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In the early years of the Internet, many people hoped the Internet would erase social
inequalities. A long legacy of critical feminist work challenges this dream, in some cases
theorizing new utopias in its place.1 This work, as well as recent feminist research in
new media studies, shows us that a key task for the field is to find ways to develop
nuanced studies of technology that prioritize social context. This means focusing our
attention on the uneven impacts of new technologies and on the way social differences
are written into how we understand these effects. As Virginia Eubanks suggests, the
reforms we need go far beyond simply distributing technology to those on the other
side of the so-called digital divide—we need to understand how inequalities can be
reproduced and even magnified by the deployment of new technologies.2

As the researchers in this forum demonstrate, there is plenty of work that uses and
extends the insights of critical feminist, postcolonial, queer, anti-racist, and other
approaches attentive to power. Such work applies these theories in our new social
context of ubiquitous networked media. Together, these visions for the future of new
media studies map an exciting path for the field’s development. A key question,
which Shaw highlights in her article, remains: Why are critical feminist perspectives
in new media studies particularly marginalized in the field?

One of new media’s key promises seems to be that it offers people new modes of
participation and more ways to participate. Particularly since the early 2000s, when
the web was christened “2.0” for making content production and sharing even more
accessible, many scholars and popular commentators appeared to be enamored with
the idea that new media would elevate formerly passive media consumers into active
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media producers. Many critics, including Levina in this collection, point out that
while participation in consumer culture is said to constitute empowered democratic
citizenship, participation also generates the data that fuels the information economy
and facilitates state and corporate surveillance.3 Darin Barney, for example, takes an
agnostic view on participation: “Participation is ambivalent, as open to stabilizing
prevailing arrangements of power and injustice as it is to disrupting them.”4 The
articles in this collection suggest that we should be skeptical of the promises of
participation, and should carefully attend to how participation can reproduce power
structures even while it promises to destabilize them. Indeed, Dubrofsky and Wood’s
article suggests that celebrities’ production of authenticity and self-reflexivity on
Twitter can reproduce post-racism and post-sexism, and Shaw highlights the need for
more attention to forms of online participation that cause harm. The articles in this
collection ask: Who gets to participate and on what terms? What are the implications
of this participation? And what forms of privilege are necessary to be viewed as
capable of participating at all?

In other words, the concept of participation seems to rely on normative assumptions
and a vaguely positive connotation that limits what is recognizable as participation. For
example, in my work on sexting, I have noticed that most observers often do not
consider girls who produce sexual images of themselves as media authors or
participants, because the white middle-class girls at the center of many narratives
about sexting are expected to be sexually innocent rather than agentic.5 Likewise,
Gajjala’s article in this collection highlights the way that Western women’s craft
production for etsy.com is seen as empowering, while the non-Western women who
engage in similar practices of domestic online commerce are seen as helpless victims.
As such, Mann’s article challenges us to consider who can participate, whose voices we
hear, and how high the costs of participation might be. She also suggests another way
forward, asking: What can feminism learn from new media?

What a lot of critical feminist approaches to new media have in common, both in
this forum and in general, is that these studies are about something other than just the
new communications technology itself. For example, in her work on biometrics,
Shoshana Magnet investigates the social, political, and economic consequences of how
we think about the failures of new biometric technologies.6 Likewise, at the Association
for Internet Research conference in 2012, Mary Gray’s keynote address asked new
media studies to do a better job of understanding technology in its complex, socially
situated contexts. She writes: “We need to challenge ourselves and our audiences to
think relationally, dialectically about our relationships with technology.”7 Indeed her
work on queer youth and new media exemplifies this approach by investigating how
people routinely engage and interact with communication technologies and situating
this analysis in the larger political and social contexts of their lives.8 Gray acknowledges
that de-centering new technologies and devices in our new media research might make
us less popular (and even less fundable). Her comments also reference a disciplinary
problem: How do we intervene in new media studies when a move to context and
power might make us less recognizable to the field?
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One challenge is that there might be a bias in new media studies towards a media-
effects model of how new media work and what they do. I can see why researchers
would focus on the medium or the platform—understanding the effects affordances,
and biases of new technologies is important. Yet, communications technologies need
not always be the protagonists in the stories we tell with our research. Of course we
all know that media, culture, and individual subjectivity and agency are all
interconnected. No doubt we explain how complicated these relationships are to
our undergraduate students. But sometimes I wonder if new media studies needs to
be reminded of James Carey’s basic insight that “communication is a symbolic
process whereby reality is produced, maintained, repaired, and transformed.”9 Indeed
many critical feminist scholars seem to already understand that this applies to new
media as well as it does to older forms. As the articles in this collection demonstrate
and demand, new media studies should pay more attention to communication
technologies’ messy interconnections with people, context, social structures, and
power. In doing so, our studies might help us imagine ways to use these new
technologies to address inequalities rather than simply reproduce them.
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