them to achieve similar results online by denying 

women access to public space (or threatening their ability to simply be there safely). Online 

abuse is a reaction against the perceived threat of a woman's intellect through the emotional 

response of angry violence. This is interesting since women are so often marked as irrational or 

emotional. Online abuse focuses on attacking women's bodies rather than their arguments, in part 

because a woman’s intellect is viewed as threatening.  The use of imagined violence is an 

attempt to regain power through threats of bodily violence. The fourth chapter takes up the 

concept of online abuse as spectacle in more depth. 
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Chapter 4 

Gamergate, Control and the Spectacle of Performing Hegemonic Masculinities 

4.1 Overview 

Zoe Quinn, a game designer, spoke to The Guardian in December of 2014 regarding the 

massive amount of online abuse she faced as having become one of the main targets of 

Gamergate. The abuse Quinn faced included death threats and rape threats. Non-consensual 

pornography of her own nude photographs were sent to employers and posted on online forums. 

She told The Guardian: 

I have people online bragging about putting dead animals though my mailbox. 

I’ve got some asshole in California who I’ve never talked to hiring a private 

investigator to stalk me. What am I going to do – go home and just wait until 

someone makes good on their threats? I’m scared that what it’s going to take to 

stop this is the death of one of the women who’s been targeted. (Stuart, 2014b) 

Quinn was forced to leave her home when her personal information was “doxxed”, meaning her 

personal information was distributed publicly online with malicious intent. As the quote above 

suggests, she became concerned that the online threats may manifest offline into physical harm 

or even death.   

The initial seeds of the abuse began when Quinn designed a game titled Depression 

Quest, which was released online in 2013. Despite positive reviews, Quinn faced initial criticism 

from users who believed the game was not a game at all. This was, in part, because Depression 

Quest’s goal is not to entertain users, but provide an online multiple choice scenario that shows 

how all-consuming depression can be in day to day living. Depression Quest is heavily text 

based, as users move from situation to situation in a “choose-your-own-adventure” style. Online 

abuse intensified in August of 2014 when the game was released on Steam, an online platform 

for the digital sale and distribution of computer-based video games (Parkin, 2014). 
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Soon after, an ex-partner of Quinn’s published a slanderous blog post alleging that 

Depression Quest had only received positive reviews because Quinn had had sexual relations 

with a gamer reviewer. These accusations were proven to be unequivocally false by the 

reviewing site where the reviewer was accused of unethical journalistic practices (Totilo, 2014). 

However, the accusation that Quinn had only received positive reviews because she had had 

sexual relations with a reviewer took root in the minds of many. The movement which would 

eventually be known as Gamergate had a purported goal of investigating journalistic ethics 

within the larger gaming community and media. However, many engaging in Gamergate would 

take part in abusive practices online rooted in misogyny. 

In the previous chapter, I argue that online abuse should be read under the umbrella term 

of sexual violence and that online threats of rape and violence are attempts to prevent women 

from accessing public spaces online. In the previous chapter, we see examples of online violence 

that target women on a massive scale. Yet the violence I have discussed thus far, while still 

received by women on a large scale, is largely reactionary. Users who attacked West and 

Maxwell quickly reacted with abuse when they disagreed with their ideas. In this chapter, I 

explore how abuse is not only reactionary, but at times actively meditated and orchestrated. 

Furthermore, users who engage in online violence have a goal of not only silencing women who 

they disagree with, but destroying them, both professionally and personally.  

This chapter begins by tracing a certain type of masculinity found in some online gaming 

spaces. This will be theorized through Connell’s (1995) concept of hegemonic masculinity as a 

framework for understanding the replication of certain normative masculinities. Second, this 

chapter provides an analysis of the tactics of abuse Quinn faced along with two other targets of 
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Gamergate: pop culture critic and gamer, Anita Sarkeesian; and feminist gaming engineer, 

Brianna Wu.  

4.2 Hegemonic Masculinity 

Connell’s concept of “hegemonic masculinity” initially emerged in the late 1980s. 

Connell’s book, titled Masculinities, was published in 1995 and has had a huge influence across 

disciplines. In an article titled "Hegemonic Masculinity: Rethinking the Concept" Connell and 

Messerschmidt (2005) take up the concept of “hegemonic masculinities” to rework and 

reformulate how the concept can be understood and applied today, twenty years after the term 

was conceptualized. For the authors, hegemonic masculinity describes the ways certain 

masculinities are normative through institutions and culture that are taken up, replicated and 

modeled through the individual. Hegemonic masculinity is not a static identity; instead, 

hegemonic masculinity can change and alter depending on the time and place. The authors stress 

that there is a historic specificity in a certain masculinity along with a local one keeping in mind 

that in the global context hegemonic masculinities can look different at certain time and places. 

The way hegemonic masculinity consistently manifests is through an emphasis on power 

structures that look to oppress others that do not fit into normative masculinity. Hegemonic 

masculinity is a mechanism in which power can be obtained and held: “Hegemonic masculinity 

was understood as the pattern of practice (ie., things done, not just a set of role expectations or an 

identity) that allowed men’s dominance over women to continue” (p. 832). Connell and 

Messerschmidt specifically use women as an example but it is important to note that hegemonic 

masculinity and those who take it up can do so with the purpose of oppressing anyone who is not 

perceived to have access to the local, normative hegemonic masculinity. 



 

53 

 

For my purposes, hegemonic masculinity is used to understand the ways in which certain 

behaviors are connected to normativity, and how using certain normative models of masculinity 

allows an individual to access certain sites of power. At the same time, the limitation of Connell 

and Messerschmidt’s rethinking of hegemonic masculinity is their emphatic hesitation in 

allowing discursive understandings of power structures to exist. They argue that the discursive is 

not a complete enough way to understand gender: 

Discursive perspectives emphasize the symbolic dimension, whereas the concept 

of hegemonic masculinity was formulated within a multidimensional 

understanding of gender. Although any specification of hegemonic masculinity 

typically involves the formulation of cultural ideals, it should not be regarded 

only as a cultural norm. Gender relations also are constituted through 

nondiscursive practices, including wage labor, violence, sexuality, domestic labor, 

and child care as well through unreflective routinized actions. (p. 842) 

 

Discursive understandings of gender relations, the authors argue, do not provide a holistic and 

grounded way to understand masculinity in part because they see discursive understanding of 

gender as also being grounded in a lived, embodied experience that risks being overshadowed 

within a discursive understanding. Yet it is crucial to see the type of hegemonic masculinity 

exhibited in users involved engaging with Gamergate as symbolic, where they do not necessitate 

being based on an embodied experience, but on a performative aspect of gender. It is important 

to note the double standard that exists within the power relations of perceived genders regarding 

Gamergate or online abuse in general. Users who take up a certain type of hegemonic 

masculinity to launch online abuse against people they see as threats online are able to perform 

or abandon the masculinity they engage in. However, targets of the abuse do not have the same 

luxury. Users can engage in destructive tactics of online abuse in a performative way while those 

who face abuse are targets specifically because an aspect of their being (i.e. gender) cannot be 

erased or forgotten by those who target them. 
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 Individuals taking part in Gamergate organize together with the intent to destroy their 

targets. Online abuse often appears to be isolated and accidental; however, as this chapter argues, 

cybermobs take on the structure of a cooperating body of organized individuals working together 

to engage in participatory forms of violence. It is important to note that hegemonic masculinities, 

following Connell’s framework, do not suggest that all behavior or expressions of masculinity in 

gaming communities are necessarily violent, harmful or hateful. Instead, this chapter argues, 

through tracing a certain form of abusive behavior showcased in Gamergate, that this behavior 

can be linked to a certain expression of toxic masculinity. Although the actual identity of users 

offline cannot be claimed, it can be argued that this type of toxic masculinity abusive users 

engage in involves misogynistic, racist and homophobic behavior. Abusive behavior in this 

specific case of toxic masculinity manifests through an androcentric, white supremacist and 

heteronormative bias. 

4.3 Mapping Masculinities in Online Gaming 

 I have used Connell’s concept of hegemonic masculinity as an anchor to better 

understand how abusive behavior is fostered online. In this reading, online gaming masculinities 

can be seen as a strict form of gendering codes that uphold a status quo and maintain normative 

gender roles. However, it is important to note that masculinity in gaming spaces was once, and in 

some ways still, read as a niche form of masculinity. The image of the ‘computer nerd’ or 

‘hacker’ (Coleman, 2012) contrasts more normative Western models of masculinity that focused 

primarily on physical strength and a certain look that deemed a traditional man to be read as 

masculine. Some online gaming masculinities, then, could be read as a moment of resistance 

against more normative masculinities focused on bodily strength. We can therefore read online 

gaming masculinities as coming out of a tradition of a sort of anti-macho, pro-tech culture. 
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Similarly, the tracing of the toxic masculinity found in Gamergate does not mean that healthy 

expressions of different masculinities cannot exist in online gaming spaces. 

 The tactics of abuse users engage in within Gamergate can be viewed in the tradition of 

trolling. Coleman (2012) explains crude language was used by some users to state that they were 

in cyberspace first when newer users to online spaces came en masse in the early 2000s (p. 113). 

Trolling then, following other traditions of online pranks such as hacking and phreaking 

Coleman argues, became a way for users to mark territory in response to the newer users (or 

n00bs) who, in part, trolls felt were infiltrating their space. 

 The use of crude and hyperbolic language is also about combatting politically correct 

language, which many trolls took issue with. Coleman writes that trolls “made a mockery of the 

idea that language, much like everything else in the virtual, should be taken seriously” (p. 111). 

Therefore, the more offensive or ridiculous the comment, the better since trolls held that 

language should ultimately not be taken seriously. Being morally offensive is what the tradition 

of trolling has established as a subcultural norm The expression “Don’t feed the trolls”, a refrain 

commonly told to those who face online abuse, suggests that simply ignoring them will put a 

stop to the online pranks (Bates, 2016).  However, as was argued in the previous chapter, 

language does cause harm to people. First, in terms of the emotional labour required to shift 

through the massive amount of abusive text and secondly, the constant possibility that violence 

could spill over into the offline world. As in the case of Gamergate, it is difficult to see the acts 

of online abuse as simple pranks when the organization of abuse is so clearly intended to cause 

hardships for women to stop them from participating online. 

 It is crucial to also highlight the way that the spectacle of abuse has been taken up by 

users engaging in Gamergate. Online abuse is an organized activity that may be directed at a 
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target, but with the knowledge that there is a potentially massive audience. The spectacle of 

abuse is something that is highly desired in this form of violence. While the tradition of trolling 

outlined by Coleman sees acts of trolling to be chaotic and random, Gamergaters have a more 

direct agenda – the removal of feminist sentiments from what is perceived as ‘their’ online space. 

Wider access of gaming, once a more niche community, has been seen to threaten a certain 

masculine cultural centre that is steeped in values of language as ideally unrestricted and goes 

against newer ideas, such as safe spaces. However, for attacks to be effective within Gamergate, 

users must assume that language will be taken seriously. Even though goals of trolling are 

present (such as hyperbolic language and spectacle) the intent is not for simply pleasure, as 

outlined by Coleman, but to continuously destroy a reputation (Jane, 2012; Mantilla, 2013). 

Therefore, the tactics once taken up by trolls have been reconfigured by users engaged in online 

abuse for a more specific and destructive goal. I will now turn to an outline of specific tactics of 

abuse to explore how aspects of hegemonic masculinity in gaming culture target and destroy 

women online. 

4.4 Tactics of Abuse 

 Gamergate is a bubbling over of anti-feminist sentiments that have existed in certain 

online cultures for years (Valenti, 2014). Sarkeesian, for instance, who was a target of abuse by 

Gamergaters, has been receiving online abuse for years prior to being a target in Gamergate. 

Indeed, Gamegate is a reaction against a perceived attack on a status quo: the need to protect a 

historically entrenched cultural space from a politically correct culture and so-called extremist 

feminist ideology.  Gamergate engages in an online culture war against what some users perceive 

as political correctness gone awry. What I wish to highlight is a persistent behavior of users who 

orchestrate plans to actively undermine feminist causes, ideas and initiatives. Understanding this 
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phenomenon requires that we see the push-back against feminist ideologies in certain online 

spaces. Anti-feminist sentiments are key in understanding tactics of abuse against women where 

users can claim that they are not some woman-hating stereotype, but instead fundamentally 

disagree with a certain political perspective. Unfortunately, the ways in which users voice their 

disagreement often allows users to participate in online violence against women. 

 This chapter considers how masculinity looks to attack people online and how tactics of 

abuse take up a certain type of masculinity. The type of masculinity exhibited by users taking 

part in Gamergate can be examined as possessing four characteristics:1) the intent to destroy 2) 

the desire for spectacle 3) tactics as game and 4) the desire to control. 

4.4.1 Organized Abuse 

We Hunted the Mammoth, an online blog by David Futrelle (2014), reported on the 

harassment faced by Quinn. We Hunted the Mammoth's website states that it "tracks and mocks 

the New Misogyny online, focusing especially on Men's Rights, Men Going Their Own Way 

(MGTOW), and Pickup Artist (PUA) sites" (Futrelle, 2014). In September 2014, a group of users 

on 4chan shared the full chat log from one of the 4chan channels which included posts from mid-

August until September 6, 2014 regarding Quinn. 4chan is an online forum that allows users to 

post anonymously. The log regarding Quinn is massive, as Futrelle points out, containing “3756 

pages, in 10-point type of chaotic overlapping IRC conversations” (Futrelle, 2014).  Futrelle 

posted their initial findings by searching posts for “Zoe” and found that users posted their hopes 

she would commit suicide, fantasies of raping her, descriptions about various parts of her body 

including sexual organs and discussion of distributing non-consensual pornography: 
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Aug 21 17.48.06 I’m debating whether or not we should just attack zoe … 

Aug 21 17.48.29 <Opfag> push her… push her further….. further, until 

eventually she an heroes  

Aug 21 17.48.51 <OtherGentleman> … What makes you think she has the balls 

to kill herself?  

Aug 21 17.48.57 I kind of want to just make her life irrepairably horrible …  

Aug 21 17.49.16 <NASA_Agent> but what if she suicides …  

Aug 21 17.49.24 <Opfag> Good.  

Aug 21 17.49.29 Then we get to troll #Rememberzoe 

 

Taken up in the vein of trolling, this dialogue can be read as a dark kind of performative play. 

Riffing off each other, users think through the ways that Quinn may die by suicide. The 

discussion of Quinn’s suicide is particularly ironic when considered alongside her stated intent in 

developing Depression Quest:  to allow users a new view into mental illness which was, in part, 

inspired by Quinn’s own history of depression (Parkin, 2014). The fantasy of users to want to see 

Quinn die because of their abuse yet again showcases the blurring of online and offline. Users 

see and desire to cultivate a direct link between the abuse they launch on Quinn online and the 

emotional toll the abuse takes on her offline.  

 I follow Nussbaum’s concept of destruction here because it captures what users within 

Gamergate wish to do: annihilate her reputation and then, because of the fallout, allow the abuse 

to wreak havoc on various parts of her life. In this way, the goal of users is to destroy Quinn both 

professionally and personally. The hope is clearly that she will take her own life. However, 

Quinn is not viewed in this instance as just a person but also a threat and the symbol of a feminist 

sentiment that looks to alter existing perceptions of gaming spaces. The removal of Quinn would 

be the removal of that threat. Nussbaum (2010) writes on the slander against women online 

drawing on the work of Rae Langston: 
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[T]he more common pornographic scenario involves autonomy - violation: the 

scenario represents the woman as an agent, attempting to control her own destiny 

and the man removes that freedom; sexual pleasure is found in the ability to exert 

control over the woman's options, removing her ability to refuse consent, to 

depart from the situation, and so forth. This distinction is particularly important 

when we think about Internet defamation, for often what is resented is a woman's 

freedom, agency, and good name, pleasure is taken in destroying these things - 

first in fantasy, and then, given the Internet's power to affect job opportunities, in 

reality. The objectified puts the objected person in a position of helplessness. (p. 

72) 

 

If Quinn is a symbol for the feminist threat to gaming, then the active use of abuse against her 

becomes a way to attack the autonomy and power that users perceive she wields. Users feel she 

has a certain sort of power as well as an agency that needs to be taken away. In the above 

exchange between users, the suggestion of wanting to “make her life [irreparably] horrible” 

implies a need for Quinn to suffer permanent damage. The fantasy of Quinn’s suicide by these 

users showcases a rhetoric of erasure. The goal is to make Quinn, who is viewed as a threat to a 

certain type of gaming space, disappear. 

 The hope is not simply to harass Quinn but to continue the abuse until she considers 

suicide which suggests a fantasy of her complete annihilation. In order to justify this sort of 

abuse, the user must see themselves as the victim, or as Nussbaum writes “the objectified”. By 

positioning themselves as victims of a feminist agenda, the user can see their tactics of abuse as a 

fair and level-headed reaction. Marginalized by a politically correct culture, users see their 

engagement in abuse as a form of resistance against what they see as a monolithic feminist 

agenda. Therefore, fantasies of destruction are taken up as a way to combat this perceived threat. 

However, as was highlighted in the previous chapter, women cannot easily differentiate threat as 

fantasy from threat as fact. If someone misjudges a real threat as simple fantasy, they risk facing 

potential offline violence. The attempt is to harm Quinn virtually, through defamation in what 

Nussbaum terms “fantasy” can quickly escalate into concrete action. 
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Desires to destroy Quinn can easily be viewed through a lens of sexual violence where 

her body is taken apart and fetishized. In some cases, fantasies of rape are shared: 

Aug 22 02.21.54 i want to smell zoe quinn’s armpits …  

Aug 22 02.25.42 you all would fuck the zoeholes  

Aug 22 02.25.46 <JTG> given a chance too  

Aug 22 02.25.47 <The_Remover> I am extremely aroused right now …  

Aug 22 02.26.47 someone seduce zoe quinn  

Aug 22 02.26.53 <vanu> follow the shekels  

Aug 22 02.26.56 <The_Remover> I volunteer to take one for the team 

Aug 22 02.26.57 <vanu> to her vagina …  

Aug 22 02.28.51 meditate to nude pictures of zoe  

Aug 22 02.28.53 <The_Remover> she gonna get raped 

 

The objectification of Quinn’s body is seen as an appropriate reaction to Quinn’s transgressions 

of being a woman game designer who received praise for creating a game that tackles emotions 

online. Quinn is someone to be despised but also something to be “aroused” by. Her body is 

textually taken apart, viewed as “armpits”, “holes” or “vagina”. The organization of a group is 

invoked, as well, in the phrase “someone seduce zoe quinn” where a user attempts to coax others 

to assault her. “Take one for the team” suggests that an act of violence against Quinn is part of a 

group strategy or agenda. Yet, at the same time, the act of engaging in sexual violence against 

Quinn is something unpleasant. However, this idea that the sexualized violence against Quinn is 

unpleasant is complicated by the erotized language. Users look to see Quinn as someone to 

“seduce” and “meditate to nude pictures”. The phrase suggesting one could view a pornographic 

photo of her can be read as particularly disturbing when it is known that non-consensual 

pornographic images were shared online of Quinn, so the there is a possibility that some of the 

users have access to these images. Finally, the phrase “she gonna get raped” implies a warning 

that violence is deserved or potentially being foreshadowed.  What is clear in this exchange is the 

triviality in which users engage in within these narratives of rape and the extent that their 

obsession with the destruction of Quinn goes. Quinn has been fully dehumanized in this 
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exchange, an object to joke about and casually muse about subjecting her to violent acts as a 

group activity. 

 Of course, not all users hold the same views as the users in this forum. What these posts 

make visible is the ways in which certain discourses around sexual violence, punishment and 

oppression are so easily co-opted as tactics to silence, harass and destroy Quinn online. Connell 

and Messerschmidt (2005, p. 838) write: “Thus, hegemonic masculinities can be constructed that 

do not correspond closely to the lives of any actual men. Yet these models do, in various ways, 

express widespread ideals, fantasies, and desires.”  What is visible in this exchange is a 

performance of a certain type of masculinity – one that sees sexual violence as a method for 

correction and punishment, one that sees rape as something to trivialize, and one that sees the 

destruction of a person online as a goal in an obsessive way. Quinn becomes an inside joke and a 

target to attack. As we will see with Sarkeesian, the goal of destruction is also seen as a game 

with the end reward of stopping feminist ideals in online spaces from spreading any further. 

Online Violence as Game or Play 

It is important to highlight that the online abuse found in Gamergate was instigated and 

prolonged by an ex-partner of Quinn’s. Yet this fact was largely glossed over by those engaging 

in the Gamergate movement.  Quinn’s ex-partner is not read as an abusive, jaded past flame but a 

gaming hero. Instead, Quinn’s ex-partner is taken up by some users not as an abusive ex-partner 

but a symbol of someone taking a stand against feminist sentiments and what is perceived as 

politically correct policing. 

The abuse of Quinn is therefore tied up in the need to both obscure and protect an 

existing status quo. In the case of Gamergate, many users who took part in the abuse actively saw 

themselves as ‘saving’ gaming from what they perceived as the need to stop gaming from 
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becoming too political. The push to be more inclusive in gaming, to include more diverse 

viewpoints in terms of gender, race or ability, is taken up as ‘too political’. Users can make this 

argument of ‘too political’ because online gaming spaces are read as politically neutral. Certain 

online spaces that are hostile to some people become invisible to many users who hold certain 

privileged positions and are able to take up a certain type of masculinity. 

 A moment ago I stated that Quinn’s ex-partner was not read as a malicious ex-lover but as 

a gaming hero. In seeing gaming as too political, many took up Quinn’s ex-partner as a martyr, 

someone who had been willing to speak out against feminism in a gaming context. Quinn’s ex-

partner can therefore be seen as a stand in for all users who ascribe to and wish to maintain a 

certain online space with a certain masculine code. Users, tired of having their spaces being seen 

as hostile, racist and misogynistic, can use Quinn’s alleged ethical misdeed as a way to take on 

the role of victim.  The abuse is seen as necessary. The need to ‘fix’ gaming through the removal 

of feminist sentiments can therefore be read as a game. 

Like Quinn, Sarkeesian is no stranger to online violence. She was a target of online abuse 

prior to the advent of Gamergate. For example, Sarkeesian has been the victim of doxxing, 

Wikipedia hacking and the recipient of crude, pornographic drawings of her likeness being 

sexually assaulted and degraded in various ways (Lewis, 2012). In one particular instance, 

Sarkeesian faced a large amount of abuse after the launch of her Kickstarter, an online funding 

platform, in 2012. Sarkeesian, who creates videos related to pop culture and gender on her site 

Feminist Frequency, launched a campaign looking to explore tropes of women within video 

games (Sarkeesian, 2012a). This led to an onslaught of online abuse including the creation of a 

game where players could virtually attack Sarkeesian. With each click she would become more 

bruised and bloodied until the user ‘won’ the game by sufficiently doing violence to her virtual 



 

63 

 

face (Rosenberg, 2012). The game explicitly allows violence against Sarkeesian to be turned into 

a game for users to play. 

Sarkeesian gave a talk at TEDxwomen in 2012 after the abuse she faced (and continues to 

face) for her Kickstarter project “Tropes vs Women”. In the talk, Sarkeesian describes the online 

abuse she faced as a "fun game" in the eyes of her abusers. In this 'game' the harassers use the 

internet as a battlefield and Sarkeesian is cast as the villain where the goal of the game is to "save 

video games from me and my crazy feminist schemes" (Sarkeesian, 2012b). Sarkeesian argues 

that this 'game' of abuse is incredibly social: 

This social component is a powerful motivating factor that works to provide 

incentives for players to participate, or perpetrators rather, to participate and to 

actually escalate the attacks by earning the praise and approval of their peers. We 

can kind of think of this as an informal reward system where players earn 

“internet points” for increasingly brazen and abusive attacks. Then they would 

document these attacks and they would bring them back to the message boards as 

evidence, to show off to each other – kind of like trophies or achievements. 

(Sarkeesian, 2012b) 

The element of game within online abuse, as Sarkeesian suggests, has a goal to eradicate 

feminism or politics from their gaming community. If Quinn’s transgression was designing 

games that portrayed emotions in new and innovative ways, Sarkeesian’s transgression is the 

perception of her political agenda.  Sarkeesian is taken up as villain – the target users can point to 

her as having ruined gaming.  Coleman (2012) identifies “spectacle” as one of the identifying 

characteristics of users who engage in trolling (p. 115). The game of abuse includes 

spectatorship. Online abuse becomes a spectator sport, where users are aware of the fact that 

their harassment is public or make an effort for their harassment to be seen in the public. 

Spectacle, game and the social are all tied up in intrinsic ways when looking at the organization 

of online abuse. 
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  In the summer of 2014, Sarkeesian was forced to leave her home after she received 

threats (McDonald, 2014) yet again highlighting the nonexistent divide between online and 

offline. It came as little of a surprise then, when users engaging in Gamergate saw Sarkeesian, 

yet again, as a target. Sarkeesian’s outspokenness against Gamergate, therefore, at the end of the 

summer in 2014 only allowed for more intense online abuse. In October of 2014 Sarkeesian was 

forced to cancel a talk at Utah State University after a shooting threat was made against her 

(Hern, 2014). As we saw with Quinn, the tactics initially taken up as trolls who engage in pranks, 

are pushed to a darker place when threats and actions cross offline. The game of abuse, then, 

allows for a sustained attack against women in the name of spectacle and play leaving women to 

deal with the fallout of the abuse. 

 In January 2015 Sarkeesian published a selection of harassing tweets she received in just 

one week (Sarkeesian, 2015). Sarkeesian has been outspoken about the abuse as well as 

documenting the abuse she has faced, only to face all the more harassment because of her posts 

in documenting it. She showcased the massive amount of abuse she faces weekly and 

underscores the ways that being a woman who writes about tech and feminism has always been a 

dangerous activity. 

 



 

65 

 

 
Figure 3 Two samples of online abuse tweeted at Sarkeesian  

(Sarkeesian, 2015) 

The paradox exhibited by abusive users here shows to what extent narratives of denial of online 

abuse goes. On one hand, those who speak out about of abuse are said to be professional victims, 

suggesting that the discussion of abuse is made up in order to advance a career or get attention. 

At the same time, attempts to highlight abusive behavior only results in more abuse where 

ironically, users react by attacking Sarkeesian by telling her the abuse does not really exist.  

 Users in Gamergate are public about their abuse, but then public about the denial about 

such abuse. This paradoxical logic suggests that Sarkeesian is not able, in the eyes of abusers, to 

take on the role of victim. That role has been cast to the outed gamer who Sarkeesian has 

diabolically looked to destroy. Users see a perceived power Sarkeesian has over their gaming 

space and see themselves not as instigator of abuse but as resisting an attack on their territory. 

Whether or not users are aware of the illogic of abusing in public and then denying in the same 

fashion, ultimately, does not matter. By denying the abuse they create, users are able to write 

denial as a tactic into the rules of the game. Denying the abuse, in fact, flaunts their power: they 

are able to abuse her publicly but her attempt at shaming them publicly is mocked or simply 

ignored. The abusers are able to define what counts as abuse and what does not. 

 The abuse Sarkeesian has faced through the years speaks to the ways that antifeminist 

sentiments have existed prior to Gamergate. Her attempts to analyze gender within video games 
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and discuss sexism in gaming spaces have been viewed as attacks on certain gaming 

communities. 

Online Abuse, Discipline and Punish 

 Brianna Wu is a game developer. She became a target of online violence after a fan of 

hers created a meme based on some of her criticisms of Gamergate (Stuart, 2014a). Wu 

retweeted the meme and a few days later found herself the recipient of a massive amount of 

online abuse that included death threats. The abuse would not be short lived. In February 2015, 

she received a threat in which a man in a mask explained on a Youtube video his in-depth plan to 

murder her: “During the reign of terror of Gamergate,” Wu states “I have had hundreds of 

conversations with other women. We’re exhausted, we’re terrified we’ll be next, we’re all 

thinking of quitting" (Wu, 2015). Wu has since become an avid speaker against Gamergate and 

the online violence she and her colleagues face. In many ways, Wu has been made an example of 

what happens when you attempt to speak out against the online abuse of others.  

 Online abuse can be contagious and can be inflicted on anyone who dares to speak out 

against online abuse. Wu’s harassment began after a quick and simple action on her part – the 

retweet of a post that was critical of users engaged in Gamergate. The online abuse Wu faced is 

in direct response to her attempt in speaking up and against users of Gamergate as a way to show 

support for people like Quinn and Sarkeesian. As with Quinn and Sarkeesian, abuse against Wu 

involves spectacle. With Sarkeesian, the spectacle of abuse is identified as a social game where 

performing and viewing abuse as a group becomes a community activity. With Wu, the spectacle 

of abuse can be read as both punishment and discipline, as outlined by Foucault (1995) in 

Discipline and Punish.  Foucault initially catalogues punishment as fitting in with prescriptive 

forms of torture that fits in line with the spectacle (p. 57). However, that the randomness of her 
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meme becoming popular enough to warrant abusive attention fits into an understanding of 

discipline of the body through the concept of the Panopticon (p. 195). Many people spoke up in 

defense of Quinn and against the abuse of Gamergate at the time of her criticisms. When Wu is 

taken up as another major target of Gamergate the suggestion is that it could be anyone. Even if 

another users’ criticism of Gamergate was not attacked, the idea is that it could be. This 

possibility of being taken up as a target seemingly randomly is a tactic of abuse that relies on 

disciplining the body, virtual, material or otherwise, into docility. By making threats against the 

body (sexual violence, death and otherwise) users who wish to engage in meaningful criticism 

may think twice before making their concerns public. Access to public space, because of the 

tactics of abuse orchestrated by users within Gamergate, is no longer an option if users who wish 

to engage in criticism share real concerns around privacy, anonymity and safety.  Foucault’s 

ideas surrounding discipline are most fruitfully applied to the case of Wu, whose retweet of 

images allowed her to be taken up as a target, where her action in stepping up to support Quinn 

was read as a threat. Wu is then a cautionary tale and an example of what happens when women 

are not afforded anonymity or security of identity in the same way that often anonymous abusers 

are. The result is the perception of total surveillance. In a blog post hosted by xoJane, Wu writes 

that this type of online violence occurred prior to its title of Gamergate:  

This has disastrous consequences for women that use these systems built by men 

for men. I must use Twitter, as it's a crucial networking tool for a software 

engineer, yet I must also suffer constant harassment. Women’s needs are not 

heard, our truth is never spoken. These systems are the next frontier of human 

evolution, and they’re increasingly dangerous for us. (Wu, 2015) 
 

Wu acknowledges the need to use social media platforms in order to engage in her work in 

meaningful ways. The platforms provided online, for many, not least of all a gaming engineer, 

are crucial to their work an economic sustainability.  Wu outlines how platforms are both crucial 
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to a person’s success yet how they are so often imbedded with online abuse. Wu’s concern about 

the all-encompassing abuse in various platforms she is forced to essentially engage with or suffer 

an inability to do her job.  

4.5 Conclusion 

 Gamergate has peaked but has not fully disappeared. In 2015 a panel at the gaming 

conference SXSW was planned to specifically tackle harassment online. The harassment that the 

organizer’s faced forced them to cancel the talk, along with one that was also pro-gamergate, 

under much criticism (Merlan, 2015). In January of 2016 Quinn dropped a lawsuit against her 

ex-partner for the damage he caused in initiating and taking part in the abuse against her as part 

of Gamergate. She dropped the case because of the abuse she knew would face for taking it on.  

In a post on her blog, Quinn cites the constant abuse she and people close to her have faced. 

Continuing to pursue legal options against her ex will only lead to more hardship for her and 

those closer to her, and attention and glory for her abuser. Quinn specifically details the abuse as 

domestic abuse that plays out online and is all the more exasperated by the mob of violence her 

ex was able to keep going back to (Quinn, 2016). These moments, even after the large amount of 

abuse sustained by Gamergate has subsided, speaks to the ways that spectacle of abuse looks to 

attack and control users. 

 This chapter argues that users involved in attacking women on behalf of Gamergate 

engage in a certain form of hegemonic masculinity. If we see tactics of abuse as tied up in 

spectacle that aims to destroy, punish and control, it is clear that the ripple effect of this abuse on 

such a massive scale would give some writers, gamers or social media users pause before 

critiquing systems of power. Due to the possibility of such a destructive and controlling push 

back not only are women targets but other people may think twice before speaking out or up 
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against abusive behaviors online. As Valenti (2014) states, there is a need to identify the anti-

woman push-back apparent in Gamergate and other spaces online: 

Gamergate enthusiasts will continue to argue that the vitriol against women is 

coincidental – and they will likely never acknowledge their fear of irrelevance and 

accountability. That’s to be expected. But as the grip of angry white men on our 

cultural conversation arrives at its necessary end, it’s up to the rest of us to make 

sure that, as change comes, we take the anger from those men far more seriously. 

Ignoring “trolls” doesn’t work when they show up with a gun. (Valenti, 2014) 
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Chapter 5: Concluding Remarks 

 This research set out to understand how online abuse against women functions through 

three considerations. First, chapter two investigates how online abuse exists on Twitter. It found 

that Twitter’s values posed major difficulties in allowing the platform to address the problem of 

online abuse against women. Moreover, Twitter lacked the proper design to allow users to handle 

abuse, in part, by putting the responsibility of dealing with abuse solely into the hands of the 

user. Furthermore, Twitter’s lack of transparency between designer and user prevented the 

platform from developing effective strategies to take on the larger structural issues that come 

with online abuse. The third chapter argued that online abuse is an extension of sexual violence 

that uses tactics of control and fear to prevent women from accessing online spaces.  Online 

abuse is not simply an isolated incident but a tactic of control that creates very real barriers for 

women. Chapter four extended this line of thinking and argued that online abuse did not only 

look to prevent women from accessing certain online spaces, but that tactics of abuse also looked 

to destroy women professionally and personally.  

 In the opening chapter, I provide an example of the talk at Utah State University that 

Anita Sarkeesian cancelled because of an email threatening gun violence. I suggest that the 

possibility of extreme violence, such as the example of Sarkeesian, has a trickledown effect in 

terms of being read as a cautionary tale for other women who may consider creating content 

online. Sarkeesian may be read as one of the more extreme scenarios but as I have outlined in 

chapter three, online violence need not come to fruition – the possibility of violence moving 

from online and offline spaces creates a sense of unknown that can be debilitating. This unknown 

threat effectively prevents women from participating online to the fullest extent.  Having come to 

understand online abuse against women in three distinct but similar ways, I argue that online 
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abuse against women must be understood as ubiquitous. Online abuse must be recognized as 

being an everyday occurrence for many women who are content creators before strategies to 

intervene can be properly contemplated. As was asked in the beginning of this work: What does 

it say when online abuse is assumed to be a normal and expected experience for women as online 

users? Women who take part online in a visible way are expected to deal with online abuse. Until 

the normalization of violence against women has been dismantled, online abuse will continue to 

be viewed as a disturbing but expected aspect of being a woman in online spaces. 

 What these three different, though, related considerations show is that online abuse is an 

extension of the existing realities which include the normalization of violence against women.  

In the introduction of this thesis I provide an overview of literature within feminist studies of 

technology that once saw technology as inherently masculine. This masculinity was thought to 

be tied to an oppressive power such as domination, war, aggression and violence. Scholars have 

since argued that viewing technology as inherently masculine is overly deterministic (Grint and 

Gill, 1995). Yet, at the same time, technology cannot be understood as existing within a vacuum. 

It is not an object that possesses one static meaning or attribute. Theories surrounding the social 

construction of technology and mutual shaping contend that static meanings of technological 

objects are not possible. Instead, a technological object is simultaneously produced and 

influenced by the social world the object is a part of while producing or co-constituting the social 

world. Gender dynamics are part of this social world (Sismondo, 2004). Therefore, if violence 

against women is a reality in the social world offline then it follows that certain technologies can 

extend this violence online. If we can agree that viewing technology as inherently militarized or 

masculinized is problematic, then it is equally problematic to see the internet as inherently 

masculine and violent. Therefore, suggesting that online violence is an expected phenomenon for 



 

72 

 

women to deal with if they wish to participate online, is equally problematic. How then do we 

begin to dismantle the forces at play that extend the normalization of violence against women 

online?  

Further Research  

 The complexities of online abuse suggest that strategies in dealing with this issue require 

a multifaceted approach. One strategy is not enough to tackle the many ways online abuse has 

played out online. Moving forward, further research must move towards prevention, education 

and the elimination of online abuse against women. This research has explored a handful of 

tactics that affect women online focusing on women who have an active and public persona 

online and who are attacked, in part, through the use of violent language. However, these are just 

a few of the plethora of ways online abuse can manifest against women.  

 Dealing with this abuse has left many women wanting. DIY (do-it-yourself) justice has 

been an organic strategy that has emerged among people who have received and have dealt with 

online abuse. When there are minimal resources for women to draw on, collective action 

becomes a survival tactic.  Feminist initiatives have been created such as Women and Media! on 

the topic of online abuse which has helped make visible the need for further research in this area. 

Similarly, high profile women such as Anita Sarkeesian (Speak Up & Stay Safe) and Zoe Quinn 

(Crash Override) have created their own guides delineating how to deal with online abuse, 

having not had those resources readily available when they were faced with online abuse. At the 

same time, taking justice into user’s own hands has also been criticized, with many considering 

the usefulness or potential abuse of acts, such as public shaming (Ronson, 2015). Yet if women 

are expected to deal with online abuse without proper support from platforms, fellow users or 

internet provides, creative solutions are sometimes the only options. 



 

73 

 

 Much work has emerged in the past few years taking on a variety of strategies to prevent 

and deal with online abuse. Scholars have worked in the areas of law to better understand how 

rules and regulations can be and should be applied online. Citron and Franks (2014) have written 

extensively on the phenomena of non-consensual pornography and the law which has been a 

particular concern for women. The power of the law allows not only for governments to issue 

punishment but also acts as a symbolic power that states that online abuse against women has 

been deemed illegal and by extension, wrong. However, in the same way that Twitter has 

difficulty negotiating rules and regulations as was investigated in chapter two, attempting to 

bring the law to something as vast as the internet provides a different set of concerns and 

challenges.  

 Women need resources to understand how to manage and deal with online abuse – this is 

certain.  Yet larger cultural norms must also be understood that remind us the ways a rape 

supportive society assumes that women have to deal with, manage and prevent violence in their 

own lives. Understanding the best way to regulate existing abuse is important but should be 

viewed as placeholders, not complete solutions. The goal is to have a world where online abuse 

is simply unacceptable. Moving beyond protection and policy there is a need for a culture shift 

that does not see violence as the norm both on and offline.  

On Limitations and Online Ethics 

 Donna Haraway (1994) writes about a practice that replicates or takes inspiration from a 

game of cat’s cradle. She contends that locating a practice that takes aspects of cultural studies, 

feminist/multicultural/antiracist theory and science studies requires a process involving and 

working through knotted and tangled lines of thinking. The intent, Haraway sees, in working 

through “a knotted mess” in a collaborative and, perhaps, clumsy way is to understand “how 
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worlds get made and unmade and by whom” (p. 70). Haraway warns against research that 

becomes a possession, stating that, like a game of cat’s cradle, the string is passed back and forth 

to many in order to create new imaginings with the intent of working through and creating 

different knots. I would like to invoke Haraway’s concept of cat’s cradle to better understand one 

of the limitations of this research – that of its messiness and plethora of knots. In hindsight, these 

three distinct considerations perhaps contain too many large ideas to be properly examined 

within a project of this size. As a result, aspects are not fully worked through. Despite its 

unruliness, there is something productive in putting three different aspects of online abuse in 

conversation with one another. In doing so, this research lays out the expansiveness and the 

reach online abuse has against women.  

 Moving forward, there is a need to imagine the ways that technology may enrich the lives 

of women instead of victimize. On one hand, much of this research has focused on the negative 

effects women face because of online abuse. This work is necessary because there is still a 

substantial lack of understanding regarding the effects of online abuse against others. Yet women 

have taken up technology in powerful and meaningful ways despite these barriers. This research 

looks to walk a fine line between needing to showcase the devastating consequences of online 

abuse while emphasizing that online abuse need not be an inevitability. What could be achieved 

if these barriers were more actively dismantled? Chun and Friedland (2015, p. 7) write that the 

internet needs to be reimagined as a place where users are able to be vulnerable. What would an 

ethics of vulnerability look like online and how would it dismantle or at least make difficult the 

existence of online abuse? Issues surrounding online abuse bring up larger questions as to what 

does it mean to be a citizen on the internet. In what ways can we imagine holding collective 

space together that allows for diverse and differing conversations? Donna Haraway writes about 
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the possibility for “the hope for liveable worlds” (p. 60).  Moving forward, research surrounding 

online abuse must outline the possibilities of these worlds and what necessary steps are required 

to get there. 
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