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Abstract
This netnography studies the interactions of 150 interconnected users aged between 11 and 15 years old on a popular
social networking site (SNS) among youth in Sweden. More specifically, the thesis explores articulations of and responses
to aggression that target young girls online. Adopting an affect theoretical approach inspired by Gilles Deleuze and
Félix Guattari’s philosophy and feminist materialist scholarship on youth, the thesis examines how bodies, objects and
technologies encounter and affect each other identifying how girls’ capacities are limited and increased through aggressive
exchanges online. This compilation thesis consists of an introduction and three empirical articles.       

The first article draws on the concept of affective atmospheres to explore the users’ articulated experiences of aggressive
practices in this online space. The findings suggest that what the youth framed as ‘hate’ worked through an affective
regime which hinged on temporalized norms tied to notions of age and bodily growth, that is, through heteronormative
expectations of femininity, masculinity, sexuality and age-appropriateness. The article details how affordances such as
anonymity facilitated and intensified the circulation of hate, feeding into an atmosphere of constant risk. In this specific
online context, sexualized aggression seemed to be normalized and expected, but was nonetheless also troubled and fiercely
resisted by the girls that were targeted and their peers.

The second article explores the affectivity of the sexualized epithet ‘whore’ in the users’ interactions. The findings
illustrate the ambiguous, messy and entangled ways that slut-shaming and sexualized name-calling worked to inhibit girls’
affective capacities, and how acts of individual and collective resistance opened up new potential sexual subjectivities. The
analysis depicts how users’ counter-aggression to sexualized name-calling adopted a ‘post-feminist logic’ that supported
the continued policing of girls.

The third article traces how racial minority girls and their peers responded to and resisted racialization and racist
aggression. The findings elucidate how racist events affectively worked to limit racialized girls’ capacities to act, but also
sparked various forms of resistance that were facilitated by the materiality and affordances of the SNS. The analysis further
illustrates how users rejected, re-appropriated and renegotiated racist assemblages where differing racialized figures were
affectively produced and enforced in direct and indirect ways. The article thus sheds light on resistance not as a conscious
act by an individual agent but as being contingent on the assemblage relations within which users were embedded.

In conclusion, this thesis illustrates how the intensification of affect in this online space hinged on intersections of
identity categories such as sexuality, gender, age, class, race and religion, which limited and enhanced the girls’ capacities
to act, feel and affect in various ways. The thesis further shows how technological affordances facilitated the circulation and
intensification of aggression but also how they worked to facilitate counteraggression, resistance and a culture of support.
The thesis thus sheds light on how online contention works to condition girls’ everyday lives online across a range of social
categories and inequalities in temporalized ways, yet also how violent practices are inextricable from love and friendship.
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Introduction 

In 2012, the Instagram account ‘GBGSORROZ’ had around 8,000 followers 

and contained almost 200 posts calling out a large number of girls as whores 

and sluts. The posts identified the girls by name, where they lived and how 

old they were, and some posts also included photos of them (Persson & Bie, 

2013). The account handle posted the following: ‘Do you have info about 

[orrar]2 in Gothenburg? Kik us! You are always anonymous!’. This call to 

submit content anonymously via the messaging application Kik gained signif-

icant traction as hundreds submitted content to be posted on the account. The 

posts spread quickly between various platforms and among a large number of 

young people in and around Gothenburg, Sweden’s second largest city. Alt-

hough the account had thousands of followers, each post had received hun-

dreds of angry comments– reactions against the posts, calling them humiliat-

ing, mean and morally unjustifiable.   

In December the same year, the story took centre stage in the media as 

youth from schools in Gothenburg started a riot aimed at uncovering who was 

responsible for the anonymous account (Persson & Bie, 2013; Röstlund, 2012; 

SvD, 2013). Young people in Gothenburg were so outraged that they rallied 

behind this cause in their hundreds. The police response was unprecedented. 

Riot police were called to the scene to calm the crowd of angry youth whilst 

police helicopters circled overhead (Hulander et al., 2012). Media images de-

picted large groups of youth gathering and running about on the streets of 

Gothenburg, getting involved in physical altercations with the police and each 

other as they tried to force their way into the school attended by the person 

they suspected of managing the account.  

This ‘Instagram case’, as it was known, later resulted in two girls, aged 15 

and 16, being convicted of defamation (Swedish: ‘grovt förtal’). As adminis-

trators of the account, they were considered to be the publishers of the content 

and hence responsible for making the defamatory material available to the 

public. Together with their parents, they were ordered to pay significant 

                                                      
2 The word ‘orre’/-ar’ in Swedish youth vernacular alludes to the Turkish term ‘orospu’, which 

can be translated as ‘whore’ or ‘slut’.  
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severance of a total of 570,000 SEK to 38 plaintiffs (Persson & Bie, 2013). 

The court documents noted that the victims reported feeling deeply ashamed, 

frightened and sad as a result of being named by the account. Some of the 

victims articulated how this had severely impacted their wellbeing and mental 

health (Persson & Bie, 2013). In turn, in an op-ed in the major local newspaper 

Göteborgs-Posten, one of the convicted girls described how she felt her ‘life 

was over’ and that she regretted what she had done (Linné, 2013).  

The amount of content submitted to the account – the widespread circula-

tion of the posts, the anger this circulation incited and how it moved across 

platforms and media (both offline and online), as well as how the story later 

travelled between social and established media – points to the affective poten-

tial and power of such practices. While the incident in Gothenburg was ex-

treme, it illustrates many of the themes that are pivotal to this thesis; which is 

an online ethnography, or netnography, of youths’ interactions on a popular 

social networking site (henceforth referred to as ‘SNS’) in Sweden.  

Firstly, the Instagram case exemplifies how the sexualized denigration and 

shaming of girls can become fodder for intense deliberation and sharing. Sec-

ondly, such practices can spark dramatic contention that passes between 

online and offline settings. Thirdly, it demonstrates how these practices affect 

those involved; how they hurt those targeted or caught in the crossfire, for 

instance, but also how they incite anger and outrage among peers, as well as a 

wider audience. Fourthly, the case shows how technological affordances such 

as anonymity can facilitate aggression; in this case by spreading sexual ru-

mours anonymously in order to slut-shame girls. The fifth theme that the case 

exemplifies includes the intersectional aspects of hurtful online practices. The 

handle, ‘GBGORROZ’ – short for Gothenburg (GBG) and ‘orre’ (orroz) – 

indicates the intersections of norms surrounding gender, class, age and race. 

Not only is the term ‘orre’ sexually demeaning, it also derogates racialized 

and working-class forms of femininity, alluding to non-Swedish girls from the 

‘hood’ (Swedish: ‘orten’).  

Lastly, in regard to the central interests of this thesis, the Instagram case 

highlights how online technology and materiality are entangled in sexualized 

and racialized online practices. For instance, the case points to the way in 

which images and text relating to rumours about girls’ sexual endeavours were 

shared anonymously to a large networked audience through Instagram. From 

there, these online materialities – as I call them – were shared on other social 

media platforms reaching a large audience and stirring up strong feelings 

along the way. This begs the question of how technological functions,  af-

fordances (such as anonymity, linking, sharing) and online materialities (such 
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as text, images, video, emojis) affect young people’s online interactions; in 

other words, how the human and non-human – such as users, online technol-

ogies and mediated materialities – affect one another in hurtful and aggressive 

online interactions.  

The Instagram case is an extreme example of how online contention can 

escalate quickly through intense exchanges and result in online – as well as 

offline – counterviolence. Although most instances of online aggression never 

reach such a wide audience, nor escalate to the same extent, young people – 

girls in particular – have indicated that these practices are normalized and 

widespread online (Forsman, 2014; Friends, 2017). Nina, one of the girls in 

this study, stated how such practices had impacted her, while also alluding to 

their injuriousness in more general terms. 

 

 
Figure 1 

You know, I don’t deserve this anymore, if I ever even did. do you honestly 

know what a whore is? A whore is a girl who sells herself to people, and you 

know what? I’m 13 and a virgin. Whore is a horrible thing to say to someone 

and a serious accusation. usually I try not to let it affect me, but people just 

throw that word around and I’m one of the girls who has whore spat in my face 
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for no reason, it hurts […] I’m not a whore, I’m not an [orre], especially not 

just for wearing make-up. (Nina) 

 

          

This example illustrates how sexualized aggression and unwanted sexualiza-

tion online affects individual girls. Such practices may be experienced by 

youth as deeply hurtful, affecting their sense of well-being and making them 

feel as though they are in ‘a very dark place’. While at times focusing on 

young people’s experiences of online aggression, this thesis primarily ex-

plores articulations of and responses to aggression targeting girls on a popular 

SNS among youth3 in Sweden. Based on a netnography conducted over a two-

year period, the study draws on the interactions of 150 actively interconnected 

social media users aged 11–15 at the time. The study addresses the relational-

ity between young users, technologies and materialities. It traces how inter-

sections of identity categories and social inequalities are imbricated in aggres-

sive interactions between users online, and how articulations of feelings and 

emotions become circulated when aggression occurs. When mapping the so-

cial landscape of the SNS, I identified girls to be at the centre of most overt 

instances of contentious interaction. Therefore, girls came to be at the heart of 

this study. 

 

Girls’ social lives online  

 

Most youth in the Swedish context consider their online presence to be a social 

necessity. Retaining and building social relationships with friends, peers and 

unknown others are at the heart of their online engagements (boyd, 2014). 

Nevertheless, attention seeking, entertainment, fun, excitement, evading bore-

dom, various forms of consumption and staying informed are also important 

factors (Berne et al., 2014; boyd, 2014; Forsman, 2014; Kofoed & Ringrose, 

2012). Youths’ online engagements are positioned in relation to broader 

online and offline cultures that travel between platforms and change over time. 

                                                      
3 I use the terms youth, young people, young social media users and at times teens to reflect a 

broad understanding of these users’ self-identification practices online, centring on their tem-

poralized situatedness such as maturing bodies and sexual and romantic experiences, and social 

institutional delineation such as year of birth and school year/grade. I use the terms girls and 

boys in much the same way to reflect users’ self-identification practices, rather than as essential 

embodied categories of gender.  
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These evolve into contextual and situated iterations and practices. Young peo-

ple’s online lives and identity constructions are thus taking place within com-

plex online contexts in which play, fun and desire are entangled with practices 

of social evaluation and aggression. In this study, youth often described how 

the ‘fun’ was being ‘destroyed’ by ‘haters’, indicating a relationality between 

wanting the ‘fun’ but having to deal with the ‘hate’ (see article I). In this thesis, 

I argue that SNSs are affective spaces in which feelings and emotions are in-

tensely circulated. Online, affects are produced in encounters between human 

users, technologies and materialities: they have, as I will show, capacities to 

affect and be affected by one another (see Deleuze, 1978; Massumi, 1995).  

Sexuality is a central issue in young people’s online interaction. Girls report 

feeling that they are being held to tricky double standards, both online and 

offline, through which their sexuality and bodies are intensely policed (Berne 

et al., 2014; Forsman, 2014; Frisén et al., 2014; Willem et al., 2019). This was 

also a view expressed by the girls on the SNS studied in this thesis, as illus-

trated by the following two memes that they had shared (Figure 2 and 3). 

 

 
Figure 2 
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Figure 3 

 

While the first meme (Figure 2) depicts a commonly circulated, idealized no-

tion of the physical dynamic within a heterosexual relationship, the second 

(Figure 3) is a response to the perceived pressures such images perpetuate re-

garding the female body. The second meme, translated, says ‘Guys be like “I 

want a girl with big tits, a skinny waist, a big butt, shorter than me”. What the 

fuck do you think this is, a build-a-bitch shop or something?’. The first meme 

is an example of how heteronormative ideals circulate in online contexts, pro-

ducing specific notions about the dynamics of romantic relationships and how 

bodies should look in order to be regarded as desirable. The second meme 

indicates how girls feel pressured to adhere to these norms, yet also trouble 

them by pointing them out as unattainable and problematic bodily ideals. In 

this way girls also engage in counternarratives enacting ideals of strong inde-

pendent girls (cf. Oinas, 2017).  

Girls are often targeted for how they dress in images posted online that may 

be perceived as ‘too’ sexy, or if they are not perceived as attractive enough 

(Berne et al., 2014; Forsman, 2014; Friends, 2017). These policing practices 

are not new, nor are they unique to the online context. Similar practices have 

previously been identified in schools and other settings (Ambjörnsson, 2004; 

Attwood, 2007; Cowie & Lees, 1981; Jonsson, 2007). Sexualized policing of 

girls and women has long been practised in the Swedish context, as well as 

elsewhere. The Swedish etymology of epithets such as ‘whore’ suggests that 

sexual double standards have been practised for centuries, situating girls’ and 

women’s sexuality as dangerous and dirty, whereas men’s sexuality and sex-

ual promiscuity have been socially sanctioned (Svahn, 1999). Sexualized po-

licing of girls also ties in with public moralizing about girls as being ‘at risk’ 

and vulnerable online; in particular with regard to the adult (male) gaze. 
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Conversely, this discourse identifies girls as ‘risky’ as they are seen to be ex-

hibiting ‘sexual’ behaviours online (Forsman, 2014; Renold & Ringrose, 

2011). These gendered concerns are also tied with other social categories such 

as class and race. Stereotypes of working class girls and non-white girls tend 

to situate them as failing to embody ideals of respectable sexuality and often 

characterize their bodies in overtly sexual ways (Ambjörnsson, 2004; Att-

wood, 2007; Skeggs, 1996) 

Recently, young people in Sweden have been reporting increased victimi-

zation involving bullying, threatening behaviour and sexual harassment, both 

online and offline (Swedish Media Council, 2019). Reports also point to girls’ 

and boys’ differing experiences of mediated gendered aggression such as sex-

ualized insults, sexual harassment and what is known as ‘revenge porn’ 

(Friends, 2017; Swedish Media Council, 2019). Anti-bullying organization 

Friends (2017) found that 35 per cent of the surveyed youth reported being 

victims of some kind of demeaning or humiliating behaviour in the past year. 

18 per cent of girls and 6 per cent of boys reported being victims of sexual 

harassment and unwanted sexual contact. Another growing public concern is 

the increased reports of racialized aggression among youth in schools as well 

as online (Friends, 2017; Swedish Media Council, 2019b). The Instagram case 

illustrates how instances of this type of aggression often involve both sexual-

ized and racialized forms of violence. The word ‘orre’ discussed above, for 

instance, is a word known to have been popularized by young social media 

users and reflects a complex intersection of classed, raced and sexualized 

forms of aggression. Both issues around sexualized and racialized aggression 

among youth online highlight questions regarding the affectivity of such prac-

tices and how technologies, materialities and bodies affect one another in spe-

cific ways in such encounters.  

Engaging with a purpose 

This thesis studies the interactions of 150 interconnected users between 11 and 

15 years of age on a popular social networking site among youth in Sweden. 

More specifically, the thesis explores articulations of and responses to aggres-

sion targeting young girls online. Adopting a theoretical approach inspired by 

Deleuze and Guattari’s (1983, 1987) philosophy and traditions of feminist ma-

terialist scholarship on youth (e.g. Alldred & Fox, 2017; Kofoed & Ringrose, 

2012; McRobbie, 2004), the thesis examines how bodies, objects and technol-

ogies encounter and affect each other in aggressive interactions online. The 
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theoretical engagements of the thesis provide tools to examine how girls’ ca-

pacities are limited and increased through aggressive exchanges online.  

 

 I will delve into this inquiry through the following research questions:  

 

1) How do age, gender, sexuality, class and race intersect in young peo-

ple’s aggressive online interactions?  

2) How are the human and non-human affectively entangled in these in-

teractions?  

3) How is contemporary girlhood mediated through aggressive online in-

teraction? 

 

The three stated questions are explored in the three empirical articles included 

herein. The third is explored in greater depth in this introduction and the final 

discussion.  

Thesis disposition 

The next chapter begins by engaging with understandings of the online self 

and then delves into young people’s intimate entanglements with the internet 

and media technology. The second part of the chapter engages with research 

on cyberbullying, racism and youth resistance, situating the thesis within fem-

inist scholarship on girls and online aggression.  

 The third chapter presents a Deleuze-Guattarian-inspired approach to affect 

theory. The chapter elucidates the ontological and epistemological basis for 

this thesis and my reading of affect. Further, it develops the central theoretical 

thoughts and concepts of this thesis, as well as how these are operationalized.  

 The fourth chapter elaborates on the refractive methodological approach 

adopted for this thesis. The chapter discusses the netnographic fieldwork, as 

well as methods applied in order to organize and analyze the material for the 

three empirical articles. Hence this chapter will shed light on my approach to 

netnography, Deleuze-Guattarian-inspired new materialist analysis and the 

ethical considerations embedded in the methodological choices made.   

 The fifth chapter presents the summaries of the three articles that make up 

the empirical engagements of this compilation thesis.  

 The final chapter will engage in a discussion on the empirical and theoret-

ical contributions of this thesis to various fields.   
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A disclaimer 

As I will be writing mostly about negative affectivity and weighty issues such 

as sexualized and racialized aggression, I would like to start by pointing out 

that my experience of young users’ interactions on social media, is that they 

mainly concern matters that most people would consider positive or unprob-

lematic. Most of the mundane and non-extraordinary interactions have not 

been included in this thesis, but throughout my netnographic fieldwork I wit-

nessed articulations of friendship, intimacy, love, dreams, romance, desire, 

support, agency, social skills and digital literacy skills far beyond what I im-

agined I would find. Some boring, surprising and impressive stuff, in other 

words. I had to try to understand all that as well; and although I will not be 

able to develop on it at any length in this thesis, it did very much shape how I 

understood the negative, the difficult, the horrific and the aggressive.  
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Previous engagements 

This study can be found at the intersection of different fields of research and 

draws on findings and traditions from a variety of disciplines. Although firmly 

rooted in youth cultural studies, the issues that I cover in this thesis are closely 

related to interdisciplinary research on bullying and cyberbullying, sexuality 

studies, critical race studies, internet studies and feminist research on violence. 

The approach I adopt in this thesis aims to examine how young people’s peer-

to-peer aggression online is entangled with the affective production of inter-

sectional identity categories, norms and social inequalities, as well as online 

technologies and materialities. This approach addresses the messiness and am-

biguities of online aggression, as well as its normative, social and material 

aspects.  

The first part of this chapter contextualizes this thesis more broadly with 

regard to internet research and places it in a Swedish context. I will expand on 

girls’ intimate entanglements with social media and the moral panics that sur-

round young people’s technology use. I will also discuss online cultures of 

misogyny and hate and how these may relate to youths’ online engagements 

with such practices. In the second part, I discuss how the approach of this 

thesis addresses but is nonetheless critical of the psychological approaches 

that tend to dominate these issues. I present research within the fields of online 

aggression, violence and sexuality, but am particularly inspired by feminist 

scholarship within this area. I will then engage with previous research on 

young people’s experiences of and responses to racism in Sweden and relate 

this to current knowledge of racism when it occurs online. Lastly, I will en-

gage with debates about resistance within youth cultural studies and how they 

relate to this thesis.  
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The online self 

When the internet4 began to be used for social interaction on a large scale in 

the 1990s, researchers argued that it would facilitate subversive forms of iden-

tities and that the biological body would become irrelevant when performing 

identity online (cf. Brophy, 2010; Sundén, 2002; Turkle, 1994). As Sherry 

Turkle (1996) proclaimed at the time: 

A rapidly expanding system of networks, collectively known as the Internet, 

links millions of people in new spaces that are changing the way we think, the 

nature of our sexuality, the form of our communities, our very identities. (p. 9) 

 

Researchers studied and idealized the possibilities for subversion and reinven-

tion online. Early online games such as text-based MUDs5 provided users with 

the means to write themselves into being in such a way that they could, 

through text, create personae that were nothing like their offline identities. 

Writing identity into being meant that anonymous users could textually con-

struct an online self of a different gender, sexuality, age, race and ethnicity, 

and with another life and different interests altogether (Sundén, 2002; Turkle, 

1996). The opportunities for ‘playing at having different genders and different 

lives’, as Turkle (1996, p. 14) put it, were believed to open up previously un-

imagined avenues, allowing people to create alternative selves. These pre-

sented themselves as potential avenues of escape from the confines of the 

body. In this way a disembodied utopianism pervaded early ‘cyberfeminist’ 

research and political action. This utopianism was perhaps warranted in the 

text-based types of virtualities that were prevalent throughout the 1990s. How-

ever, the Web 2.06 entailed a shift toward user-generated content platforms 

                                                      
4 In line with an argument made by Lindgren (2017) I will refer to the internet with a lower case 

‘i’ to denote its normalized and integrated role in people’s lives. Lindgren argues that we do 

not refer to the television or radio with a capital t or r, and therefore he argues that the internet 

should be represented in a similar fashion. 
5 Multi-User Dimension, mostly text-based multi-player games played in real time.  
6 The term ‘Web 2.0’ is a discursive label that denotes a new internet era, producing in some 

way an historical change from the previous ‘version’. I use this term to denote a change in 

usage, a shift towards a decreasing gap between generations of users, the intensification of use 

among the wider public (also as content creators) and an increased intimacy between the offline 

and online selves. However, as Allen (2017) – for instance – has noted, this term is contested 

as reducing the complex history of the internet, it thus forms part of a particular historical nar-

rative and hence ‘2.0’ is a discourse (p. 261). I note also that some have argued we are currently 

in a ‘Web 3.0’ phase, and that this shift happened as far back as a decade ago. Further, I do not 

wish to argue for the factuality of these: rather, I am interested in these constant changes and 
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where discussion forums, individual blogs, social networking platforms and 

video platforms became central means of engaging with others in ways that 

became increasingly entangled with users’ offline selves (Brophy, 2010; 

Paasonen, 2011). This shift occurred as internet use became more widely ac-

cessible on account of cheaper and faster connectivity, eventually leading to 

the launch of the smartphone and the tablet. Although the internet thus became 

a ubiquitous feature in the lives of most people in the global North, the oppor-

tunities for users to shape the interface of the platforms they were using be-

came, conversely, more limited. Rather than having to engage with mastery 

of HTML or other coding language, users were introduced to prefabricated 

templates and interface designs where they could customize a limited set of 

features such as profile images, background images, videos or user infor-

mation and settings (Paasonen, 2011). Establishment of social media also 

meant that a great deal of social networking became focused on a few key 

social media and user-generated content platforms such as Facebook and 

YouTube. This shift occurred at the same time as certain search engines – like 

Google and Yahoo – began to shape the way we navigated the internet. Within 

just a few years, these corporations were able to gain unprecedented market 

dominance. Paasonen (2011) has pointed out that the increased usability of 

social media platforms is ‘bound up with commercialization and opaqueness 

of the platforms used’ (p. 348). Buchanan (2007) similarly argued that the in-

ternet is ‘without doubt the most powerful homogenising and standardising 

machine invented since money’ (p. 11).  

 

Youth and social media in Sweden  

In Sweden, the social media ‘era’ of the internet was initiated not by global 

platforms such as MySpace and Facebook, but by local sites that were popular 

among young people, including Lunarstorm.se, Bilddagboken.se and the 

queer community Qruiser.com. Lunarstorm was one of the most popular SNSs 

in Sweden for a number of years. Half of its users were aged between 15 and 

20 (Lövheim, 2008). In 2007, 85 per cent of Swedes in this age group were 

visiting the site on a weekly basis (Sveningsson Elm, 2007). In the early 

2000s, sites such as Lunarstorm were thus important online hangout spots for 

young people and crucial for identity work and the establishment and 

                                                      
the non-essentialization of things, including the internet. As Allen (2017) argues, these ‘histo-

ries are constructed and contingent’ (p. 263).  
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maintenance of social relationships. At the time, researchers in Sweden started 

to discuss whether youth reproduced heteronormative forms of gender and 

sexuality in their online self-presentation and interaction (Dunkels, 2007; 

Hernwall, 2009; Sveningsson Elm, 2007). Like the internet studies of the 

1990s, this research was characterized by a hope that the internet would pro-

vide new opportunities for self-expression. Instead, it found that young peo-

ple’s self-presentation generally (re)produced rigid forms of gender and sex-

uality. These findings echoed those of school ethnographers who were pursu-

ing similar themes in offline settings (e.g. Ambjörnsson, 2004). Early research 

into identity work relating to young social media users in Sweden thus pointed 

towards the dominance of heteronormative and gender binary forms of online 

self-representation (e.g. Dunkels, 2007; Hernwall, 2009; Lövheim, 2008; 

Sveningsson Elm, 2007). For instance, in her research, Sveningsson Elm 

(2007) found that self-presentation and interactions among girls in particular 

on Lunarstorm centred around heterosexual romantic relationships.  

Thus in the early 2000s, young people in Sweden were already socializing 

through social media to a large extent. Since then, social media has become a 

ubiquitous feature in their lives. Lindgren (2017) uses the term mediatization 

to describe ‘how media have become an increasingly entangled part of our 

realities’, capturing not only the quantitative increase of media technologies 

and platforms, but also the qualitative changes ‘in how media communication 

is dispersed in new ways – temporally, spatially, and socially in digital soci-

ety’ (p. 21).  

Studies of media usage among children and youth over the past few years 

indicate that it has permeated their lives from very early ages (Swedish Media 

Council, 2019a). In 2019, 59 per cent of children aged 9–12 reported being 

active on social media. In the later teens, almost all participants reported being 

active on social media (95%) (Swedish Media Council, 2019a). This is tied to 

increased access to smartphones and mobile phone technology generally, as 

97 per cent of youth aged 13 to 16 have their own smartphones (Swedish Me-

dia Council, 2019a). Social media and social communication applications are 

particularly important for girls, most of them spending hours a day communi-

cating with close friends, school peers and family members on these platforms 

(Swedish Media Council, 2019a).  

Contemporary social media usage among youth in Sweden is dominated by 

global platforms (most are US or European-owned) rather than local ones. 

Usage has largely moved away from blog portals such as Bilddagboken to-

wards social networking and direct communication platforms and applica-

tions. Viewed over time, young people’s social media presence moves across 
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platforms, some of which are all but abandoned within a few years. At the 

time of writing, the most popular social media platforms among youth in Swe-

den are Instagram, Snapchat, YouTube, Facebook and TikTok (Swedish Me-

dia Council, 2019a). It is unlikely that these platforms will retain their popu-

larity over the coming decade, as young people will migrate to other platforms 

as technologies develop and platforms lose their appeal. This type of platform 

migration occurred throughout the two year netnographic fieldwork con-

ducted for this thesis, where the youth in this study largely migrated away 

from their daily usage of the SNS in question. 

 

Identity-making online 

Since the age of social media, it has become more common for young people 

to go online to socialize with other young people they know offline rather than 

unknown others (as was common in the 1990s), and therefore ‘portray them-

selves in online contexts that are more tightly wedded to unmediated social 

communities’ (boyd, 2014, p. 38). This is done through text, images, memes, 

GIFs and intertextual and hypertextual linking. The way in which young users 

‘write themselves into being’ on their social media profiles therefore provides 

important identity markers in both their online and offline lives (boyd, 2010; 

Forsman, 2014). The architecture and technological features of sites and ap-

plications affect the ways in which users present themselves. As Cover (2015) 

has argued, online identities are ‘performed, articulated, represented, and ne-

gotiated in relation with those who are not necessarily physically present’ 

(p. 1). The project of writing oneself into being online also involves becoming 

a co-producer of online peer cultures through which norms and values are 

consolidated, and thus understandings of the gendered, sexual and raced self 

(Hernwall & Siibak, 2011). This interplay between users and site must be un-

derstood as ‘situated within a particular group of youth’ (boyd, 2014, p. 39).  

SNS architecture and users’ perception of the likely and desired audience 

for their profile and posts are integral to how users write themselves into be-

ing. However, online personas are not limited to handles, profile pictures or 

personal descriptions, but also to complex reading of these, as well as to posts 

on an array of platforms, interactions with other users, images that may be 

shared by others, the number of followers users have, what content they have 

liked and the algorithms that direct that content. Online selfhood is thus a con-

stant process of becoming (Cover, 2015, p. 3). The online self is also curated 

through normative identity aspects related to gender, sexuality, age, class, 
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religion and race which are intimately related to the offline embodiment of 

these categories (boyd, 2010; Cover, 2015; Hernwall & Siibak, 2011; Kofoed 

& Ringrose, 2012). Repetition of these occurs through a variety of relational 

online actions such as liking, linking and adding (friends, preferences, groups, 

etc.), as well as through content creation, including posting text, images, vid-

eos, clips, memes or GIFs. The offline body thus extends into the online 

through ‘nonhuman rhythms of newsfeeds, the aesthetics of interface design’ 

that are predicated upon by ‘algorithmic predictions and decisions based on 

[users] metadata’ (Hynnä et al., 2019, p. 1). The writing of the online body-

self thus occurs through users’ interactions and contributions, which are inti-

mately curated by commercially produced algorithms (see Hernwall, 2009). 

The potential to construct one’s identity is also affected by one’s particular 

social online contexts such as interface design, online cultures, algorithms, 

advertising and commercial interests (Siibak, 2007). One way of conceptual-

izing the interplay between humans and technologies is through the concept 

of affordances.  

Psychologist Gibson (1977) originally developed the theory of affordances 

to describe the relationality between animals and their environment. He sug-

gested that we perceive our environments through the way in which we un-

derstand the ‘possibilities for action it may provide’ (Bucher & Helmond, 

2017, p. 4). The term was later appropriated to describe how technological 

features were perceived by users, and has been applied more broadly within 

the humanities and social sciences ‘to account for the ways that technological 

artefacts or platforms privilege, open up, or constrain particular actions and 

social practices’ (McVeigh-Schultz & Baym, 2015, p. 2). The concept of af-

fordance thus addresses the ways in which users perceive and imagine the us-

ability of a feature, the possibilities that the feature offers, and the feelings that 

the feature engenders in them. Affordance also highlights how technological 

aspects of a feature constrain opportunities for action, even if the action itself 

and the way in which the feature is used is varied and contingent (McVeigh-

Schultz & Baym, 2015). It also emphasizes the relationality between the hu-

man and the non-human. I find this useful when considering the relationalities 

between human users, online technologies and mediated materialities: I will 

expand upon this further in the next chapter. However, this relationality is not 

unbiased, nor is it balanced: power hierarchies between users and technology 

are rendered invisible through normalization of user interface design and the 

embodied habituation with which users interact with online technologies and 

algorithms. These flows are anything but innocent as users’ feeds are 
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‘calibrated flows’ through which users for instance consume heteronormative 

images of bodies (Carah & Dobson, 2016).  

As contemporary online presence is marked by the intense entanglement 

between the offline and the online selves, strict separation between the two is 

redundant (Brophy, 2010). The online self from complex interaction and en-

meshment with broader internet cultures. Online articulations and practices 

are thus intrinsically linked to these broader cultural events, practices, phe-

nomena and trends. Clips or memes circulate and become recognizable by the 

broader public and are re-appropriated in a multitude of ways by various 

groups in order to articulate vastly diverging meanings geared toward hetero-

genous online publics. The ways in which these broader cultural events and 

practices seep into and enmesh with people’s online interactions and identities 

shape what users feel is possible, desirable and exciting; what they are drawn 

to, and what they are drawn from, and hence also how they feel about these 

things and how they behave upon encountering them.  

Youths’ entanglements with social media 

In Sweden, social media usage has increasingly been adopted by younger us-

ers (Swedish Media Council, 2019a). On most popular social media platforms, 

creating an account is as easy as fabricating a date of birth that enables you 

access to the site. Young users therefore seem to become active on platforms 

where their friends also have a presence and do not seem dissuaded by sites’ 

age limits. Online presence and identity formation in these early years is often 

scrutinized in the moralizing discourse concerning young people and social 

media use (Livingstone et al., 2014). Concerns regarding young users’ psy-

chological maturity and readiness, as well as their digital literacy skills, often 

focus on the inappropriate and harmful content to which they may be exposed, 

as well as the potentially ‘dangerous’ (adult) users they may encounter (Liv-

ingstone et al., 2014; Marwick & boyd, 2011). These matters circulate along-

side the notion of the ‘digital native’ where older generations are juxtaposed 

with a younger generation portrayed as being brought up with online media 

and having exceptional digital skills (Dunkels, 2007; Herring, 2008).  

Such digital divides are perhaps best illustrated through moralizing tropes 

about youths’ ‘problematic’ relationships with their devices, such as in this 

excerpt from US comedian Kevin Hart’s Irresponsible Tour that aired on Net-

flix. 
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When I took the phone from him – which is the worst thing that you can do to 

a child. Taking a kid’s phone is detrimental to a child’s lifestyle. As soon as I 

took his phone he immediately turned into a crackhead. Instantly. Instantly! I 

said: ‘Give me the phone! You’re not getting the phone back until you get your 

shit together.’ I snatched the phone. He broke down. He said: ‘Come on daddy 

don’t do me like that’. He starts moving like this. [Hart twitches his body and 

uses a desperate voice] ‘Dad don’t do me like that, daddy!’ he said. ‘Take my 

leg instead!’ What? Give me the goddamn phone, you’re not getting your phone 

back until you get your shit together! (Kevin Hart, Irresponsible Tour, 2017, 

Netflix) 

 

Many adults moralize over young people’s attachments to their smartphones. 

In popular culture, they are often depicted as phone junkies who suffer from 

immediate withdrawal symptoms when separated from their devices. This lan-

guage of addiction ‘sensationalizes teens’ engagement with technology and 

suggests that mere participation leads to pathology’ (boyd, 2014, p. 78). Often 

articulated as a contemporary concern, the moral panic about youths’ engage-

ments with new technologies is – paradoxically – not novel, but has been pre-

sent throughout modern history (boyd, 2014; Lindgren, 2017). Much as the 

telegraph, newspaper, radio, record player, telephone and television were ob-

jects of moral concern in the 19th and 20th centuries, these concerns are often 

articulated by privileged voices and idealize an imagined ‘better’ past in which 

social interactions were more ‘authentic’ (Paasonen, 2020).  

These anxieties exist alongside debates about children and youths’ social 

agency and rights to access information, socialize with friends and engage 

culturally and politically online. Moreover, the increased accessibility to the 

internet and mobile devices may offer ways of bridging social inequalities 

caused by differentiations along lines defined by class, ethnicity, sexuality and 

gender. These discussions are not mutually isolated; rather, attempts are being 

made to synthesize them and consider the possible risks and benefits of inter-

net usage for children and youth (Livingstone et al., 2014; Livingstone & 

Smith, 2014). Nonetheless, access to smartphone technology and the internet 

has only increased among all age groups in the Western hemisphere over the 

past decade (Smahel et al., 2020; Swedish Media Council, 2019a). In the latest 

report by transnational research project EU Kids Online, which compares chil-

dren’s internet usage within EU countries, research participants in all the age 

groups reported having intense and intimate relationships with their devices 

and online worlds. Contrary to much public debate, most participants – rang-

ing from 64 per cent to 92 per cent in the countries surveyed – did not experi-

ence any of the negative symptoms attached to ‘excessive’ internet use, such 
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as missing out on other social activities, feeling tired or skipping meals to 

engage with online technologies (Smahel et al., 2020, p. 79). 

 

Online misogyny, bigotry and hate 

 

While the early digital utopianism foretold a subversive potential of the inter-

net that would allow humans to dismantle harmful and violent norms, the in-

ternet has rather become a place to spread hate and misogyny. Today, it is 

clear to the public and researchers that social norms and normative violence 

have, to say the least, found fertile ground online (Back, 2002b; Ging & 

Siapera, 2018). Misogynist and racist harassment and trolling are widespread 

practices on discussion forums and social media, as well as user content and 

gaming platforms (Back, 2002b; Nussbaum, 2010). Various forms of aggres-

sive cultures have developed on a range of discussion boards such as 8chan, 

4chan and Reddit. Flashback is the most well-known Swedish example. Under 

the ubiquitous pseudonym ‘Anonymous’, meme cultures – heavily irony-

laden humour, often centring around misogynous and racist themes – push the 

boundaries of ‘PC’ (politically correct) culture. Although these Chans and 

Subreddits often host niche and extreme expressions, their content seeps into 

broader internet culture and the general public.  

Internet trolling has been conceptualized as the ‘intentional provocation of 

other users’ through a wide range of behaviours and actions that are aimed at 

disrupting and disturbing others for their own amusement (Paasonen, 2015, p. 

33). There is limited research on the motivations behind trolling behaviour as 

trolls are notoriously difficult to access, and researchers who do engage in 

such endeavours risk being trolled themselves (Cook et al., 2018; Phillips, 

2015). Cook, Schaafsma and Antheunis (2018) nevertheless managed to in-

terview 22 self-confessed trolls and identified three motivations behind their 

behaviour – ‘personal enjoyment, revenge, and thrill-seeking’ (p. 3324). The 

authors have suggested that rather than being a specific behaviour, trolling is 

characterized by its instrumentality and particularly the way of instrumental-

izing hurtful, misleading and aggressive behaviours for various purposes 

(Cook et al., 2018, p. 3335). 

Aggressive practices such as trolling can work to disrupt online communi-

ties but, conversely, may also ‘strengthen [their] boundaries by exercising vi-

olence toward intruders and outsiders’ (Kuntsman, 2007, p. 102). It seems that 
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targets who open up about their harassment by trolls online risk being met 

with further beratement (Cook et al., 2018; Nagle, 2017; Phillips, 2015). 

Nonetheless, internet scholars have also troubled the framing of trolling and 

online fighting as only violent by pointing to the multitude of effects and 

meanings they produce, and that there is an intimate relationship between vi-

olence and belonging in online spaces (Baym, 1995; Kuntsman, 2007).  

In recent years trolling and mainstream online cultures have increasingly 

come to overlap   (Phillips, 2015). Meme production, for instance, was previ-

ously a highly specialized subculture, accessible only to those that wield the 

appropriate technological and social knowledge (Phillips, 2015). However, 

commercial meme generators began popping up in the late 2000s and the early 

2010s, rendering memes accessible to a broader public. The proliferation of 

meme culture indicates how marginal online cultures may become widely ac-

cepted and applied. However, meme culture has never been an innocent form 

of networked cultural production, but rather from its inception has adopted 

misogynist and racist language and humour (Ging, 2017; Phillips, 2015).  

These types of online cultures are wielded with great proficiency by young 

people in niche as well as mainstream settings, often for fun and entertainment 

but also to hurt or harass. Online misogynist and racist practices have also 

become normalized in youths’ everyday online and offline interactions (Back, 

2002b; Rentschler, 2014; Retallack et al., 2016; Ringrose & Harvey, 2015; 

Sills et al., 2016). The normalization of slut-shaming, rape culture and victim 

blaming, for instance, work to trivialize such hurtful practices among youth, 

writing them off as jokes or as normal everyday practices (Rentschler, 2014; 

Sills et al., 2016). These travel between platforms and online media where 

youth are active, including blogs, discussion forums, social media, user-gen-

erated content platforms and online games. Online gaming involves learning 

to navigate a culture of aggression, such as learning to verbally abuse others 

and avoid being targeted, but also to deal with aggression when it becomes 

overwhelming (Cook et al., 2018; McInroy & Mishna, 2017). Young boys 

describe how online gaming is an essential part of their homosocial friend-

ships – from which opting out may be difficult – and aggression is a taken for 

granted part of online gaming culture (Cook et al., 2018; Forsman, 2014; 

McInroy & Mishna, 2017). Youth identify the fact that online communication 

differs across platforms and that there are differences in what is considered 

acceptable online as opposed to offline (boyd, 2014; Marwick & boyd, 2011; 

McInroy & Mishna, 2017).  

In Sweden, some of the earliest mediatized examples of misogynist online 

culture involved the targeting of female journalists with online hate and sexual 
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harassment. In 2013, a documentary entitled ‘Uppdrag granskning’ aired an 

episode covering online hate against women, drawing on Sveland’s (2013) 

book on the same topic. This sparked a wider public debate on the matter. 

Since then, the issue of women and girls’ exposure to sexist aggression and 

sexual violence online has resurfaced regularly. Young female celebrities, TV 

personalities and activists have been targets of sexualized violence online, in-

cluding direct rape and death threats (e.g. Bendjelloul, 2020; Larsson, 2015; 

TT, 2019). As mentioned, girls report higher levels of online victimization 

than boys, particularly sexual harassment (Forsman, 2014; Friends, 2017; 

Swedish Media Council, 2019b, 2019a). Minority youth also report higher 

levels of victimization, both online and offline. The Swedish Media Council 

(2019b) has shown that amongst children and youth who reported online hate 

or threats, 11.8 per cent were subject to racist aggression and 9 per cent to 

sexism or sexual harassment. According to a cyberbullying study from anti-

bullying organization Friends (2017), 18 per cent of girls and 6 per cent of 

boys reported having experienced some form of sexual harassment in the past 

year.  

Scholars have discussed why hate and aggression are so prevalent online. 

What facilitates it, both technologically and psychologically? In the 1990s, 

this answer seemed to be found in the possibility of anonymity, which offered 

users a sense of impunity in online spaces (e.g. Wallace, 1999). In the early 

2000s, for instance, Suler (2004) coined the term ‘online disinhibition effect’ 

to describe the phenomenon whereby individuals seem to be more disinhibited 

in what they do and say online than offline. Importantly, this also entails a 

benign form of disinhibition to show more kindness, love and support. How-

ever, ‘toxic’ disinhibition describes a psychological effect where users may be 

more ‘rude, critical, angry, hateful and threatening, or they visit places of per-

version, crime and violence’ (p. 184) which they would not have pursued oth-

erwise. Anonymity is indicated as the main contributing factor, as users are 

able to dissociate from their offline selves. People avert their eyes when talk-

ing about difficult or personal things in offline situations, while online com-

munication ‘offers a built-in opportunity to keep one’s eyes averted’ (p. 185).  

The asynchronicity of online communication, the lack of physical presence 

and the relative invisibility offered by anonymity amplifies disinhibition. An 

interview study with boys active on 4chan found that they enjoyed the ano-

nymity afforded by the site and that it provided them with a sense of freedom 

that they did not get from sites that demanded the use of pseudonyms or au-

thentic names (boyd, 2014). Even though anonymity is pivotal in online cul-

tures of aggression, much internet interaction is intimately tied to users’ 
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offline selves and social networks: anonymity can therefore not ‘fully account 

for passionate online exchanges’ (Paasonen, 2015, p. 31).  

Understanding online aggression among youth 

Engaging with matters of young people’s involvement with online aggression 

provides many possible avenues of inquiry. As illustrated previously in this 

chapter, it also brings to light the various entanglements that make up this 

disparate field of research and area of social interest. There are a number of 

investments that have shaped how we view and define this as a social problem, 

which bodies become positioned as at risk and in need of protection; but also 

which approaches have come to dominate understanding of and social re-

sponses to these matters.  

Youths’ engagement with and exposure to online aggression has largely 

been dominated by psychological scholarship framing the issue as ‘cyberbul-

lying’, which draws on the definition of bullying developed by psychologist 

Dan Olweus in the 1970s. The definition includes the following criteria: ag-

gression, repetition and imbalance of power. Cyberbullying is often defined 

as ‘any behaviour performed through electronic or digital media by individu-

als or groups that repeatedly communicates hostile or aggressive messages 

intended to inflict harm or discomfort on others’ (Tokunaga, 2010, p. 276). 

This has also been the term frequently used by policymakers, both nationally 

and internationally, in their responses to the perceived threats facing children 

online (boyd, 2014; Livingstone & Smith, 2014).  

The issue has largely been framed in this manner in Swedish scholarship 

as well (e.g. Berne et al., 2013; Frisén & Berne, 2016). Cyberbullying research 

points to the close relationship between offline and online victimization and 

has undertaken the important task of trying to ascertain the extent of young 

people’s exposure to aggression online, as well as identifying how this issue 

impacts their lives (Berne et al., 2013; Livingstone & Smith, 2014). However, 

the more common concept among the general population and the media in 

Sweden is ‘online hate’ (Swedish: ‘näthat’). This was also the most common 

term used by the participants in my study. This terminological discrepancy 

calls for further investigation, particularly with regard to ascertaining how ag-

gression and online victimization can be understood in a meaningful way 

within the framework of this thesis.  

Poststructuralist and materialist feminist scholars have engaged with 

youths’ experiences of online aggression by pointing to the entanglements of 
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social, material and technological factors (boyd, 2008b; Kofoed, 2014; 

Kofoed & Ringrose, 2012; Marwick & boyd, 2011; Renold & Ringrose, 2011; 

Ringrose & Harvey, 2015; Ringrose & Renold, 2012). A common feature of 

the research is how it encompasses the intersectional, ambiguous and messy 

ways in which young people engage in and become targets of online aggres-

sion. In this way, feminist poststructuralist approaches have troubled individ-

ual psychological frameworks, as well as gender-essentializing discourses on 

violence and bullying. Kofoed and Staksrud (2019), for instance, have criti-

cized how understandings of cyberbullying practices have been based on a 

developmental perspective that is ‘inadequate in addressing the complexities 

of technologically mediated exclusionary processes in educational and peer-

group settings’ (p. 1006; see also Canty et al., 2016, 2016; Kofoed & Rin-

grose, 2012; Lenhart et al., 2011; Vandebosch & Van Cleemput, 2009). They 

argue that the definitions that dominate fields of research and practice do not 

reflect youths’ own experiences and perspectives.  

The (continued) dominance of the developmental psychological definition 

of bullying thus creates barriers in the ways researchers, policymakers and 

practitioners approach these issues. In this definition, bullying is a subset of 

aggression, and as such the bully is assumed to be an aggressor. Within this 

psychological approach, such acts tend to be reduced to individual traits, be-

haviours and victim-perpetrator dyads (Kofoed & Staksrud, 2019). Kofoed 

and Ringrose (2012) trouble how bullying discourses identify subjects as ei-

ther intentionally good or bad, arguing that such subject positions are related 

to gendered and ethnic-racialized discourses. Through these discursive pro-

cesses, some subject positions are recognized as ‘unlivable’: 

Teens’ lives become unlivable for shorter or longer periods of time due to, for 

instance, hate groups on Facebook, fake profiles, daily evaluations of body 

sizes and body forms, sexual preferences or alleged wrongdoings during school 

life. (Kofoed and Ringrose, 2012, p. 8).  

 

Much like Kofoed and Staksrud (2019), I started out by engaging with the 

literature on bullying and cyberbullying. But with time, I found that these psy-

chological approaches did not always encompass the breadth of dynamics at 

play within exchanges that the youth themselves articulated as hate, fights, 

joking, mean or hurtful; partly because of the limits of the (cyber)bullying 

definition and partly because the youth in this study framed these issues in 

other ways. Therefore, I expanded my view beyond the (cyber)bullying para-

digm. Nonetheless, as various other scholars have pointed out (Kofoed, 2014; 
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Kofoed & Ringrose, 2012; Kofoed & Staksrud, 2019; Marwick & boyd, 

2011), this does not mean that my research does not speak to (cyber)bullying 

literature.  

Youths’ own understandings of online aggression 

Young people mostly engage online with peers whom they already know from 

their offline social settings (boyd, 2014; Hinduja & Patchin, 2012). In Sweden, 

most young people experiencing online aggression report that they know who 

targeted them, and that they know the person from other settings (Friends, 

2017; see also Hinduja & Patchin, 2013; Marwick & boyd, 2014). That said, 

there are situations in which youth are victimized by anonymous others, such 

as in online games, user produced content platforms and online discussion fo-

rums. Online aggression therefore seems to occur between known peers, par-

ticularly when it occurs among younger social media users. Given this, a 

cyberbullying framework based on offline peer-to-peer bullying models has 

often been applied. However, young people seem to paint a messier picture 

than would fit the bullying definition – involving a multitude of people and 

contexts (Ging & O’Higgins Norman, 2016; Kofoed, 2014; Kofoed & Rin-

grose, 2012; Marwick & boyd, 2011, 2014; Renold & Ringrose, 2011; Rin-

grose & Harvey, 2015).  

In a Danish study, Kofoed (2014) demonstrated how students’ narratives 

did not match the traditional positions of bully-victim-bystander (see also 

Kofoed & Staksrud, 2019). By opening up conflicts for broader understanding 

and avoiding labelling the events as ‘bullying’, Kofoed showed that such 

events were not as clearly defined in time and space as teachers thought they 

were. The conflicts were not linear; rather, they appeared to be messy and 

contradictory, connecting to other events over time. Ging and O’Higgins Nor-

man (2016) have approached online bullying as a form of ‘hurtful online be-

haviour’ and frame such acts as derogatory epithets, bitchy comments and acts 

of exclusion, rather than cyberbullying. In their study image management and 

popularity were central to respondents’ online presence and friendships – 

amassing likes on Facebook was tied to notions of female solidarity and sis-

terhood. Participants expressed conflicting discourses of girlhood and girls’ 

friendships. On the one hand they argued that everyone ‘gets along’; while on 

the other, they positioned girls as inherently mean and ‘bitchy’. Although most 

of the participants in their study of schoolgirls’ social media usage reported 

having experienced some form of online aggression, they nonetheless tended 
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to downplay it. This research points to the slipperiness and complexity of 

youths’ own understandings and experiences of hurtful online practices.  

Status and popularity struggles are also identified as important for how re-

lational aggression plays out online (boyd, 2014). Attention seekingis partic-

ularly important for the development of certain online behaviour such as mor-

alizing about when it is acceptable to be mean to someone (Berne et al., 2014; 

Forsman, 2014; Marwick & boyd, 2014). The speed and intensity by which 

information, images and gossip can be spread online, for instance, is often 

highlighted by cyberbullying researchers as significant in the dynamics that 

distinguish these from other forms of interaction (Ging & O’Higgins Norman, 

2016; Tokunaga, 2010; Vandebosch & Van Cleemput, 2009). Such af-

fordances are argued to change the dynamics between users and facilitate 

mean and cruel behaviours.  

How meanness and cruelty are experienced and perceived is highly contex-

tual. Some hurtful practices may be framed within group contexts as punking, 

pranking or simply joking, making it difficult for targets to be acknowledged 

as victims (e.g. boyd, 2014). These practices are also closely linked to the 

affordances of social platforms and apps, as well as broader online cultures. 

In a US survey, 55 per cent of teens reported witnessing cruel or mean behav-

iour frequently, and 19 per cent reported having been subject to ‘bullying’ in 

the past year (Lenhart et al., 2011). However, a majority also reported that it 

was more common to witness kindness than meanness on social networking 

sites.  

In an EU study involving children aged 9 to 16, participants described the 

sending of ‘violent, vulgar or sexual content’ as the most pervasive problem 

facing them online (EU Kids Online, 2014, p. 8). ‘Perpetrating, experiencing 

and/or witnessing hateful, vulgar or nasty messages’ (p. 21) was identified as 

the second biggest problem. Similarly, in Sweden Friends (2017) found that a 

broader understanding of online aggression yielded a higher percentage of ex-

posure of 35 per cent in the last year, whereas only 10 per cent of respondents 

reported having experienced cyberbullying. Surveys on online victimization, 

as well as qualitative and ethnographic scholarship, have illustrated how 

online peer aggression is often sexualized, classed and raced (Berne et al., 

2014; Forsman, 2014; Friends, 2017; Ringrose & Harvey, 2015; Swedish Me-

dia Council, 2019b). The following section will discuss these issues in greater 

depth and consider how they are entangled with broader social and cultural 

contexts/phenomena and normative practices.  
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Girls, sexualization, aggression and social anxieties 

Anxieties concerning young people’s online presence have long circulated in 

the Swedish media. Such anxieties particularly revolve around girls’ online 

engagements, sexualized practices and perceived vulnerabilities (Forsman, 

2014), drawing on concerns about technology, gender, sexuality, age and 

class. The discourse often centres on protectionist and reactionary ways of 

addressing the ‘problems’ of the internet and the risks that young people en-

counter there, based on notions of appropriate childhood and parenting (cf. 

boyd, 2014; Livingstone et al., 2014). However, concerns about youths’ media 

usage are often contradictory in nature as they depict young people, and girls 

in particular, as being ‘at risk’ and in need of protection, but also as being 

‘risky’ and potentially dangerous (Jackson & Scott, 2015; Jackson & Vares, 

2011). News headlines often depict girls as being vulnerable and at risk, such 

as in the following: ‘Girls more exposed to bullying online than boys’ and 

‘Girls encounter risks online’ (author’s translations; Malmström, 2010; Run-

néus, 2013). Girls’ online activities, especially with regard to their sexuality, 

are thus presented as a social problem in need of intervention and regulation ( 

Jackson & Scott, 2015; Ringrose & Harvey, 2015). They are thus situated as 

moral representatives of the limits of childhood (Jackson & Scott, 2015). 

The discourse often centres around the sexualization of children and is en-

tangled with commercialized sexual imagery and a ‘pornified’ media land-

scape depicting ‘sexy’ models, pop stars, influencers and celebrities (Egan & 

Hawkes, 2008a; Sparrman, 2015). It is also tied to the fear of the exploitation 

of children in child sexual abuse material (Egan & Hawkes, 2008). This mor-

alization is ambiguous as it concerns the fear that children’s bodies will be 

sexualized and consumed by adults, but also that children will become sexual 

subjects where they should be innocent, asexual and vulnerable (see Egan & 

Hawkes, 2008a; Jackson & Scott, 2015; James et al., 1998). Through this 

logic, sexuality becomes situated in the adult body, and as such the sexual 

child risks being seen as unintelligible and deviant.  

Egan and Hawkes (2008a) have argued that political agendas aimed at pro-

tecting women and children from gender-based violence, for instance, produce 

double standards by deploying contradictory epistemologies on childhood and 

sexuality. The discourse concerning risks of sexualization seems particularly 

to focus on girls, their bodies and their sexuality (Jackson & Vares, 2011; 

Renold et al., 2016; Ringrose & Barajas, 2011). Their visible maturing – de-

veloping breasts being the most prominent feature – renders girls’ bodies ‘sex-

ual’ in pornified terms. Egan and Hawkes (2008) argued that ‘[g]irlhood sex-

uality is conflated with sexualization; as a result, sexuality, outside of the 
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context of exploitative corporate messages, is rendered impossible’ (p. 314). 

Through this discourse, girls’ bodies and sexuality also become positioned as 

threats towards boys and their assumed sexual instincts, as girls’ visibility 

risks corrupting the minds of boys.  

The sexualization of girls is closely related to misogynist online cultures 

and hurtful online practices among youth (Renold & Ringrose, 2008; Ringrose 

& Renold, 2010). Kofoed and Ringrose (2012), for instance, have discussed 

what makes certain conflicts recognizable, ‘addressed’ and ‘grieved’ in eve-

ryday social practices and within given social contexts (p. 8). In their study of 

young people’s engagement with social networking sites in the UK and Den-

mark, they recurrently found sexualized name-calling in conflicts that could 

be labelled cyberbullying. Sexualized pejoratives such as ‘fat slag’, ‘whore’ 

and ‘slut’ fixated targeted girls’ sexual subjectivities, as well as their sense of 

sexual abjectness. For one of the girls in the study, a racialized form of the 

term whore –‘khaba’ (Arabic: ‘whore’) – seemed to cling to her non-white 

body more easily and made life temporarily unviable for her. They identified 

how technology accelerated affective circulation among these youth and 

blurred contours of responsibility and blame as conflicts passed between 

online and offline forms of violence. Sexualized pejoratives were, however, 

not completely fixed and some girls negotiated their sexual signification by 

re-appropriating injurious terms.  

This was explored further by Ringrose and Barajas (2011) in a study on 

how teens in the UK used the SNS Bebo. The authors touch upon what gen-

dered sexualized risk and opportunity might mean to young people by relating 

it to wider post-feminist, pornified media contexts (see also Gill, 2007, 2016; 

McRobbie, 2004). They illustrate how girls negotiate a post-feminist media 

landscape by rejecting pornographic material, but also by appropriating por-

nographic discourses and aesthetics in their online performances and identity 

construction. One of the participants appropriated the term ‘slut’ in her 

username, arguing that ‘loads of people used to call us it’ and that she and her 

friends could ‘beat them’ by appropriating the term (p. 128). The identified 

how this signalled resistance to sexualized bullying and regulation from other 

girls. Another participant was called a ‘fat slag’ online, prompting a physical 

altercation with her aggressor at school. The school’s response positioned the 

girl as a bully and pathologized her expressions of anger, rather than uncover-

ing the dynamics at play.  

Public moralization over young girls’ mediated practices becomes particu-

larly apparent in regard to the phenomenon known as sexting (i.e. sexualized 

texting). In the UK discourse, the focus seems to be primarily on girls’ bodies 
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and positions their mediated sexual practices as ‘risky’ (Ringrose & Harvey, 

2015). Sexting thus seems to be a topic of girlhood ‘crisis’ or ‘post-feminist 

moral panic’ (see also Ringrose, 2013; Ringrose & Harvey, 2015, p. 205). 

Girls point to the contradictory double standards they feel they have to live up 

to where they should be virginal but also sexy, sexually restrictive but still 

sexually desirable. They point to pressures to present themselves in certain 

ways on social media, such as by revealing their breasts and wearing bikinis 

(Berne et al., 2014; Forsman, 2014; Ringrose & Harvey, 2015). Online image 

sharing thus seems to intensify sexualized shaming practices. Ringrose and 

Harvey (2015) argue that ‘digital images may re-stage the collective owner-

ship and shaming of teen girls’ bodies’ and create gendered and sexual hier-

archies in their networked cultures (p. 206; cf. Forsman, 2014). The visual 

culture on social media imbricates boys as well through muscly masculine 

ideals. However, boys may not be shamed in the same way that girls are 

(Berne et al., 2014; Ringrose & Harvey, 2015).  

Racialization and racist aggression against youth online  

Although the literature presented above attends to intersectional aspects of 

sexualized aggression, there is a lack of research that focuses more specifically 

on young people’s experiences of racialized aggression online. In most femi-

nist scholarship, for instance, race and ethnicity mostly appear as individual 

examples rather than the main focus of interest (e.g. Ringrose & Harvey, 

2015).  

In Sweden, the research conducted on youths’ exposure to racism has fo-

cused mainly on school as a social setting, including with regard to how racism 

is an integrated part of Swedish schooling (Åhlund, 2015; Behtoui et al., 2019; 

Jonsson, 2007, 2019; León Rosales & Jonsson, 2019; Listerborn et al., 2011; 

Mulinari & Neergaard, 2010; Nilsson Folke, 2017). Jonsson (2007) illustrated 

the complex ways in which racialized teenage boys at a Swedish school were 

‘othered’ by teachers and majority students. Despite anti-racist ambitions and 

the Swedish school system’s self-image as ‘tolerant’, boys were nonetheless 

policed by students and teachers for using ‘ugly’ and ‘immigrant’ words, 

which positioned them as opposed to the ethnically Swedish ‘correct’ students 

(p. 81). Further, Jonsson depicted how racialized boys’ behaviour tended to 

be framed as normative breaches, whereas this was not framed as deviant 

when majoritized students behaved in the same way. In this way, these boys 

were positioned through negative stereotypes such as the ‘immigrant boy’, 

which triggered certain distinctly racialized responses by the school.  
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Similarly, Ambjörnsson (2004) identified how racial discrimination 

worked in intersectional ways among upper secondary school girls; illustrat-

ing how such practices drew on negative stereotypes such as the ‘cocky im-

migrant girl’ or the raced and classed stereotype of the ‘kicker girl’. These 

stereotypes were positioned in opposition to ‘good’ Swedishness, whereby ra-

cialized youth were perceived by others as threatening and less desirable 

(Ambjörnsson, 2004). Research has found that students with immigrant back-

grounds experience more overt forms of racism and may therefore find it dif-

ficult to integrate in schools with a predominantly ethnically Swedish student 

body (Mulinari & Neergaard, 2010). In their study, Mulinari and Neergard 

(2010) found that such students moved to more ethnically diverse schools 

where they did not experience the same levels of racism. These experiences 

were greatly impacted by their socio-economic backgrounds, which highlights 

the intersectional and varying nature of experiences of racism.  

Most of the research that delves into youths’ online experiences of and re-

sponses to racism has focused on their engagements with broader anti-racist 

movements, counterpublics and online activism (Back, 2008; Carney, 2016; 

Fraser, 1990; Idevall, 2015; Jackson & Foucault Welles, 2016; Pérez-Ar-

onsson, 2019; Smith et al., 2011). These studies often focus on older youth 

from the ages of about 15 to the early 20s, yet none that I have found explore 

how younger internet users deal with these issues in their everyday online 

contexts. This is surprising given that internet studies have recognized how 

whiteness has been configured into the building blocks of the internet, partic-

ularly through social platform design, as well as recognizing that white na-

tionalist movements and racist practices have been widespread online for a 

long time (Daniels, 2008, 2013; Nussbaum, 2010).  

Social spaces online, specifically those frequented by users from the global 

North, are dominated by white heterosexuality, but the hegemony is rendered 

invisible and shrouded in apparently neutral and colour-blind technological 

environments (Daniels, 2008; Idevall, 2015; Kapidzic & Herring, 2014; Naka-

mura, 2008). boyd (2011b) identified how American high school students’ 

online mobility is racialized. In her study, she found that white youth chose to 

leave MySpace and migrate to Facebook, because they felt it had become 

‘ghetto’ (p. 204). When asked about where teens socialized online, they used 

racialized terms and racist tropes to explain online social segregation. boyd 

therefore argued that such taste choices and digital moves should be concep-

tualized as ‘white flight’ (ibid.); illustrating how racialized and classed social 

dynamics serve to organize young people’s online choices and mobility (cf. 

Hargittai, 2007).  
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Research on anti-racist activism has shown how hashtag and online activ-

ism allows young users to visibly engage in and shape the discourse on racism, 

and thus to ‘contest dominant ideologies’ (Carney, 2016, p. 193). In the Swe-

dish context, Pérez-Aronsson (2019) has studied how youth engage in racial-

ized online safe spaces in order to deal with the racism that they experience in 

their everyday lives and share their stories of oppression. She argues that such 

spaces ‘constitute an alternative educational space beyond the limitations and 

regulations of their everyday school environments’ (p. 76). In another study 

on online safe spaces for racialized youth, Idevall (2015) showed that white 

normativity was transferred through white users asking certain types of ques-

tions and expecting certain types of answers from racialized youth. She argues 

that such online spaces nonetheless trouble the privileged white norm by cre-

ating space for subaltern voices to write their experience into being.  

Critical youth studies scholarship address the intersectional and material 

aspects of racism, targeting language use, names, clothing style and religious 

symbols (Ambjörnsson, 2004; Jakku & Waara, 2017; Jonsson, 2007). Previ-

ous scholarship has also pointed to the online materiality of anti-racist move-

ments, such as hashtag publics (Carney, 2016) and online racialized safe 

spaces, where whiteness is not permitted to dominate (Idevall, 2015; Pérez-

Aronsson, 2019). These previous engagements suggest the need to take into 

account material, non-human and technological relationalities when exploring 

youths’ experiences of racism online (see Rosiek, 2019).  

One of the reasons behind a paucity of studies in this area may result from 

a problem of definitions and the epistemological division of various forms of 

violence when it occurs among youth. Several researchers have pointed out 

that bullying discourses obscure and sanction such forms of violence as less 

serious when committed by young people (e.g. Brion Meisels & Raveche Gar-

nett, 2016; Kofoed & Staksrud, 2019). This may well be one of the reasons as 

to why racialized violence in peer-to-peer aggression has not been promi-

nently featured in studies framed as cyberbullying. But qualitative research 

within this field has nonetheless pointed to the co-occurrence of various forms 

of violence in such events, including racialized violence (Back, 2002a; Essed, 

2002). It is therefore critical to explore how racism affects young people in all 

their everyday social settings, including online.  
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Youth resistance 

Despite the normalization of aggression and the early adaptation of racist prac-

tices online (Back, 2002b; Nussbaum, 2010), social media has also been used 

to mobilize against harmful gender and class structures for instance by way of 

movements such as #MeToo, #BlackLivesMatter, Wikileaks, the Arab Spring 

and the Fridays for Future (School Strike for the Climate) movement initiated 

by Greta Thunberg. Public online spaces also accommodate everyday forms 

of resistance and engagement in feminist and anti-racist counterpublics 

through a kind of ‘do-it-yourself’ online activism (Garcia & Vemuri, 2017; 

Fraser, 1990; Jackson & Foucault Welles, 2016; Pérez-Aronsson, 2019; 

Rentschler, 2014; Sills et al., 2016). In her research on feminist cultures of 

care online, Rentschler (2014) identified an ‘affective and technological de-

ployment of the testimonial tradition in which girls and young women digi-

tally record and transcribe personal stories based on their experiences of sex-

ual violence and harassment’ (p. 66). She identified such cultures of care as 

an activist feminist media practice geared toward countering online rape cul-

ture and sexualized violence that enabled feminist education and resistance 

among youth (Rentschler, 2014; cf. Retallack et al., 2016; Sills et al., 2016).  

With regard to girls’ involvement in resistance to violence, it is important 

to shed light on how resistance has been understood and framed within youth 

cultural studies. Within the field, resistance has traditionally been conceptual-

ized as ‘counterculture[s] of resistance’ (Weems, 2015, p. 134), a perspective 

that draws particularly on Willis’ (1977) study of working class boys’ engage-

ment in a counterculture to the middle-class norms practised by the school in 

their industrial town in the UK (see also Fornäs et al., 1984; Hall & Jefferson, 

1977). Similarly, Hebdige (1979) conceptualized subcultural expressions of 

style and music as subversive semiotic practices tied to class and race.  

Weems (2015) argues that this perspective, which has become dominant 

within youth studies, conceptualizes resistance as ‘a form of youth agency, 

foregrounding individual and collective acts of resistance as liberation from 

hegemonic norms’ (p. 135). This approach has also been criticized for fet-

ishizing youth culture and modelling resistance on young white lad culture. 

While early studies of youth subculture unravelled the inner workings of class 

structure, McRobbie (1977) criticized the near complete absence of girls in 

this literature early on. She pointed to how depictions of girls in these works 

positioned them as peripheral characters with little importance or agency. 

Conversely, she illustrated how girls were indeed present and active partici-

pants and creators of youth subcultures; just not the male-dominated ones. 
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According to McRobbie, girls’ subcultures played out much more within pri-

vate spheres, such as the home and bedroom, and girls had limited access to 

male subcultures. Girls’ resistance was therefore subordinate to their male 

counterparts and largely undertheorized. McRobbie and Garber (1993) sug-

gested that taking girls’ sexuality into account would offer a different view of 

resistance, arguing that aggressive responses by girls were ‘structured in reac-

tion against a situation where masculine definitions [were] in dominance’ 

(p. 178). 

The fascination with subcultures as forms of resistance to hegemonic mid-

dle-class culture illustrates how youth and cultural production are regarded 

more broadly within cultural studies. Critical voices have identified a ten-

dency within the field to see the possibility of resistance everywhere, by view-

ing individuals as active agents capable of subverting dominant norms and 

structures (Butler, 1999; McRobbie, 2005). However, Gilroy’s (1987) work 

on race and nationhood illustrated how ‘black expressive culture’ developed 

under extreme forms of racial oppression and encompassed forms of re-

sistance. His work troubled the idea of a unitary form of subversion and re-

sistance as a conscious act undertaken within a realm of an agent’s freedom 

to act.  

Youth cultural studies in the 1990s and 2000s moved away from subcul-

tural approaches and engaged instead with resistance from poststructuralist 

and post-Marxist perspectives. Inspired by thinkers like Foucault and Deleuze, 

these endeavours apply more complex and fragmented approaches to power 

(Johansson & Lalander, 2012). These approaches bring the analysis of re-

sistance down to a micro-political level through which resistance is under-

stood as ‘multilayered and more of an ongoing process of grand refusal’ (Jo-

hansson & Lalander, 2012, p. 1082; in reference to Deleuze and Guattari, 

1987). Poststructural studies of youth resistance incorporated a more diversi-

fied set of social categories and axes of social inequalities concerning not only 

class, but also ethnicity and gender (Johansson & Lalander, 2012; Raby, 

2005). Posthumanist youth scholarship has also addressed youth resistance 

through monist ontologies which deprivilege human agency, rather recogniz-

ing resistance as being embedded in human and non-human relationalities 

(e.g. Alldred & Fox, 2017). I will develop my approach to resistance in the 

next chapter. 
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Concluding words 

 

Contemporary online cultures work to reinforce harmful notions of heteronor-

mativity and bigotry, facilitated by online technologies. Girls in particular are 

targets of a pervasive misogynist online culture, not only resulting in nasty 

comments concerning their looks or their clothes, but also threatening their 

livelihood online and offline. These practices are entangled with other online 

cultures such as online pornography, sexualized imagery, commercial market-

ing strategies and fame culture. Girls seem to bear the brunt of the evaluating 

practices that have become an integral part of social media interaction, such 

as liking images, reposting, voting and amassing followers (Berne et al., 2014; 

Forsman, 2014; Kofoed & Ringrose, 2012; Ringrose & Harvey, 2015). The 

literature covered in this chapter points to how racialization and racism are 

entangled in online sexualized practices, and that racialized girls are particu-

larly targeted. However, I have also identified a significant lack of studies fo-

cusing on online racialization and racism, and youths’ resistance to these prac-

tices.  

Youth resistance within internet studies has been approached mainly 

through studying young people’s political engagements with online counter-

publics (Fraser, 1990) such as hashtag publics or political online movements, 

and engagements in safe spaces. However, few have engaged in intersectional 

forms of resistance in girls’ everyday online interactions. There is also a need 

to engage in the material and technological entanglements that enable and 

limit these possibilities of resistance to online violence.  

In the following chapter I will engage more fully in the theoretical entan-

glements of this thesis, elaborating on how affect, materiality and technology 

can be brought together through an approach inspired by Deleuze and Guattari 

to explore issues of sexuality, gender, race, age, online aggression and re-

sistance.  
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Theoretical engagements 

Given that the netnographic material for this study is messy, asynchronous, 

situated in the local yet embedded in the global, multimodal and opaque, the 

possible theoretical applications are many. This has proven to be a methodo-

logical challenge, as well as an ontological and epistemological one. I endeav-

oured to identify a suitable theoretical framework that would offer me tools to 

both trace and unpack the various relationalities within online exchanges. I 

also sought theory that would help me consider the affordances of the platform 

and how social interaction works online. This, I came to understand, meant an 

interest in the material aspects of these complex relationalities, not just the 

discourse, which would have been a possible theoretical avenue. Ahmed’s 

(2004b, 2004a, 2010) work on bodily orientations and affect drew me to the-

orizing about bodies, movement and spatiality, whilst Wetherell’s (2012) 

work drew my attention to ways in which to attend to the relationality of dis-

course and affect in these interactions. Yet it was through my readings of phi-

losopher Gilles Deleuze and psychoanalyst Félix Guattari (1983, 1987) – as 

well as feminist and new materialist writers inspired by them (e.g. Alldred & 

Fox, 2017; Fox & Alldred, 2013; Ringrose, 2011) – that I came to find an 

approach that would allow me to delve into these matters in a manner that 

seemed appropriate for the material at hand. The new materialist perspective 

I gained from an affect theory inspired by Deleuze and Guattari allowed me a 

route to explore the material entanglements and affectivity of hurtful and con-

tentious online events more closely.  

A central concept within Ahmed’s approach to affect is ‘stickiness’ (Ah-

med, 2004). To borrow this idea, affect theory ‘stuck’ to my empirical mate-

rial, drawing it together and unfolding it in complex and fruitful ways. I was 

drawn to this approach as it allowed me to include the discursive, affective, 

bodily and material aspects of online events. This allowed me to explore how 

human and non-human bodies affect each other in – and through – contentious 

events online. Inspired by Deleuze and Guattari’s philosophy and their ap-

proach to affect, I embarked on this exploration into the multiplicity of flows 

between human and non-human bodies, to theorize about the processes of 
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limiting and coding, as well as resistance and decoding occurring in intense 

interactions (Deleuze & Guattari, 1983).  

In this chapter, I elaborate on the theoretical tenets that are central to this 

study, namely affect, becoming and assemblage, and the processes of territo-

rialization, deterritorialization and reterritorialization. Further, I will de-

velop my theoretical understanding of affective atmospheres online, online 

materialities and the mediated body. Some of the questions that I will explore 

in this chapter are: What is affect? And how can thinking through affect and 

becoming help me to explore online interaction and aggression? How does 

such a perspective allow me to think about the intermingling of bodies, tech-

nologies and objects online, but also to theorize about the qualities of these 

various aspects?  

A Deleuze-Guattarian approach to affect 

What is known as the ‘affective turn’ came about in cultural and social theory 

in the early to mid-1990s. This turn grew from a critique of the limitations of 

poststructuralism and deconstructivism in accounting for materiality, bodies, 

affect and emotion in cultural analysis. Although poststructuralism and decon-

structivism do account for the ‘subject’s discontinuity with itself’, they paid 

more attention to language (Clough, 2010, p. 206). The turn to affect meant a 

shift in critical theory back towards ontology, ‘bodily matter’ and the imma-

nence of matter (Clough, 2010, p. 207). Massumi (1995) has argued that dis-

cursive and structuralist approaches fail to grasp the irreconcilable and the 

unpredictability of social life, and therefore called for a theory that would not 

be ‘wedded to structure’, advocating instead a ‘cultural-theoretical vocabulary 

specific to affect’ (p. 88). The turn to affect was also a reaction to discourse 

as the dominant force shaping human experience within poststructural theory, 

rather than lived embodied and material experience. Leys (2011) notes that 

the appeal of affect is that it offers an onto-epistemology of cultural analysis 

without resorting to ‘[overvaluing] the role of reason and rationality in poli-

tics, ethics, and aesthetics’ as it takes into account the embodied ways in which 

culture is formed (p. 436). This turn in cultural theory therefore aspires to ex-

pand on poststructural and deconstructivist deliberations about the body, sub-

jectivity and culture (Terada, 2001). The turn to affect was thus a turn towards 

our ‘corporeal affective dispositions’ (Massumi, 1995, p. 88) and the precog-

nitive, visceral intensities that affect reason, ethics and political judgement.  
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There are various iterations of affect theory that differ in their onto-episte-

mologies, drawing on very different philosophies or branches of science 

(Gregg & Seigworth, 2010).7 That said, affect theorists from different 

branches nonetheless have fruitful points of convergence and collaboration 

(see e.g. Gregg & Seigworth, 2010; Hillis et al., 2015). One of these branches 

draws largely on the work of Deleuze and Guattari.  

Deleuze and Guattari’s collaboration culminated in their works on capital-

ism and schizophrenia – The Anti-Oedipus (1972/1983) and A Thousand Plat-

eaus (1983/1987). Their work aspired to develop a social theory that would 

extend beyond the cultural analysis of structuralism and representation (Hol-

land, 2002). Their main object of critique in these books is Freudian psycho-

analysis, with the objective of transforming it rather than rejecting it altogether 

(Holland, 2002). Much like Foucault, they endeavoured to understand the in-

ner lives of humans without resorting to psychoanalysis. They critique the 

psychoanalytical ‘notions of Oedipal organized desire as individual, interior 

spaces constituted through lack’ (Ringrose, 2011, p. 600). Instead they pro-

posed ‘schizoanalysis’, which includes historical and social factors to explain 

behaviour and cognition; drawing on Marxist historical materialism. Their 

schizoanalytic argument is that the order of desire is ‘the order of production; 

all production is at once desiring-production and social production’ rather than 

representation (Deleuze & Guattari, 1983, p. 296). They theorize desire be-

yond the desire of Freudian sexuality as ‘generative and seeking, resulting in 

the production of privilege, power, and voice’ (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012, p. 

91), enabling multiplicitous outcomes and positive social change (Ringrose, 

2011). In this way, theirs is an affirmative philosophy. 

So, what is affect and how does it relate to Deleuze and Guattari’s philo-

sophical project? In their work, the French philosophers draw on Spinoza’s 

take on affect. Spinoza’s ‘monist ontology’ views all things in existence as 

                                                      
7 There is no one way by which to delineate between the various branches or iterations of affect 

theory. However, Gregg and Seigworth (2010) present the affect theoretical landscape as hav-

ing two main strands of affect theoretical thinking. The first draws mainly from Tomkins’ ‘psy-

chobiology of differential affects’ (p. 5), developed by thinkers such as Sedgwick and Frank 

(e.g. Sedgwick & Frank, 1995). The second strand draws on Deleuze’s (and Guattari’s) Spino-

zan understanding of affect as ‘bodily capacities’ and developed by thinkers like Massumi 

(1995). Tomkins’ approach centres on ‘bodily drives’, whereas Deleuzean affect is one of ‘myr-

iad becomings across human and non-human’ (Gregg & Seigworth, 2010, p. 6). Based on these 

two approaches, Gregg and Seigworth identify eight orientations of affect theory that draw on 

these main strands, but that also have points of intersection and overlapping. For a critical dis-

cussion of the notion of the ‘affective turn’ in cultural theory, Hemmings (2005) offers an in-

sightful perspective on the chronological and onto-epistemological claims of Segwick’s and 

Massumi’s readings of affect.  
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interconnected, rejecting dichotomous distinctions elements such as between 

stability/structure, the natural/cultural, the human/non-human, and mind over 

matter (Alldred & Fox, 2017; Van der Tuin & Dolphijn, 2010). Deleuze and 

Guattari (1987) describe Spinozan conceptualization of affect as follows: 

 

Spinoza asks: What can a body do? We call the latitude of a body the affects of 

which it is capable at a given degree of power, or rather within the limits of that 

degree. (p. 256) 

 

Affect is thus the body’s capacity to affect and be affected (Gregg & 

Seigworth, 2010; Massumi, 1995). This capacity is relational and potential. 

According to Spinoza, an affection is what happens as a result of the contact 

between two bodies, and all action results in such contact (Deleuze, 1978). 

Affects diminish and enhance bodies’ capacities to act and affect others, and 

as such affect is immanent (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987). Bodies act on one 

another and leave traces on the other: this mixture of bodies produces an af-

fection. Variation and differentiation derive from variations in affectus – ‘the 

force of existing’ – and these are determined by the ideas we have about them. 

It is through the way in which our bodies are affected by others that we can 

know ourselves. In other words, bodies are always the product of their affec-

tive relations with other bodies and cannot be known outside of these mixtures 

(Deleuze, 1978). In this tradition, there is no ontological difference between 

human and non-human bodies:  

It follows that the bodies affected and affecting one another can be human, an-

imal, individual, collective, linguistic, and social, as well as bodies of thought. 

(Paasonen et al., 2015, p. 6) 

 

Further, within this ontology the possession of power occurs at the level of 

notion-idea formation, where bodies’ relations are attained through a notion – 

an idea – (but not in the abstract) through which the power of action becomes 

formally possessed. Power is thus the ‘domestication of force’, not the force 

itself (Massumi, 1992, p. 7). The power of a body to act is either inhibited or 

increased as it mixes with other bodies. Affects are produced independently 

of the subject (Deleuze, 1978) and the subject is thus more than itself, as it 

exists as a ‘force among forces, capable of variations of intensities and inter-

connections and hence of becomings’ (Braidotti, 2006, para. 19). The pro-

cesses through which becoming occurs are oriented by these interrelational 

and external forces: they are thus ‘territorially bound’ and ‘more than human 

in span and application’ (ibid.). The girl, through such an ontology, is thus not 
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understood as an essentialized form of biological entity with independent in-

dividual agency. Rather, the girl is produced through the relationalities be-

tween the materialities, technologies and histories in which she is embedded. 

Together, these various aspects affect one another and thus also delineate one 

another’s capacities to affect and to act. The subject – the ‘girl’ – is thus inex-

tricable from these relationalities.  

Affect, also referred to as ‘intensities’ throughout much of Deleuze and 

Guattari’s work (1983, 1987), passes between, and sticks on, bodies ( Ahmed, 

2004a; Gregg & Seigworth, 2010; Massumi, 1995). Such an approach weaves 

affect into movement and process, organizing affects in complex arrange-

ments known as assemblages that both constitute bodies and worlds simulta-

neously (Gregg & Seigworth, 2010). It is by thinking with and through affect, 

becoming and assemblages that I approach aggressive, contentious and hurtful 

events that occur online. In doing so, there are a number of onto-epistemolog-

ical challenges that need to be addressed. I will discuss in the section below 

how affect can be approached by studying articulations of feelings and emo-

tions.  

Studying affect through articulations  

There are a number of approaches that theorize the relationality between af-

fect, emotion and feelings (Gregg & Seigworth, 2010; Paasonen et al., 2015). 

What most affect theorists seem to agree upon is that affect involves intensities 

that pass between human and non-human bodies, producing effects on these. 

Some applications of affect, in particular in empirical work, will use the terms 

affect, emotion and feelings interchangeably (e.g. Cvetkovich, 2012; Weth-

erell, 2012). Massumi (1995) distinguishes between affect and emotion by re-

ferring to the subjective qualification that emotions entail as ‘personal’, 

whereas affect is ‘pre-personal’, autonomous and asubjective. An emotion is 

thus seen as the subjective and intersubjective socio-linguistic fixing of the 

experience of an affect, a semantic ordering of a sensation into ‘function and 

meaning’ (Massumi, 1995, p. 88). By contrast, affect is separated from mean-

ing and intentionality (Leys, 2011).  

There is a case to be made for an approach that would not separate affect 

and emotions so absolutely but consider their interdependency, and that would 

take into account the important role of representational and subjective schol-

arship within this area (Cvetkovich, 2012; Hemmings, 2005). Separating af-

fect and emotion has also been criticized for reproducing a problematic binary 

trope between the two that would situate emotion in the ‘implicitly feminized’ 
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realm of the ‘personal’, in negative opposition to the implicitly masculine and 

political realms of reason and affect (Thien, 2005, p. 452). Hemmings (2005) 

recognizes that affect attends to a different order than emotion (cf. Massumi, 

1995) but argues that the value of affect in cultural theory lies in ‘that it is not 

autonomous’ (p. 565). By leaning on Deleuze’s call to ‘map affect’, she points 

to the link between affect and emotion as an ‘ongoing incrementally altering 

chain – body – affect – emotion – affect – body – doubling back on the body 

and influencing the individual’s capacity to act in the world’ (p. 564).  

Also, seeing affect as autonomous and preconscious raises the question of 

how and even whether it can be analysed in and of itself (Tyler, 2008). Affect 

theorists that have grappled with this apparent paradox nonetheless argue that 

texts are analysable ‘in effect, as effect’ (Massumi, 1995, p. 160) and can be 

studied as representations of movement ‘from and to affect’ (Reeser, 2017, 

pp. 111–112). I will mainly operationalize affect theory by analysing  articu-

lations made through written posts on users’ timelines, but will also include 

other semiotic enunciations such as images, emojis, memes, videos and links. 

My approach enables focus not only on representation, but also on exploring 

the affective flows between youth, materialities and technologies. 

Articulations of feelings and emotions thereby provide empirical tools to 

access affective flows, particularly when the empirical backdrop is the inter-

net: this is an important source of information about how affects move in these 

spaces. I study how articulations move between users’ profiles and how no-

tions, bodies and materialities are enmeshed in complex ways in these inter-

actions. Users’ articulated feelings and emotions are not simply the effect of 

encounters with other users in online spaces, but are the effects of the enmesh-

ment and the complex relationalities between human users, multimodal 

presences of human bodies, technology, technological artefact (the 

smartphone, for instance), interface design, algorithms and social context. 

These articulations are not necessarily authentic embodied responses, but ra-

ther socially situated, technologically mediated and relational.  

These articulations include indications about the affective work of technol-

ogies and materialities online. Users articulate their feelings or emotions that 

emanate from encounters with particular interface design and affordances 

such as likes, anonymity or private messages. I use these articulations as a 

basis to explore how affordances impact and produce sensations that users 

articulate as emotions such as disgust and anger upon encountering them 

online. For instance, when a user responds to an anonymous post calling them 

a negative epithet, not only will this encounter produce certain affect, but also 

the anonymity and publicness of the post will affect in particular ways. Not 
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only does this provide indications concerning how affordances affect users, 

but also indicates how they can work to intensify certain flows of affect. Ap-

proaching technological functions by understanding them as affordances is 

about analysing them in the moments in which they encounter users, and when 

users emote back by articulating how they make them feel. These articulations 

indicate how an affordance, function and/or design has been interpreted and 

experienced by users and their mutual affection. Following the flow of affect 

through articulations also allows me to trace recurrent dynamics, as well as 

unexpected moments of digression from these patterns.  

How is this different from studying discourse? In A Thousand Plateaus, 

Deleuze and Guattari argued that linguistics fails to recognize how language 

and discourse are entangled with other materialities. In contrast, they see state-

ments as ‘the product of a machinic assemblage’ and the ‘collective agents of 

enunciation’ (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p. 37). Thus, a statement is the enun-

ciation of force relations within the assemblage within which it was articu-

lated. These force relations are multiplicitous and always dialectic. Ringrose 

(2011) theorizes discourse as ‘idealizations’ and explores their effects and 

how they ‘operate to shape the affective capacities of bodies’ (p. 602). It is 

thus possible to explore the effects of discourse within affective flow, in rela-

tion to other materialities in a way that does not privilege discourse over ma-

teriality (ibid.).  

The analysis thereby aims to capture messiness and the multiplicitous rela-

tionalities within online interactions as far as possible, and thus not privilege 

discourse as the main factor determining which bodies are targeted and which 

are perceived as vulnerable and in need of protection. So, in monitoring in-

tense exchanges between users on an online platform I follow articulations 

which indicate the effects of affect; what has been produced, and then in turn, 

what they produce.  

Hemmings’ (2005) concept ‘affective cycles’ and Ahmed’s (2004a) con-

cept ‘affective economies’ all address the ways in which affective movements 

occur not arbitrarily, but through patterns. Hemmings (2005) refers to ‘chains’ 

and ‘patterns’; the first indicating the sequencing and interdependency of af-

fective moments, the second indicating their cultural production, recurrence 

and subsequent recognizability. She further argues that these are ‘subject to 

reflective or political, rather than momentary or arbitrary judgement’ (p. 564). 

Importantly, this approach is geared towards understanding not the inner 

workings of the psyche, but the affective movement itself.  

My ontological and epistemological concerns with the material regard the 

affective relationality and the productivity of the entanglements of human and 
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non-human bodies in aggressive interactions online. Intensification of affect 

occurs online in various ways depending on the social and technological con-

texts. Paasonen (2015) refers to such an event that occurred on the Facebook 

page of a nightclub as ‘[s]hort lived yet heated [marking] a linguistically, re-

gionally, and temporally limited peak of intensity in the flow of Facebook 

updates’ (p. 27). I approach aggression by mapping events where affective 

flows intensify and speed up through contestation. These are moments of po-

tentiality, where the affective force relations between bodies intensifies, push-

ing hard on bodies. In order to attend to these relationalities, I look to Deleuze 

and Guattari’s theorizing of the assemblage to explore the relationalities be-

tween bodies, materialities and technologies.  

Assemblages, the internet and aggression 

What is an assemblage? It is a multiplicity which is made up of heterogenous 

terms and which establishes liaisons, relations between them, across ages, 

sexes, reigns – different natures. Thus, the assemblage’s only unity is that of 

co-functioning: it is a symbiosis, a ‘sympathy’. It is never filiations which are 

important, but alliances, alloys; these are not successions, lines of descent, but 

contagions, epidemics, the wind. (Deleuze & Parnet, 1987, p. 69)  

 

Deleuze describes an assemblage as a multiplicity of component parts estab-

lished through symbiotic relationalities of exteriority (Deleuze & Parnet, 

1987). The English translation of the original French term ‘agencement’ ob-

scures how it refers to a process as opposed to a product (DeLanda, 2016). 

Thinking the world through the assemblage paves the way for an analysis of 

a variety of relationalities and multiplicities, rather than fixation and structure. 

In the assemblage, human bodies are defined and delineated by the assem-

blages in which they are embedded rather than being viewed as essential pre-

determined entities. The embeddedness of human bodies in assemblages links 

to feminist aspirations of imagining bodies and subjectivities in new ways (cf. 

Braidotti, 2002). Deleuze and Guattari describe how assemblages act on vari-

ous ‘flows’ as follows:  

An assemblage, in its multiplicity, necessarily acts on semiotic flows, material 

flows, and social flows simultaneously (independently of any recapitulation 

that may be made of it in a scientific or theoretical corpus). (Deleuze & Guattari, 

1987, pp. 22–23) 
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Encounters between bodies, or events, can be analysed as assemblages. When 

describing the assemblage that comprises a particular event, Fox and Alldred 

(2013) use the example of a kissing assemblage as going beyond just the phys-

ical touch of two pairs of lips. They depict the complexity of this assemblage 

as including ‘past experiences and circumstances – social and sexual norms – 

[..] personal attributes (e.g. physical appearance, personality, job) – dating 

conventions – immediate material contexts’ (p. 775). The relationality be-

tween these components, and the flow of affect between them, convene in the 

kiss to produce particular capacities to act, feel and think in that moment –

producing arousal, for instance, or perhaps the opposite, disgust. Contentious 

events such as online aggression can therefore also be studied as assemblages 

in this way.  

Identifying the various components of an assemblage requires mapping 

them and considering the way in which they work mutually to affect and pro-

duce capacities in various bodies (cf. Fox & Alldred, 2017). In a contentious 

online interaction, the assemblage may include things like post A – post B – 

the history of the two users – the platform’s affordances (e.g. likes, links, hy-

perlinks) – sexual and racial norms – the users’ bodies and their historical and 

political situatedness (social context) – the words in the posts (discourse, lin-

guistic norms) – the emojis in the posts. This assemblage is also imbricated in 

larger assemblages such as the sexualized and racialized assemblages within 

which the users are embedded.  

Affect and assemblage theory offer certain tools for theorizing the internet 

and the interaction of materialities taking place there. As Paasonen et al. 

(2015) posited: 

[…] theorizations of affect offer ways to understand and explain the implica-

tions of the particular technological conjuncture at which the ‘networked soci-

ety’ now finds itself. (p. 2) 

 

The internet could be seen as being made up of a multitude of assemblages, a 

whole whose parts are linked through a myriad of relationalities of exteriority, 

and whose outer edges are constantly expanding. The graphical user interface 

design and the affordances of contemporary social media can be understood 

as highly structured and complex affective assemblages (Ringrose, 2011). If 

one website disappears, the integrity of the whole will remain largely unaf-

fected. The internet is made up of the continuous production of the movement 

of signals, constantly travelling between users, screens, devices and ware-

houses of servers across the globe, providing a panoply of ways for 
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information and affect to flow. The internet thus displays rhizomatic qualities, 

a ‘realisation of the Deleuzian ideal of multiplicity’ (Buchanan, 2007, p. 11).  

However, Braidotti (2006) called such an interpretation ‘hasty’, arguing 

that the multitude of choices and possibilities offered on the internet do not 

present individuals with sexual freedom or deregulated sexuality. Rather, she 

regards the internet as a form of consumerism; an ‘advanced form of capital-

ism’ ‘selling lifestyles and brands of identity’ (para. 7). Ringrose (2011) de-

scribes online assemblages in a similar vein, as ‘commercial artefacts used to 

represent online identity and which operate to organize and channel affect’ 

(p. 603). She argues that the ‘relationships between online and offline […] 

assemblages’ intensify power hierarchies (p. 602). Other empirical and theo-

retical work has made similar arguments (e.g. boyd, 2014; Paasonen et al., 

2015). The internet and its flows are coded, directing the manner by which 

users move across the digital plane. Search engines like Google direct our gaze 

and our encounters online through an algorithmic enmeshment of ourselves 

and the online, designed in such a way that its workings are rendered invisible 

to us. 

In my reading of Deleuze and Guattari and other thinkers, I approach the 

internet by focusing on how bodies work together, human and non-human, 

without resorting to a regard through which technology is deemed essentially 

liberating. Rather, this thesis considers the ways in which these online rela-

tionalities shape and inhibit bodies’ capacities to act, feel and affect online. 

Now, allow me to discuss two concepts intimately related to affect and assem-

blage that I use in this thesis: atmospheres and territorialization. 

Affective atmospheres online 

The terms climate and atmosphere have been used in internet studies to discuss 

how users describe and experience online cultures (e.g. Back, 2002b; Cook et 

al., 2018; Ging & Siapera, 2018; McInroy & Mishna, 2017; Phillips, 2015). 

Nonetheless, this has not encompassed a theorization of atmosphere itself. To 

theorize the collective and spatial dimensions of affect online, I engage with 

the concept of affective atmospheres (Anderson, 2009; Anderson & Ash, 

2015; Michels, 2015), which conceptualizes how affects are picked up by bod-

ies inhabiting a space, as an atmosphere or a climate.  

Atmospheres envelope bodies and affect them – enveloped bodies in turn 

affect the atmosphere. Flows of affect in online assemblages are directed 

through the enmeshment of interface design, platform affordances, mediated 

bodies and materialities. In this thesis, I use the concept of affective 
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atmospheres together with theorizing assemblages to approach the socio-tech-

nological spatiality of the online and the reciprocal relationship of human and 

non-human bodies in the production of the online as an affective material 

space. Atmospheres may thus be conceptualized as emplaced assemblages 

(Gottzén, 2017). Atmospheres seemingly adhere to certain places, ‘hinging’ 

on the materialities of that space, the design, the layout, the objects therein, so 

evoking sensorial and emotional responses which in turn are affected by en-

tering bodies (p. 109). Atmospheres are shaped by the relationality of human 

and non-human bodies, including design elements and physical structures 

such as the room or the building. Online spaces are thus structured digital 

spaces that users virtually enter, navigate spatially, affect and experience as 

atmospheres. Atmosphere also indicates the way in which bodies affect and 

are affected in a given space and context, as historied yet not determined (Ah-

med, 2004b). Atmospheres are thus felt by those entering them and are expe-

rienced differently by different bodies, depending on that body’s history and 

the expectations it produces among others inhabiting that space.  

To theorize how assemblage relations and atmospheres affect young social 

media users’ capacities to act, I will engage with the concept of territorializa-

tion.  

De-/re-/territorialization 

The relations of exteriority between the different components of assemblages 

mean that they are autonomous inasmuch as the relationship between the parts 

can change without necessarily changing the whole. These processes are con-

tingent and constantly in flux, although repetition serves to stabilize identities 

of assemblages through processes of territorialization and coding. This may 

be thought of in terms of ‘every body, object, idea and subjectivity or other 

relation’ as being a territory, ‘produced and fought over by rival affects within 

assemblages’ (Fox & Alldred, 2013, p. 773). Bodies within an assemblage are 

thus constantly being territorialized or coded, becoming signifiers that circu-

late and affect other materialities. In this thesis, such coding includes human 

bodies (e.g. as sexual, inappropriate, etc.), clothing (such as push-up bras, 

G-strings, hijabs), language (vernacular), notions, ideas, and body parts (such 

as breasts, lips, six-packs and buttocks). These become imbued with affect and 

come to produce affect in the interactions in various ways. In this sense they 

contribute to an economy of affect.  

Affect economies may be territorializing and may impinge upon bodies’ 

capacities to act, feel or affect within the assemblage. Sexualized insults, for 
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instance, may be territorializing and impinge on bodies’ capacities to affect 

and be affected within the sexuality assemblage, particularly by coding certain 

bodies as problematic. Territorialization does not have to occur as the result 

of violence. Territorial identities are never impermeable (no matter how much 

they may seem to be), as such, the contingent nature of the affective produc-

tion of the different components of the assemblage, also produce destabilizing 

processes that deterritorialize and decode the assemblage. 

These processes, and possibilities of deterritorialization, enable and pro-

duce constant change, however small. Deleuze and Guattari (1987) propose 

deterritorialization as a means of understanding ‘lines of flight’ – the possibil-

ities to pass beyond the boundaries of the assemblage, opening up for new 

ways to act, feel and affect (Alldred & Fox, 2017; Ringrose, 2011). Deterrito-

rialization can entail new assemblages being formed, which in turn become 

territorialized in potentially new ways. They propose reterritorializations as 

repositionings within new regimes of striated spaces (Deleuze & Guattari, 

1987). Reterritorializations are not necessarily positive movements of change, 

but potentially restrictive repositionings and realignments of bodies within as-

semblages. These events may work subtly, explicitly and violently, and may 

be destructive (limiting, inhibiting, territorializing) or productive (producing 

new lines of flight).  

Within Deleuze-Guattarian ontology, agency is thus framed through the 

workings of the assemblage. This ontology deprivileges human agency and 

recognizes, rather, that all materialities – human and non-human bodies – have 

a degree of agency as they affect and are affected within the assemblage. In 

this way I will theorize resistance, not as individual, conscious and directed 

acts of contention, but as affective potentialities that are produced through the 

contingent relationalities in which young bodies find themselves (see Alldred 

& Fox, 2017).  

I approach resistance as fluid and ambiguous, and as occurring in everyday 

encounters between bodies through conscious and non-conscious movements 

and acts. Youth can be thought of as an assemblage through which certain 

bodies, signs, symbols and acts become coded and circulated as young. By 

thinking through an ontology of affect and assemblages, I approach agency as 

distributed, as something that human and non-human bodies possess and wield 

through the multitude of relationalities between them. However, the force re-

lations within assemblages that impinge upon the capacities of some more 

than others will invariably also produce lines of flight, moments of decoding 

and deterritorialization. By studying intense affective flows in aggressive 
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encounters and the various forms of affect they produce, I will identify such 

lines of flight and their potential for producing resistance.  

Approaching intersectionality  

The ontology of becoming is central to Deleuze-Guattarian philosophy. There 

are a number of ways in which thinking through becoming and the assemblage 

are useful when theorizing body, age, gender, sexuality and race in the context 

of this thesis and in regard to the specific netnographic material at hand. As 

media and survey studies have indicated, youth experience different forms of 

violence online: they also experience violence differently in different online 

spaces (e.g. Axell, 2019; Swedish Media Council, 2019b). My prerogative in 

this endeavour is to investigate how online aggression is directed and impacts 

bodies in different ways across a spectrum of identity categories, forms of 

social inequalities and technologies. Although I will not delve into intersec-

tional theory as such (e.g. Crenshaw, 1989)8, I will elaborate on becoming and 

how it contributes to feminist theory; but also how it has come under feminist 

scrutiny.  

Deleuze and Guattari’s notion of the assemblage is one of constant trans-

formation, of immanent becoming (Deleuze, 1978; Deleuze & Guattari, 1987; 

Gregg & Seigworth, 2010). They went so far as to declare that ‘affects are 

becomings’ (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p. 256). I approach becoming as pos-

sibility, which opens up ways of reimagining the world (Braidotti, 2002). An 

                                                      
8 There is an academic discussion on whether a Deleuze-Guattarian ontology is reconcilable 

with intersectionality theory, as intersectional theory has largely been representationalist (Dol-

phijn & Van der Tuin, 2013, p. 135). Barad argues that intersectional theory is based on a form 

of substance dualism between the ‘representations and that which it purports to represent; in 

particular, that which is represented is independent of all practices of representing’ (Barad, 

2003, p. 804). This harkens feminist philosophical recognition that essentializing substance du-

alisms have worked to naturalize women, as too anti-racist philosophies have recognized the 

ways in which substance dualisms have naturalized non-white bodies (Dolphijn & Van der 

Tuin, 2013, p. 135). Intersectionality therefore addresses forms of difference that have been 

approached in various ways in philosophy and theory. There is always a risk in intersectional 

thinking to reify the categories that one is purporting to dismantle or deconstruct by reducing 

difference to sameness. The work of Crenshaw (1998) illustrated how universalist theories of 

gender and universalist theories of race were unable to grasp the ‘unique compoundedness’ of, 

for instance, being both black and female and recognizing how various categories such as gen-

der are therefore not monolithic and do not work in the same way for all. Intersectionality theory 

therefore seeks to approach this compounded situatedness. Braidotti therefore argues that sex-

ual difference is to be found between men and women, and amongst women and men, as well 

as within each individual body (Braidotti, 1994). 

 



48 

ontology of becoming is thus ‘directed at opening up new affects, and new 

ways of thinking and being’ (Stark, 2017, p. 40). This ontology of immanence 

is at the heart of Deleuze and Guattari’s aspirations of dismantling power 

structures and systems of oppression, in part by reimagining human bodies 

and subjectivities in non-essentialized terms. This is what is appealing to fem-

inist thought, but it has also been a source of feminist critique.  

In certain ways, Deleuzean concerns both align and contrast starkly with 

those that have occupied feminism, such as the embodied, individual and sub-

jective experience of womanhood (Flieger, 2000). Feminists have also been 

critical of the way that Deleuzean philosophy risks obfuscating the ‘macro-

political’ prerogatives of the feminist movement concerning women’s and 

girls’ embodied experiences and subjectivity, by reducing them to relations 

within assemblages (Grosz, 1994; Irigaray, 1985; Jardine, 1985).9 According 

to Deleuze and Guattari, identity categories such as woman and man are not 

fixated within bodies: these are already always becoming. Through the con-

cept of ‘becoming-woman’, Deleuze and Guattari sought to depart from es-

sentialism, constructivism and the dichotomies which dominated theory (Dol-

phijn & Van der Tuin, 2013). When speaking of ‘woman’ or ‘girl’, Deleuze 

and Guattari attribute the terms in a manner that denotes their structural posi-

tion within patriarchy and reimagine ‘becoming-woman’ and ‘becoming-girl’ 

as deterritorializations of ‘molar’ man (Stark, 2017). ‘Becoming-woman’ and 

‘becoming-girl’ are about departing from the normative and oppressive fig-

uration of ‘rational’ man (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987, p. 322). However, these 

figurations have been criticized by feminist thinkers as appropriations or co-

optations by ‘essentialist formulation[s] which [do] seem to exclude real 

women’ and girls (Flieger 2000, p. 59). They have also been criticized for 

situating ‘woman’ as less rational and infantilizing women by situating them 

closer to the figures of the child, the animal and the vegetable (Jardine, 1984; 

Stark, 2017). So, too, Deleuze and Guattari’s usage of other ‘others’ such as 

‘becoming-homosexual’ and ‘becoming-child’ have been seen as problematic 

appropriations (cf. Conley, 2000; Flieger, 2000).  

However, Deleuze and Guattari mean to challenge both the fixity of nor-

mative subjectivities as well as the binarity of the normative and the non-nor-

mative. The process of becoming is about ‘undoing power relations in the very 

structures of one’s subject position’ (Braidotti, 2000, p. 170). Deleuze and 

Guattari imagined becoming as a means of paving the way for new ways of 

                                                      
9 In The sex which is not one, Irigaray (1985) does not explicitly mention Deleuze and Guattari 

but does engage in a critique of their concepts (p. 140–141) (for discussion, see Stark, 2017, p. 

29).  
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thinking by undermining the fixity of categories and essentialisms that have 

served to oppress people who do not fit easily into the majoritarian ideal of 

the white heterosexual male (Stark, 2017, p. 40).  

 

As Deleuze would put it: the pattern of becoming cuts across the experiential 

field of all that phallogocentrism did not programme us to become. (Braidotti, 

2000, p. 172) 

 

The girl is a central figure to Deleuze’s own work on becoming, particularly 

through the figure of Alice in Wonderland. For Deleuze (1990), Alice charac-

terizes the epitome of becoming. Woman is situated as man’s ‘other’, and 

‘girl’ as the state through which man’s other passes, ‘she is invoked as the 

becoming of becoming’ (Conley, 2000, p. 2). ‘Becoming-girl’ does not refer 

to actual girls; rather, it is a state through which all can pass (Stark, 2017, p. 

35). I find the figuration of the girl useful, not just as a figuration of the epit-

ome of ‘other’ but as a way of thinking about mediated girlhood through the 

circulation of a variety of such figurations on social media and how they affect 

bodies in different ways. Thus, becoming-girl is a way of thinking of girlhood 

as existing somewhere in between corporeal material bodies and those figura-

tions, which enunciate collective ideas that render girls’ bodies socially legi-

ble. I will approach becoming as a way of bringing to the forefront the various 

figurations that are linked to the ‘girl’ and the ways in which these come to 

condition human bodies; but I will also explore how subjectivities and bodies 

evade territorialization. Becoming, in this thesis, is a way of thinking that 

opens up for the possibilities of discovering lines of flight within assemblages 

and how various processes of subjectivation produce them.  

The idea of becoming will serve to aid me in exploring how intersectional-

ity works within online assemblages and how bodies are affected and affect 

differently in this online space. Thinking about the body and the online harks 

back to some of the hopes and concerns related to embodiment of gender, 

sexuality and race that occupied the deliberations of early feminist internet 

scholars. Paasonen et al. (2015) point to the way in which ‘social categoriza-

tions and identifications orient the forms that affective encounters take’ (p. 3). 

They argue further that the ‘boundaries among different social groups are ne-

gotiated, built, bent, reinforced, reorganized, and recoded in such encounters’ 

(ibid.). 

 Human bodies are parts of assemblages, and their capacities to act are mod-

ulated by the affective force relations within those assemblages. These terri-

torialize bodies and shape the capacities of bodies to act, feel and desire – 
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shaping assemblages such as sexuality, gender or race (see Fox & Alldred, 

2013, p. 769). In this way, it is possible to theorize these categories as affective 

economies within assemblages of ‘bodies, things, ideas and social institutions, 

which produces [intersectional] capacities in bodies’ (Fox & Alldred, 2013, p. 

776) and are thus impersonal, rather than ‘essentializing [them] to something 

contained within the human body’ (Fox & Alldred, 2013, p. 770).  

Affect theorists have theorized various identity categories through the as-

semblage, such as youth (Alldred & Fox, 2017), race (Weheliye, 2014) and 

sexuality (Fox & Alldred, 2013). Weheliye (2014) describes how assemblages 

carry ‘potential territorializations more often than lines of flight’ (p. 47). He 

means to address, and also build on, Deleuze and Guattari’s lack of theorizing 

about race, by ‘inserting historically sedimented power imbalances and ideo-

logical structures of dominance such as race or gender into the modus operandi 

of assemblages’ (Weheliye, 2014, p. 49). Through constant processes of ra-

cialization, racialized assemblages ‘etch abstract forces of power onto human 

physiology and flesh’, thus creating the appearance of a natural expression of 

differentiated social status based on ‘phenotype’ (Weheliye, 2014, p. 50). 

Identity categories are thus ‘imposed from the outside’, producing ‘arresta-

tions, in a historical context’ (Conley, 2000, p. 27).  

 I will adopt this ontology of immanence and mapping assemblages to ana-

lyse the complex relationalities between various notions, ideas, materialities, 

bodies and technologies in aggressive online events. In this way, I will draw 

on the concepts of territorialization to consider the inner affective workings of 

assemblages, and thus also identities and inequalities (difference), in an inter-

sectional manner. I will now engage with materiality and bodies online by 

thinking through an ontology of affect, assemblage and becoming. 

Theorizing bodies and materialities online 

A question that I have been asked quite frequently throughout this project is 

how I understand bodies and materialities as they pass online; whether or not 

they possess the same qualities online and offline? From my perspective, there 

are no either/or answers to these questions. There are, of course, many before 

me who have endeavoured to unravel this matter (e.g. Braidotti, 2000; Bu-

chanan, 2007; Sundén, 2002). A number of affect theorists have recently the-

orized the corporeal aspects of social media (Hillis et al., 2015; Hynnä et al., 

2019; Sampson et al., 2018). I will draw on some of this recent work to con-

sider how affect circulates in the online context, how digital artefacts and 
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materialities produce affect, and the interface between the online and the of-

fline (Ash, 2015; Paasonen, 2015a; Sundén, 2015).  

 The female body and corporeality have long been of central concern to 

feminist theory. The turn to affect was due in part to the turn towards bodily 

materiality in feminist theory, and away from theory dominated by a concern 

for discourse. Feminist theorists such as Grosz (1994; 2000) and Colebrook 

(2000) – in dialogue with Deleuzean theory – have conceptualized the body 

in a way that encompasses its cultural, social and biological belonging. Bodies 

are thus inextricable from and cannot simply be reduced to their linguistic 

representations or their materiality, their social or natural qualities. The mate-

rial specificities of bodies matter, as these are surfaces on which representa-

tions are etched (Colebrook, 2000b; Weheliye, 2014). Bodies and materialities 

are thus inseparable from their matter, as well as from their forms of represen-

tation and enunciation.  

The body entering an online space is materialized in multimodal ways 

(through text, images, video, etc.), yet all the while remaining intimately con-

nected to the corporeal offline form of that body. Affects pass from the online 

to produce sensations in the corporeal body, and vice versa. However, the 

proximity between the online and the offline will differ depending on the 

online context, whether it be a discussion forum, social media platform, online 

game or other. The networking of affect online includes human and machine 

interaction and their reciprocal affection; in other words, how ‘individual, col-

lective, discursive, and networked bodies affect and shape one another’ 

(Paasonen et al., 2015, p. 3).  

My analyses are limited to users’ online articulations, which includes how 

they articulate bodies (e.g. through text and images), how they articulate their 

feelings towards their own and other bodies and the sensations and emotions 

certain posts provoke in them. In this way I can access how bodies ‘take shape’ 

in this online context through multimodal forms, although my analyses will 

focus primarily on textual articulations (see the next chapter for further dis-

cussion) (Sundén, 2002). Sundén (2002) described such an analysis as the 

reading of ‘cultural signs, as signifying stories of intersections between bod-

ies, texts and communication technologies’ to approach ‘online embodiment’ 

(p. 23). However, in contrast to her study, this study is situated in an online 

context where the corporeal is tightly enmeshed with the online articulations 

of bodies, and where bodies are articulated not only through text.  

Content is shared and targeted at the user in a constant flow of multimodal 

impressions, a movement of affect passing through and temporarily adhering 

to the retina, the eardrum or the skin, producing feelings and emotions. In turn, 
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users produce, share, converge, like, friend, follow, google, consume: infor-

mation is picked up and analysed, in turn producing a flow back towards the 

user. In this, mediated materialities circulate, they speed up and slow down, 

they produce affects which users experience as feelings and emotions. They 

may or may not emote back through multimodal articulations, actions which 

are directed through algorithmic flows (rhythms).  

Going online entails mediation, particular ways of engaging with the world 

that are specific to various media technologies. The social-technological rela-

tionalities that emerge as human bodies encounter various online spaces, and 

cultures accumulate over time (Pybus, 2015) and shape the way in which so-

cial interaction can take place; through the technological affordances availa-

ble, but also through their social enmeshment. Bodily representations and 

enunciations become circulated in particular ways and come to impact corpo-

reality as well. To approach the various aspects of networked affect, I view 

them as different forms of materialities rather than just as textual representa-

tions.  

 

It follows that bodies need to be considered in terms of their thick materiality 

alongside their manifestation as textual depictions, images, or surfaces encoun-

tered on the screen – while also conceptualizing the traffic between them 

(Paasonen et al., 2015, p. 6).  

 

There are materialities that are particular to the internet and draw together af-

fect, technology and the social in particular ways. GIFs and memes are ‘infor-

mational entities’ ‘with an autonomous power to shape and manipulate users’ 

capacities on an affective level’ (Ash, 2015, p. 120; see also Goddard & 

Parikka, 2011). Ash (2015) argues that these types of ‘objects’ will affect the 

body in certain ways depending on their properties and capacities as objects, 

as well as their content. I grapple with a variety of multimodal materialities 

and mediated bodies in the three articles of this thesis: these can be understood 

as assemblages, and also be studied as parts of other assemblages.  

Final words on theory 

I began this chapter by describing briefly my road to Deleuze and Guattari. 

Writing a thesis is, in a sense, a task that takes on rhizomatic qualities. Along 

the way there are diversions, matters that capture one’s interest, that come to 

shape the course of the research. Theory in particular often grabs, pulls and 

diverts attention, passions and ideas. Theory excites the mind as it opens up 
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worlds and new ways of thinking. In the next chapter I will discuss my refrac-

tive approach to method, but of course theory and method are inextricably 

linked when it comes to crafting and shaping a thesis. I also view the theoret-

ical engagements as refractive, as this sheds light on particular aspects of the 

empirical material in particular ways and guides how methodological choices 

are made. The ontological and epistemological toolbox which engages and 

informs my gaze in this thesis is very much inspired by Deleuze’s – as well as 

Deleuze and Guattari’s – immanent ontology of Spinozan affect (de-)consti-

tuting the world through multiplicitous assemblages. That is not to say that the 

buck stops there, or that I think they offer all the tools that have been used in 

this thesis. There are a number of feminist theorists who engage in fruitful 

dialogue with Deleuze and Guattari, identifying the usefulness of their ideas 

for feminist thought, but who also recognize their lack of theorizing on matters 

of gender, race, class and age that I will draw on in this thesis (e.g. Ahmed, 

2004a; Anderson, 2009; Berlant, 2010; Braidotti, 2000; Colebrook, 2000b; 

Fox & Alldred, 2013; Grosz, 2000; Paasonen, 2015b; Weheliye, 2014; Weth-

erell, 2012). Deleuze himself has famously posited that all enunciations are 

always collective; as is this one, an assemblage of multiplicitous component 

parts.  
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Methodological engagements 

This thesis is an assemblage of applied methods. It includes online ethno-

graphic material, collected between 2015 and 2017 through non-intervention-

ist engagement with youths’ online interactions on a public social networking 

site that was popular amongst young people in Sweden at the time. The mate-

rial includes the profiles of 150 interconnected users aged 11 to 15 at the time 

of the fieldwork. The material consists of all the multimodal contents on these 

users’ profiles and timelines such as textual posts, videos, images, emoticons 

and emojis, hyperlinks, memes and likes. The online ethnographic method 

adopted for this thesis is informed by netnography (Kozinets, 2010;2015); but 

it also draws on other online ethnographic methods and has been adapted to 

the context and conditions of this particular project (cf. Karpf, 2012). I have 

thus followed users’ interactions across their profiles and monitored the de-

velopment of interactions between users over time. I have engaged with these 

young users’ profiles and their social networks in a prolonged and immersed 

fashion: learning about their contextual online cultures on this particular plat-

form and their particular ways of interacting with one another. Their timelines 

and interactions concerned everything from what time to meet up with friends, 

public squabbles and discussions about music and celebrities, to gossiping 

about romantic attachments and posting mean and hurtful things about others. 

Their timelines contained everyday interactions, mostly with other youth they 

knew from school, their neighbourhoods or their sports teams. The youth in-

cluded in this material were active users, which meant that they were actively 

posting and receiving posts on their timelines on a daily basis. Their timelines 

were therefore the sites of daily negotiations and discussions concerning the 

ways in which they dressed, their bodies, their sexual endeavours; but they 

were also sites for discussing and expressing their feelings about a broad range 

of topics as well as specific incidents.  

Other methodologies informed and fed into my netnographic engagements 

during and after the online fieldwork period: these included thematic analysis, 

posthumanist and new materialist methods, particularly analytic methods of 

affective mapping and analysis which were aided by computer-assisted quali-

tative data analysis using NVivo software (Bazeley & Jackson, 2013; Braun 
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& Clarke, 2006; Fox & Alldred, 2015). I will elaborate on the methodological 

engagements and their entanglements in this chapter.  

Refractive ethnographic knowledge production in an 

online context 

A Deleuze-Guattarian-inspired ontology means applying a material philoso-

phy as methodology, where subjectivity is seen as relational, constantly be-

coming and mutually produced; and thus is never fixed and never limited to 

the physical body (cf. Fox & Alldred, 2015). Online interactions are always 

multiplicitous and operating at various levels of time, space and materiality 

simultaneously. Ethnographic work in online settings therefore requires appli-

cation of a range of methods in order to penetrate, organize and refract a po-

sitioned understanding of what is going on. Data and its representations are a 

form of fractal co-production between the researcher, technologies and the 

digital labour of the social media users whose interactions form the empirical 

basis for this inquiry. Ethnography is a ‘creative analytical practice’ and genre 

(Richardson & St Pierre, 2008, p. 473) in which the ethnographer ‘cannot be 

separated from the producer, the mode of production, or the method of know-

ing’ (p. 478). This understanding of the role and craftsmanship of the ethnog-

rapher derives from poststructuralist thinking that is suspicious towards all 

forms of scientific claims of universal truth and objectivity. Poststructuralism 

claims that ‘writing is always partial, local and situated and that ourselves are 

always present no matter how hard we try to suppress them’ (Richardson & St 

Pierre, 2008, p. 478). Ethnographic writing is thus an overtly situated subjec-

tive practice engaged in clarifying the basis for its claims to knowledge.  

In line with this, Richardson and St Pierre (2008) propose ‘crystallization’ 

rather than methodological triangulation, which they argue creates the illusion 

that there is a ‘fixed point’ or ‘object’ that can be ‘triangulated’ (Richardson 

& St Pierre, 2008, p. 478). I think of crystallization as a process resembling 

the work of an optometrist who has at her disposal a number of lenses that 

affect the relation between the patient’s eyes and the object in front of her: the 

lenses are changed in a variety of combinations until the image before the 

patient comes into focus – it crystallizes. This is a relational process between 

the materiality of the patient’s own eye, the optometrist, the optical lenses, the 

light filtering through and the image on the board. This process requires find-

ing the right combinations of methodologies, theories and analyses to 
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crystallize the findings in a particular way. Richardson and St Pierre have a 

more colourful description:  

Crystals are prisms that reflect externalities and refract within themselves, cre-

ating different colors, patterns, and arrays casting off in different directions. 

(Richardson & St Pierre, 2008, p. 478)  

 

This description points to the multitude of ways in which something can be 

brought into focus and that refraction means that light bounces and produces 

various prisms of focus. My focus, and this outcome, is one of many possible 

prisms.  

Following Barad (2003, 2007), Søndergaard (2019) has argued for similar 

types of refractive and diffractive readings, particularly with regard to study-

ing online phenomena due to the multi-temporality and spatiality of the online 

as an empirical field. Similarly, Karpf (2012) calls for methodological ‘kludg-

iness’ when approaching internet-based research, a concept that addresses the 

ambiguity, messiness and non-linearity of internet data and research; a term I 

will use to discuss my own research approach. I draw on a variety of online 

methodologies and various ethnographic traditions, as well as computer-as-

sisted qualitative analysis, new materialist methods of affective mapping and 

thematic analysis (Bazeley & Jackson, 2013; Braun & Clarke, 2006; Fox & 

Alldred, 2015). These approaches have shaped the methodological crystalli-

zation of this project.10  

Netnographic approaches and other online ethnographic methods have in-

formed my approach to empirical data collection and what the possible limi-

tations and pitfalls may be. However, at the same time ‘kludginess’ addresses 

the dynamic messiness of internet ‘data’. Computer-assisted qualitative 

method offers technological ways of revisiting, thickening and in many ways 

penetrating the vast amounts of online information that I have had to handle. 

Had I not had these tools, such an endeavour would have been near impossi-

ble. The computer-assisted methods applied here mostly included term 

searches and coding. These tools allowed me to make informed decisions with 

regard to what should be included. Through her concept ‘agential cuts’, Barad 

(2003, p. 815) denotes the intra-action between the researcher and the phe-

nomenon studied; not as pre-existing independent entities, but as mutually 

                                                      
10 One of the possible criticisms against this type of approach is that it adopts both very struc-

tured, more positivist methods of so-called ‘data’ collection and very creative and ‘kludgy’ 

practices. This may risk reproducing illusions of claims to objectivity that structured and 

scripted ‘data’ collection methods tend to purport. 
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constitutive. Rather, a ‘specific intra-action (involving a specific material con-

figuration of the “apparatus of observation”) enacts an agential cut’ through 

which the relationalities within phenomena emerge (ibid.). What will follow 

is an engagement in the netnographic approach undertaken to engage with the 

digital labour of young users, and the cuts I made in the production of this 

empirical material. 

 

Online ethnographic methodology 

Online ethnographic methodologies have been developed within a broad set 

of disciplines over the past 25 years or so and encompass a wide range of 

approaches. These have been given various labels: netnography (Kozinets, 

1998, 2015), virtual ethnography (Hine, 2015), digital ethnography (Murthy, 

2008), online ethnography and ethnography of virtual worlds (Caliandro, 

2014).11 These have been integrally informed by, and/or adapted from, offline 

ethnographic methodology, striving for the same kind of methodological 

transparency, rigour and reflexivity. A central notion within ethnography 

which researchers have tried to bring to studying the online is that of studying 

culture by intense engagement, to obtain ‘thick descriptions’ of situated cul-

tural phenomena (Geertz, 1973). These descriptions are usually attained 

through the immersion of the researcher in the day-to-day life of a particular 

community over an extended period of time, thereby capturing a rich and de-

tailed understanding of a particular culture or social phenomenon (Costello et 

al., 2017). In this way, ethnographers take great care to attend to and unravel 

social practices and ‘systems of meaning’ (Kozinets, 2015, p. 55).  

There are a number of chronologies presented to describe how the field of 

online ethnography/-ies has developed. This is due to the disparate fields that 

have engaged with this type of methodology, essentially to do different things. 

Robinson and Schulz (2009) describe how the first generation of online eth-

nographies, or cyber ethnographies, pursued ethnographic method in online 

spaces that they saw as offering users disembodied novel ways of performing 

identity. They describe the next phase as marked by the legitimization of 

online ethnographic method (cf. Hine, 2008). The third phase they identify as 

not being wedded to the distinction between the online and the offline and 

                                                      
11 Ethnography of virtual worlds is geared towards studying virtual worlds such as multi-player 

online role-playing games (Boellstorff et al., 2012; Caliandro, 2014), and are thus geared to-

wards studying “computer-generated physical environments” (Caliandro, 2014). 
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more interested in engaging in ethnographies that pass between the online and 

offline. 

However, another very influential branch of online ethnography has come 

from the field of marketing research. Netnography was developed primarily 

within consumer and marketing research aimed at better understanding user 

and consumer behaviour and dynamics on various online platforms (Costello 

et al., 2017; Kozinets, 2015). At the outset of this methodology, data was seen 

as cost effective, easily available and providing researchers with naturalistic 

thick data produced by users themselves (Caliandro, 2014; Costello et al., 

2017).  

This thesis is situated purely in an online setting and so draws on the meth-

odological considerations of similar studies. For instance, online ethnography 

has been widely applied in studies that ‘focus on how the architecture of dig-

ital environments […] shapes the users’ behaviours, their interactions and 

their cultural processes’ (Caliandro, 2014, p. 15). Caliandro (2014) argues that 

digital ethnography, rather than applying methods developed offline, is a set 

of methodologies developed online, taking the ‘nature of and affordances of 

the digital environment seriously’ (p. 15). In other words, this method entails 

considering how online affordances and architecture shape social interactions 

and ‘structure flows of information and communication’, adopting the same 

logic to collect and analyse online data (Caliandro, 2014, p. 15). This approach 

also follows how users interact with the platform, how social interactions de-

velop in particular online settings and the cultures that emerge thereon.  

Kozinets (2015) coined ‘netnography’ as an umbrella term for a variety of 

online ethnographies and set out methodological guidelines to study techno-

logically mediated social interaction. The methods covered under this and 

other similar terms are still very much evolving, in flux and quite disparate 

(see Caliandro, 2014; Kozinets, 2015; Paechter, 2012). I find there is a differ-

ence between online ethnographic approaches proposed by ethnographers as 

opposed to more market research-oriented approaches in terms of their read-

ing of ethnographic method. I find that Kozinets’ (2015) netnographic ap-

proach is highly structured, presenting prospective netnographers with more 

or less indispensable steps to take in order to collect ‘data’ in a rigorous man-

ner; whereas online ethnographers more embedded in ethnographic tradition 

have, in my eyes, a more adaptive and flexible approach to online methodol-

ogy (e.g. Hine, 2015; Karpf, 2012).  

In all ethnographic endeavours there will always be aspects of culture, or a 

specific social phenomenon, that will evade the researcher. Hine (2015) argues 

that this is particularly so when studying mediated communication due to the 
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‘limits to perception that various forms of mediation confer’ (p. 4). She further 

points out that this form of perceptive ambiguity is an ‘inherent part of the 

conditions in which participants find themselves’, and that embracing such 

ambiguity and uncertainty is part of the ethnographer’s job rather than the 

pursuit of any ‘absolute robust certainty about a singular research object’ 

(p. 5). Immersion or ‘being there’, she argues, is the ethnographer’s most sig-

nificant methodological tool, as it ‘allow[s] for a direct experience of the filed, 

and guards against a reliance on over-simplified second-hand accounts’ 

(p. 19).  

Online ethnographic convention is still very much evolving, and my own 

approach has also been adapted over time. Ethnography is a highly adaptive 

form of inquiry which requires researchers to continuously adapt their re-

search design to the setting and contexts in which they find themselves (Hine, 

2015). Schatzman and Strauss (1973) refer to this as methodological pragma-

tism, and the researcher as a methodological strategist (p. 7). Karpf (2012) has 

argued that internet research should adapt to the specific circumstances of the 

particular research questions and the online environment where the intended 

research will take place, and should embrace messiness by promoting ‘kludg-

iness’. He points out that the constantly changing and evolving nature of social 

environments on the internet render traditional forms of social scientific 

method inadequate. He argues that these ‘were not designed with such a 

[messy] landscape in mind’ (Karpf, 2012, p. 645).  

Ethnographic method embraces the situatedness of empirical research, rec-

ognizing the insights that the ethnographer produces as being unique to the 

particular circumstance and relationality between the research site, partici-

pants and the researcher (cf. Hine, 2015). In other words, another ethnog-

rapher may not have made the same observations as their attention may have 

been drawn to other aspects of the interaction that would be particular to their 

own ethnographic experience. The claims to authenticity are rather to be found 

in an explicit situated ethnographic experience that comes from prolonged im-

mersion (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2019; Hine, 2015).  

In any ethnography, there will be limits to what the ethnographer can ac-

cess. An ethnography may be limited spatially and temporally (such as the 

school, home, certain limited hours for a limited amount of time). The tools 

available to the ethnographer to capture social interactions – such as video 

observation, taking field notes or conducting semi-structured interviews – all 

have socio-technological impact on the material collected. There are always 

limitations as to what can be observed, and social interaction will invariably 

be conditioned by the various ethnographic methods and/or methodological 
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artefacts employed by the researcher. No matter what ethnographic method is 

applied, there will always be spaces, rooms and types of interactions that will 

not be accessible to the researcher (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2019). In the 

online space, there are elements of communication that are not accessible to 

me, such as DMs (direct messages) or users’ communication in other private 

online settings. But as Balsamo (1996) stated regarding her study of VR, this 

approach is about ‘what reality is created [in this particular space] and how 

this reality articulates relationships among technologies bodies and narratives’ 

(pp. 14–15).  

Non-intrusive netnographic method 

Netnographic methods can be subdivided into two approaches: the first being 

non-intrusive, where the researcher observes by ‘lurking’ (Kozinets, 2015); 

and the other is actively participatory, where the researcher will interact with 

the members of the online communities that they are studying (Caliandro, 

2014).12 Even though observational netnography is seen by some as ‘less im-

mersive’ (Lima et al., 2014), I argue that immersion or intense engagement is 

possible in many ways and should never be pursued at the cost of participants.  

There are ethnographers who have questioned the uniformity of participant 

observation within ethnography; particularly online, where aspects such as 

participation are not as clearly applicable, nor necessarily ethical (Forsey, 

2010; Langer & Beckman, 2005; Paechter, 2012). Kozinets (2015) forcefully 

argues that observational forms of netnographic adaptations are ‘impaired’, as 

the ‘netnographer is forced to engage in guesswork about cultural meanings 

she does not fully understand’ (p. 75). He further argues that these forms of 

engagement make ‘thick descriptions’ impossible. There are of course those 

who have argued differently (e.g. Caliandro, 2014; Langer & Beckman, 2005; 

Osvaldsson, 2011; Svedmark, 2016). There are examples of when researcher 

interventions have backfired, as users have opted to oppose or boycott the re-

search (cf. Kozinets, 2015), or when the intervention has negatively impacted 

users in significant ways (e.g. Svedmark, 2016). Researchers are responsible 

for ensuring that their research does not cause harm to the people it is studying 

(Gustafsson et al., 2011; Löfdahl, 2014), but achieving this is not straightfor-

ward, particularly online. It is necessary first to consider where one intends to 

conduct online fieldwork, what kind of online space it is, who engages there, 

                                                      
12 There is an argument to be made that all forms of observation are participatory, whether or 

not participants are aware of the researcher’s presence. The ethnographer is also always partic-

ipating in creating empirical material through field notes, filming or transcribing, or other.  
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in what way, and what implications this may have for one’s methodological 

choices.  

This thesis studies social interactions by exploring events as they evolve in 

a particular online setting. This differentiates it from research that studies 

youth both online and offline, or that interviews youth about their online ac-

tivities (e.g. boyd, 2014; Kofoed, 2014) – both in terms of its knowledge 

claims and also in how I, as a researcher, go about producing those knowledge 

claims. This ontological and epistemological stance does not differentiate be-

tween the offline as authentic and the online as less authentic. In this regard, I 

align myself with researchers who reject the distinction between a ‘real’ and 

a ‘virtual’ world (e.g. Bromseth & Sundén, 2011; Hine, 2015; Miller & Slater, 

2000), especially considering that contemporary social media identities are 

intimately entangled with users’ offline settings (boyd, 2011a, 2014; Marwick 

& boyd, 2011). I have taken a non-interventionist approach in this study. This 

means that I have not engaged directly with users. 13 I have, on the other hand, 

engaged for a prolonged period of time with the site, its affordances, the spe-

cific interactions and situated cultures and practices there; in, amongst and 

between networks of users following interactions, as well as between various 

public platforms. This intense engagement with culture, affect and practices 

has allowed me a form of ‘thick’ understanding of what is going on and has 

provided tools for decoding certain complex cultural practices on the SNS.  

A non-interventionist approach based on observation as engagement does 

of course impact the knowledge production of this thesis; not just in terms of 

what is accessible to engage with, but also in terms of the style of text that is 

produced thereafter. Traditionally, the ethnographer is explicitly present in 

their ethnographic accounts, placing the embodied experience of being present 

in the interactions at the forefront of the text. In my case, my immersion and 

my embodied experience of the ethnographic fieldwork differ greatly from 

those who engage in direct interaction with participants, moving visibly across 

the space and habituating those around them to their presence. That being said, 

I have come to know users in this particular setting and the particular ways in 

which they communicate in this public online space. As I am not engaging in 

a reciprocal exchange with the users in the study, I instead utilize their articu-

lations and in-depth reading of their timelines over a significant amount of 

time; thus learning about the users by the ways that they have written 

                                                      
13 Other studies have been conducted on the platform where I was present that analyse publicly 

available data as well. However, those studies have looked at word usage in quantitative ways, 

for instance: there are no thick descriptions, there is no context. 
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themselves into being (boyd, 2008a), as well as by how others have written 

them into being.  

A school ethnographer might describe how he or she moves between class-

rooms and other spaces, indicating how their own body moves in the room 

and how the ethnographer experiences the impact they have in different spaces 

and social situations. I have moved across my ethnographic field in an asyn-

chronous way, as most interactions have already taken place when I access 

them. This, of course, mirrors how most users would experience a social me-

dia profile when engaging with it. That said, my engagement was not tethered 

in the same way to an ephemeral ‘now’ as users’ engagements were. My 

movements and the attention I give to certain interactions does not impact 

what was said or done. Instead, it is my gaze that is drawn and that will inev-

itably produce the choices that I will make that are the remnants of movements 

and observations, producing ‘agential cuts’ – intra-actions between myself 

and the youths’ interactions (Barad, 2003). My own attention, interest and em-

bodied experience of reading posts, following links, trying to piece together 

the puzzle of social interaction, result in what you, the reader, will see. My 

own experience of the field is thus inextricable from the text produced to de-

pict it.  

An understanding of the varied publicness of different platforms is an im-

portant consideration in deciding on a non-interventionist approach. For in-

stance, boyd considers digital publics/networked publics to be particularly 

suitable for online fieldwork (boyd, 2011a). She defines networked publics as: 

(1) the space constructed through networked technologies and (2) the imagined 

community that emerges as a result of the intersection of people, technology 

and practice. (boyd, 2008a, p. 15) 

  

Others consider a website to be public if the website’s terms of use explicitly 

define it as public (e.g. SACHRP, 2013). There is relative consensus to be 

found among ethical guidelines on internet research pertaining to the availa-

bility of publicly available information and interactions with researchers. 

Websites that are accessible to all where the website’s terms of use do not 

require visitors to log in to take part in the interactions on the site and view 

the information shared, such websites can be equated to public material, and 

as such are also accessible to researchers (e.g. Buchanan & Zimmer, 

2012/2018; Markham & Buchanan, 2012; SACHRP, 2013). The SNS where 

this thesis has been conducted is public in that no registration or login is 

needed to view profiles or engage, and hence anyone can access it.  
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Sveningsson Elm (2009) describes this type of environment as ‘public 

enough’ to study without informed consent (p. 76). She describes a semi-pub-

lic environment as ‘one that is available for most people. It is in principle ac-

cessible to anyone, but it first requires membership and registration’ (p. 75). 

A private online setting, on the other hand, is one where membership, regis-

tration or follower status is required and exclusive, and therefore users do not 

expect their profiles or posts to be viewed by a wider audience. This includes 

exclusive groups on semi-public platforms like Facebook and accounts set to 

private on public platforms like Instagram, among others.  

Community participation takes place in a variety of ways online, observa-

tion or ‘lurking’ being a common form of online participation  (Hine, 2008; 

Loanzon, Provenzola, Siriwannangkul, & Al Mallak, 2013; Paechter, 2012). 

boyd (2008b) refers to this as ‘invisible audiences’. The type of lurking in 

which users can engage depends on the affordances of the site: in some cases 

the user has to log in and establish a profile, while in others this is not required 

and users may lurk as guests without creating their own profiles. Observation 

is the main type of participation in many online contexts, as platforms such as 

Instagram or YouTube are used mainly for the consumption of content.  

Loanzon et al. (2013) coined the term ‘specialized type of lurking’ to de-

scribe observational netnography. Some have argued that such approaches 

render more naturalistic data free from the intrusion of the researcher (Alavi 

et al., 2010; Costello et al., 2017, p. see also; Di Guardo & Castriotta, 2014). 

I align with other scholars who have argued that the absence of intrusion by 

researchers means that participants are not influenced by the presence of the 

researcher. In this way, non-obtrusive and non-interventionist approaches of-

fer access to online data in a way that active engagement and intervention 

cannot (Kozinets, 2015, p. 69; Langer & Beckman, 2005). However, this re-

quires a very strict and constantly reflexive ethical approach so as to ensure 

that users are not harmed and that the work in itself remains ethically sound. I 

will develop on the ethical considerations of this project later on in this chap-

ter.  

It is necessary to consider the fact that there is significant ambiguity with 

regard to how aware users may be of the publicness of the forum on which 

they are active (Kozinets, 2009; Sveningsson Elm, 2009). Judging the public-

ness of the interaction solely on the basis of the website’s terms of use may be 

misleading, calling for more in-depth analysis where such an interpretation is 

necessary. boyd (2008b, 2008a) argues that even though networking sites may 

technically be public, this may not mean that users direct their posts towards 
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a public audience, but use public networking sites to socialize with their peers 

and friends – their imagined audiences.  

With regard to these considerations of the privacy and publicness of the 

SNS, the youth in this study adopted various strategies for navigating the pub-

licness of the platform. There were clear boundaries to what kind of one-on-

one communication most were willing to ‘openly’ engage in. When things got 

personal, romantic or heated, users often referred to their more private handles 

on other applications or platforms; as the following user did when hearing that 

a friend was having problems: 

Write to me on Kik so we can talk about it!!! Don’t want you to feel bad! 

 

Another user referred to more private settings in a heated discussion: 

if you want to talk shit [Swedish: snacka skit] then write to me on Snap or Kik. 

Not anonymously!! COWARD!!!  

 

Marwick and boyd (2011) have illustrated youths’ various strategies for man-

aging and navigating ambiguous levels of publicness and imagined audiences. 

They found that youth engage in various forms of ‘social steganography’ 

where they code their posts in ways that enable them to direct their meaning 

towards certain audiences in public online settings that they are aware include 

a congregation of various social contexts such as friends, parents and teachers. 

I found that users in this study have varying and contradictory approaches to 

matters of imagined audiences. They moved in and out of various strategies 

over time and depending on their topics of discussion. Many overtly wrote to 

an imagined audience beyond that of their immediate friends, also discussing 

the possibility that anonymous posters – as well as lurkers – could be adults, 

directing comments towards these imagined adults. The youth were thus 

acutely aware of the publicness of the SNS and navigated this publicness con-

stantly by regulating what they were saying and how they were saying it. How-

ever, I believe that they nonetheless imagined it was mostly their peers that 

would be reading their posts, liking their content and engaging in commenting 

on their profiles, finding it weird that adults would want to lurk; but neverthe-

less aware that they most likely were doing just that. At times individual users 

managed the divide between private and public with precision and great skill, 

while at times they failed and contexts collapsed (Marwick & boyd, 2011). 

 Sveningsson Elm (2009) critically examines the distinction between sen-

sitive and non-sensitive content in relation to the consideration of the private 

or public nature of posts. She argues that users may wish to expose sensitive 
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information in public settings and that the researcher’s normative assumptions 

of the sensitivity of a post may not reflect the opinions of the poster. This also 

reflects the changing atmosphere and cultural sharing practices on online pub-

lic domains, as they are being flooded with information which was previously 

conceived as private or sensitive in nature (Sveningsson Elm, 2009, pp. 81–

82). Stern (2009) points out that an aspect of this reflexive work should be 

centred around allowing the user to ‘define their own privacy expectations’ 

(p. 94). Sveningsson Elm (2009), Buchanan (2009) and Stern (2009) call for 

a reflexive approach to online research so as to ensure that the object of the 

study, as well as the methods applied, should constantly be evaluated in re-

spect of ethics; the principle guiding this continuously reflexive process being 

protection of informants from harm. However, the private/public concepts 

‘cannot be seen as a dichotomy but must be conceived as a continuum’ 

(Sveningsson Elm, 2009, p. 85) in such a consideration. 

The temporal aspects of online ‘data’ not only impact the way in which 

such material can be analysed, but have also paved the way for some research-

ers to argue that there are forms of online data that can be considered archival 

data and thus research of this kind of material is viewed as archival research 

(cf. Costello et al., 2017; Kozinets, 2015). Kozinets argues that collecting or 

mining publicly available data that is archived, does not qualify as human sub-

jects research but rather should be considered ‘archival data’ or research, and 

therefore may be exempt from informed consent (Kozinets, 2015). User pref-

erences have changed since the start of the project. When I started my field-

work, as previously mentioned, users were intensely active on the SNS. How-

ever, during the course of my fieldwork the popularity of other platforms grew 

and interest in and the appeal of this particular SNS waned. Therefore, during 

my last field engagement in 2017, most users had either stopped interacting 

on the SNS or were not posting with any frequency. At the time of writing, 37 

users have closed down their pages and almost all the rest have left their pages 

unused for a couple of years. Their profiles have frozen in time. As time 

passes, so do their contexts, interests, preferences; and overall, users’ lives. In 

this way – and even more so now, as I write this – this material could be con-

sidered archival data (Kozinets, 2015; Pybus, 2015). However, I rather con-

sider this as engaging ethnographically with a particular context on a particu-

lar site at a particular moment in time, rather than as archival research. None-

theless, I am also of the opinion that these kinds of differentiations between 

varying empirical material do rather reflect the ongoing debates and the flex-

ibility of online methodologies between which delineations are not always 

clear.  
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In the coming sections of this chapter, I will elaborate more on my different 

methodological and ethical choices with regard to opting for a non-intrusive 

approach, as well as how it has kept me on my toes and forced me to be re-

flexive in my work.  

Netnographic fieldwork with youth online 

Before entering the field 

At the start of this project, I began by reviewing previous engagements in the 

field. I wanted to explore how problematic social interactions among teens 

could be studied and how this initial process aimed at gaining knowledge on 

how others before me had gone about studying similar social phenomena 

online. I started by searching online, reading relevant news articles (a sort of 

media ethnography), reading reports on what children and young people in 

Sweden were doing online and where they were spending their time, and read-

ing international and local research on closely related matters. I also talked to 

experts in the field at various organizations who were working with related 

issues.  

Before I began my ethnographic fieldwork, I went online to get an idea of 

where young people were and what they were doing, and how they were fram-

ing negative or hurtful behaviour – trying to build an understanding of the 

‘everyday’ (cf. boyd, 2008b). During this initial exploratory period, I visited 

hundreds of websites, platforms and applications, engaging with a multitude 

of materials: text, video, images, emojis, boomerangs, cartoons, selfies, links, 

profile pages, etc. What I wanted to know was: where do the ‘public’ and the 

‘private’ start and end? And how could the social phenomenon I was looking 

to explore be studied? During this time, I slowly but surely started to explore 

open/public social networking sites where I knew young users were active. 

These sites allowed me to observe and build an understanding of how the plat-

forms worked and how communication occurred in these different online 

spaces. I wanted to know what was there, how I could access this; how young 

people were using these platforms for communication and what limits there 

were to what was being shared. More importantly, what were the ethical di-

lemmas and limitations that I needed to consider?  

No material was collected as such during this initial phase, but notes were 

kept to inform my future study. Parallel to this, I conducted more formalized 
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information gathering and orientation, such as formulating an application for 

ethical review.  

Although I have applied a more ‘kludgy’ (Karpf, 2012) approach to 

netnography than Kozinets (2010; 2015) himself proposes, I nonetheless 

found his preparatory steps useful in guiding my way into the fieldwork. These 

were the preparatory steps taken before entering the field (cf. Kozinets, 2010; 

2015): 

• I investigated various online platforms where young users were ac-

tive. 

• I explored which ones could be considered public, semi-public and 

private. 

• I started to familiarize myself with public online settings where young 

people were active and to specify my search for suitable field sites. 

• I identified suitable computer-assisted qualitative data analysis soft-

ware (NVivo) for both capturing and processing the material. 

• I engaged with internet research ethics guidelines and previous re-

search in order to develop a methodological and ethical plan for the 

project.  

• I applied for, and gained, approval from the Regional Ethical Review 

Board at Karolinska Institute in Stockholm.14 

• I identified possible platforms where I could conduct my research.  

• I kept notes throughout the preparatory process.  

 

Once I gained approval from the Regional Ethical Review Board, I was ready 

to enter the field in the spring of 2015.  

Entering the field  

At the outset, I had not decided on conducting the project primarily on one 

site. Rather, I moved between various platforms that I had identified as public 

(even though my ethical review had approved my accessing of semi-public 

spaces as well). It might have been easier and more clearly definable to decide 

to study a given group, for instance, an interest group (teens into anime, or 

who were active in a specific political group). However, I wanted to study 

                                                      
14 Dr. no. 2015/510–31/5. From 2019 the regional ethical review boards have been replaced by 

a centralized government authority known as the Swedish Ethical Review Authority (Swedish: 

Etiksprövningsmyndigheten).  
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groups of young users that were not organized in this way but that rather were 

interconnected in messy everyday forms.  

While many online ethnographers have argued in favour of multi-site eth-

nographies, I chose to limit this research to one site in particular. There are 

many reasons for this. When deciding on where to situate the study, I identi-

fied a site where users were intensely active (where communication was ‘sub-

stantial’), meaning that they interacted daily or at least a few times a week in 

a manner that was accessible to me (the data was thus ‘substantial’ and ‘inter-

active’) and the group was ‘heterogenous’ (in terms of gender, age, ethnic-

ity/race, interests, etc.) (cf. Kozinets, 2015, p. 89). All these factors combined 

meant that the material could potentially be thick and the corpus saturated 

(Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Kozinets, 2015).  

Following various interactions, threads, comment fields, feeds, hyperlinks, 

and profiles, I had to ask myself whether I ought to look at or follow certain 

individuals, or try to understand the culture that evolved between a larger 

group of youth in a particular context. Based on my ethnographic notes, I 

started conducting various word searches on a number of open platforms in 

order to identify interactions of interest and ascertain whether my area of in-

terest could be studied in this manner. Based on these initial findings, I began 

tracing how young users were interacting on open SNSs. This led me to start 

conducting more targeted searches based on various towns in Sweden. I was 

mostly interested in smaller or medium-sized towns as youth from these towns 

were, or so I discerned, interacting in more definable groupings. I thus started 

to identify groups of young people who were interacting across various plat-

forms, some of which were nodal in their interactions. In other words, they 

were spending a lot of time there and interacting with others their own age 

there. I found that the groups that I began identifying in the early stages of my 

fieldwork were very active on one particular site and that I was able to follow 

their interactions there while also starting to map groups through hyperlinked 

pseudonyms, similar to the method of network analysis (boyd, 2010, 2011a). 

Here I was able – as I had said I would – to study interactions, networked 

practices and culture. Therefore, the choice fell on collecting data from pri-

marily one platform for analysis. I will not divulge the name of the SNS where 

I conducted my fieldwork, for ethical reasons that I will elaborate on in more 

detail later in this chapter. That being said, I will elaborate on the central af-

fordances and features that are important in order to situate my observations.  
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The site 

At the time of the fieldwork, this SNS was one of the most popular among 

youth in Sweden. The main interfaces for interaction among users on this site 

were the users’ profile pages/timelines15 and their direct messages. Contribu-

tors were able to post to a user’s timeline, and these posts became visible once 

the user had responded to or accepted that the post would become visible. Thus 

timelines were highly edited products of interaction between profile owners 

and contributors. This differs from other platforms where comments and posts 

are posted automatically to the timeline or comments and do not require the 

user to accept them first.  

Upon entering a profile, visitors could see a short presentation of the user 

to either the top or the right of the page.16 In this field, users would often post 

a short description of themselves. What they shared in their presentations var-

ied widely, but most users posted their full names, where they lived, their han-

dles on other social media and a ‘tidbit’ (such as an interest or a quote) such 

as ‘football fan’, or ‘love not hate’.17 Some had left the introduction blank or 

included very little information. Most users had a profile picture in the form 

of a selfie, whereas others used memes, pictures of landscapes, animals, flags 

or other things. Some had decorated their profile pages with images in the 

background of the profile. In the presentation, the visitor was also privy to the 

number of posts each user had on their page and how many followers and likes 

the page had. Dominating the space on the page was the timeline containing 

the posts, organized in such a way that the latest post appeared at the top of 

the page and older posts could be viewed when scrolling down the page. Posts 

thus appeared in a reverse chronology. This is very similar to the graphical 

user interface design (GUID) of SNSs like Facebook or the previous version 

of Instagram. Each post had a timestamp informing users of an approximate 

time of posting (in the past day, two weeks ago, a year ago, more than two 

years ago).18  

 

                                                      
15 Also referred to as ‘profile walls’ or ‘walls’ in this thesis.  
16 The graphical user interface design varied over the period of the fieldwork and was dependent 

on whether the application was used or the page was opened in a web browser.  
17 Some posted hashtags in their profile such as #nohate or #justinbieber.  
18 This feature changed over the course of my fieldwork, becoming more precise (exact time of 

posting) and was then changed back to a more generic timestamp. 
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Figure 4:  

Rendering of a profile page from a visitor’s view in a web browser at the start of 

the fieldwork.  

 

 

Users could post by writing a text, they could include emojis, links to other 

websites or videos, and they could upload video clips, GIFs, images, screen-

grabs and memes. The most common form of posting was to use text, emojis 

and emoticons. The SNS also had a follow feature and a discover feature. This 

meant that a flow of recent posts by those a user followed was displayed when 

they entered the SNS via the application on their smartphones or in their web 

browsers. The discover feature allowed users to be displayed with content and 

suggested profiles to follow that algorithms deemed to be of interest to them 

based on their user practices, searches and who they already followed.  

Users also readily shared their handles on other platforms, apps and sites 

such as Instagram, Snapchat and Kik. Facebook was not shared that often, as 

it seemed to have been taken for granted that users would use their real names 

on Facebook; whereas on other platforms they often used altered versions of 
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their names that would be more difficult to find. For example, a girl by the 

name of Anna Andersson would possibly have a SnapChat handle along the 

lines of aaaannaaand, on Instagram Annaaaaandersson and on Kik 

annaandersson03. Many had several accounts on the same platforms, differ-

entiating between their public and private accounts. Very few seemed to keep 

this information to themselves and openly shared their handles with others.  

 ‘Lurkers’ could enter the SNS and read contributions and follow hyper-

links without logging in or creating their own accounts. Visitors could also 

post anonymously or write directly to users without logging in; and con-

versely, logged-in users were able to post anonymously as well. However, us-

ers could also choose to make themselves known when posting to others’ 

walls, as was indicated by way of a hyperlinked handle at the end of the post. 

However, many posts contained handles that were not hyperlinked and thus 

not authenticated. Based on the interactions, users would at times post others’ 

handles in their anonymous posts so as to joke with or troll others by pretend-

ing to be someone else; while at other times, based on the interactions, some 

just posted in this manner and (in their own words) were ‘too lazy’ to disable 

the ‘anonymous’ setting.19  

Asynchrony of netnographic work 

Karpf (2012) and others (e.g. Pybus, 2015) have theorized about how time 

works online; not just the fact that things change very quickly, but also that a 

lot of information disappears forever as platforms are shut down and all infor-

mation thereon is lost. A lot of material also stays online for an extended pe-

riod. I started my fieldwork in the ‘now’, that which was being said and done 

at the approximate time of my engagement with the platform. That is to say, 

the interactions were not ephemeral. When engaging with a profile page, one 

starts by reading the latest post and then moves back in time when scrolling 

down the timeline. This makes this type of ethnographic engagement vastly 

different to the ephemeral way of engaging with offline interactions. I wish to 

point out that this is the same way in which users engage with the SNS and 

posts. This asynchrony was discussed constantly amongst users as they nego-

tiated what had been said or done by whom and when, trying to find or relate 

discussions to older posts.  

Users also engaged with the content on their pages in this temporal manner 

by going back, editing and deleting older posts and going back to see who 

                                                      
19 For a discussion on how young social media users troll each other and pretend to be others 

‘for fun’, see boyd 2014.  
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wrote what or when something had been posted. This sort of erratic asynchro-

nous engagement requires methodological ‘kludginess’ as one tries to rebuild 

sequences and interactions in a messy temporal space. It was not always easy 

to navigate, and it seemed difficult for users as well (for a discussion, see 

Kofoed & Ringrose, 2012). Such backwards-forwards-sideways (off and on) 

engagement contributed to how affective flows in this space took place, how 

things affected users, what reactions they prompted and how responses were 

directed back at ‘haters’, for instance. This asynchronous temporality seemed 

to contribute to messy forms of communication and a certain degree of uncer-

tainty in users’ interactions (cf. Kowalski & Giumetti, 2017).  

Selection process and criteria 

At the time of my fieldwork much research involving young people aged 13 

and 18 had been conducted (Berne et al., 2013; Katzer et al., 2009; Living-

stone & Smith, 2014; Ringrose & Barajas, 2011; Ringrose & Harvey, 2015; 

Slonje & Smith, 2008). Therefore, I was interested in exploring what younger 

users were doing. I found that users as young as 10 were active on open social 

media platforms and seemed quite comfortable sharing their age publicly. 

Most social media platforms at the time, and still to this day, have lower age 

limits of 13.20 It interested me that despite this, younger users were obviously 

very active on social media much earlier than was permitted by platform user 

agreements. Out of an interest to study a previously under-studied age group, 

I started to consider the 11–15 age group. I saw this as an ‘in-between’ group 

that had been overlooked, made up of individuals who were, in public and 

political discourse, often ignored at the time that I started this thesis (as they 

were seen as too young to be on social media). When they were discussed, 

they were identified as a group that needed particular protection from online 

harm as they were deemed to have limited digital literacy skills in comparison 

to older users.21 In any case, I settled on users in the 11–15 age group. 

The process of selecting profiles to analyse was impersonal. I entered my 

fieldwork with a broad interest in understanding hurtful behaviour online; this 

did not guide my selection process, however. In other words, I did not use 

search terms connected to hate in order to select relevant participant profiles. 

In the preparatory stage I found that active social media users have more 

                                                      
20 The lower age limit of 13 on most social media and networking sites at the time was based 

on Californian law that set the standard among social media companies.  
21 Over the years, however, this has changed as users now become active on social media several 

years before they did when I started my fieldwork (see Swedish Media Council, 2019a).  
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dynamic content and interactions on their timelines than users who do not post 

actively and are not actively engaged by others. This may seem intuitive, but 

it was a realization that guided me in my selection process. Therefore, I de-

cided that one of the main criteria for selecting profiles was that they had to 

be active users, posting frequently and interacting frequently with other users, 

to make it possible to actually follow interactions. From this, I identified that 

mapping groups of users who were actively interacting with each other would 

provide more substantial material than choosing random profiles.  

So the first phase of selection was based on identifying a group of profiles 

where this was the case. I looked at how many posts users had made and how 

recent they were, selecting only those that were particularly active at the time 

that I started my fieldwork. This meant that I started out by selecting a core 

set of interconnected profiles mainly from two medium-sized Swedish 

towns,22 with several thousand posts, comments and likes, within the 11–15 

age group. Thus I only selected very intense users so as to ensure that I had 

‘substantial’ material (Kozinets, 2015). From these, I followed hyperlinked 

handles to find interconnected users, most of whom were living in the same 

towns. As data collection progressed and I became increasingly immersed in 

the young people’s online contexts, I reverted to more network-based selec-

tion. Therefore, as my understanding of the ongoing interactions and interre-

lations progressed and my understanding of the culture and forms of interac-

tion on the site developed, so too did my understanding of users’ networking.  

I found that semi-active users may also be intensely implicated in the inter-

actions that were ongoing, and that they were often key figures in discussions 

or other social events and could be of just as much social importance as more 

intense users. This addresses what Sundén (2018) suggests regarding the mis-

conceptions of the role of disconnection or relative disconnection online as a 

productive form of engagement. So to be able to map the group and the social 

ties that they had to one another, I also selected semi-active users who were 

intensely implicated in the social networks of the more active users I had al-

ready selected. This could be compared to a form of network analysis, starting 

from nodal users and branching out from them to find interconnections from 

which to start capturing a wider network.  

To download the profiles, I used the ‘NCapture’ feature in NVivo 11 soft-

ware which I installed on my web browser, allowing me to download, or ‘cap-

ture’, the entire profile with all its history, as published at the time. Once I had 

                                                      
22 The demographic make-up of these two towns mirrored Sweden’s population at large, which 

was another factor that I deemed relevant.  
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opened the entire profile,23 I captured the profile as a searchable PDF in NVivo 

11. The PDF document appeared as a continual screenshot of the users’ pro-

files.  

Some users had been active for several years and had tens of thousands of 

posts.24 The users who had been active for the longest period at the start of my 

online fieldwork had been active for about three years. This meant that the 

material included in this thesis includes profiles active between 2011 and end-

ing in 2017. Subsequently, I selected a total of 150 profiles for the purpose of 

this study. That being said, I looked at hundreds more, many of which were 

interconnected users who were older and thus were not captured, as well as 

other, non-interrelated users that I came across. As I did not start selecting and 

capturing profiles on the first day of my fieldwork, I initially came into contact 

with a large number of users in order to learn about the SNS and try to under-

stand how interaction took place. In other words, the initial fieldwork was 

more exploratory, which then informed my selection process. During the se-

lection process, however, when I started to ascertain which profiles to engage 

with and had identified the core users among whom I started my selection 

process, I excluded users who were not interconnected to them in any way. I 

also excluded those who were older than the age group I was interested in, as 

well as users who were inactive and were not noted as engaged in exchanges 

on others’ timelines. The selection process was not linear; rather, I traced in-

terconnections between users and tied them together in networks that could 

provide ‘thick’ empirical material for this study.  

In total, the profiles selected included 358,391 individual posts containing 

a variety of material such as text, selfies, emojis, images found online, memes 

(self-produced and downloaded), video content, links, hyperlinked handles, 

screen grabs and GIFs.25 All profiles captured for the purpose of this thesis 

have been read all the way through: I have also returned to profiles many times 

throughout the process of analysis, much like other ethnographers would re-

turn to their recordings or field notes. Ethnographic notes were kept 

                                                      
23 I opened the profiles in my web browser and scrolled down the timeline until I reached the 

first post made. I then read through the entire timeline and made notes regarding the ways in 

which the user was interconnected to other users whose profiles I had looked at or already 

selected. This process took anything from a couple of hours to days, depending on how many 

posts a user had on their timeline and how rich this data was.  
24 I had to open the entire profile by scrolling down and reloading until the entire profile was 

visible. The sheer volume of data and the time it took to open these profiles meant that the 

software often stalled and I had to redo the capture.  
25 Posts varied in length. Some contained one word, a GIF or a meme. Others were extended 

narratives or videos.  
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throughout the fieldwork process (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2019) and these 

later informed specified searches and subsequent coding of the material.  

Demographic overview  

Almost all the users I came across shared information about themselves such 

as their gender, age, the town in which they lived (sometimes more precise 

areas) and what schools they attended. Most of the intense users I came across 

identified as girls. The material included profiles of 95 youth who identified 

as girls, 53 identified as boys and 2 identified as non-binary. 42 users identi-

fied as ethnically mixed, non-white or immigrant. As I develop in greater 

depth on the three articles of this thesis, matters concerning identity were cen-

tral to the youth on this platform. Aspects such as age, gender, sexuality, race, 

ethnicity, class and religion were central topics of discussion among the youth. 

Self-identification and identifying/situating others according to a variety of 

categories were central practices26 and identity categories such as gender, race 

and ethnicity were constant topics of discussion and negotiation among the 

youth.  

I understand these categories as constantly produced cultural artefacts ra-

ther than essentialist or biological facts. The users themselves present per-

sonas online, these aspects being of central importance: however, as a re-

searcher I have little way of knowing whether this information is factually 

correct. But this is not really important as I am interested in how, for instance, 

age, sexuality and race are produced through various relationalities and under-

stood within this context and what they ‘do’ in the interactions. I thus view 

online identity as relational and situated. I am interested in how these things 

affect, rather than whether they ‘truly’ are any of these things. While thinking 

through an ontology of becoming (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987), I also recognize 

that these aspects intersect in a multitude of ways with physical human bodies. 

However, these bodies are not available to me and so I consider embodiment 

(as discussed earlier) and materialism from the vantage point of their mediated 

forms.  

As I have mentioned, I entered the field in an inductive way, not initially 

identifying girls to be central to my inquiry. However, the more immersed I 

                                                      
26 There are certain identity categories that are considered sensitive (see the GDPR, 2016; PuL) 

including race, ethnicity and religion. I have compiled no records concerning these categoriza-

tions and only refer to these categories directly in masked and anonymized analysis of data. 

Nonetheless, the GDPR also points out that this is not to be considered protected information 

if it has manifestly been provided publicly by the person whom it concerns (article 9.1(e) of the 

GDPR, 2016), as is the case with this empirical material.  
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became in the interactions, I found that 1) girls were more intensely active on 

the platform; 2) their profiles therefore provided more substantial material; 3) 

girls were at the heart of most of the contentious or aggressive interactions 

taking place. There were of course exceptions to this, as I demonstrate in the 

first and second articles. However, this finding led me to focus on the entan-

glements of girls as targets of aggression.  

Field notes 

While there are always an infinite number of paths to follow, one will learn to 

recognize when data, theory, and questions come into a collective focus. (boyd, 

2008a, p. 30) 

 

I wrote my ethnographic notes throughout the online fieldwork period. 236 

pages of typed notes and extracts from data were compiled throughout this 

process. In the notes, my own voice is interwoven with empirical examples 

that are the digital labour of the young people concerned. My notes included 

my own thoughts and struggles as I entered the field, as well as thoughts on 

how to proceed with collecting material, what I could see and what my 

thoughts were when engaging with the SNS. These notes included my choices, 

reflections and interpretations, as well as outtakes from the material, including 

text, emojis, images, memes, screenshots and links. Notes were mostly taken 

to round off the day, but would also include synchronous processes of thought 

whilst reading, witnessing and trying to make sense of things, or simply to not 

forget particular details. In this way, the notes were a constant companion, a 

necessary time document, and also a way for me to start to organize my 

thoughts and identify recurring themes and phenomena. Hence my notes were 

used as a time document to inform the development of my foci, rather than as 

field notes used as material for direct analysis. This is due to the nature of the 

empirical material as it is accessible in the original forms, as opposed to how 

ethnographic notes can work when in offline settings.  

Many of my initial thoughts at the start of the project were proven to be 

wrong over time, or I developed an understanding of certain practices that 

were completely foreign to me at the outset and therefore impenetrable that 

later became accessible as time passed. I find, when re-visiting the notes, that 

they are a document of how I navigated, was thrown around, intensely in-

trigued by, and completely foreign to the SNS and the youths’ culture(s). The 

progression of the notes also documents the entanglement and co-production 

of empirical material and ‘agential cuts’ (Barad, 2003).  
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Chafing ethics 

As mentioned, the ethical considerations of this project have been approved 

by the Regional Ethical Review Board in Stockholm in the spring of 2015, 

after which time I was able to enter the field. This process allowed me to test 

my reasoning against conventions of national and international ethical guide-

lines, as well as the law and practice of ethical research (franzke et al., 2020; 

Löfdahl, 2014; Markham & Buchanan, 2012; NESH, 2014, 2016).  

In this project I have aspired to balance an ethical approach that derives 

from 1) ethnographically informed reflexive and ethical thinking, 2) the legal 

requirements bearing on qualitative data collection (particularly with regard 

to children and the Personal Data Act, PuL)27, and finally 3) a situated ethical 

stance that is grounded in my continuously developing understanding of the 

online space and its users. 

Informed consent 

To seek or not to seek informed consent, that is the question! As I have already 

divulged, I did not seek informed consent from users. I will elaborate more 

fully on this decision in this section.  

I have already alluded to the fact that online ethnographers have various 

ways of arguing for and against the accessibility of public platforms for re-

search purposes. This has been an important point of ethical consideration to 

which I have returned while writing this thesis. The SNS where I conducted 

my fieldwork offered its users various forms of presence and interaction, such 

as anonymity, private and public means of communicating. The site did not 

require users to log in to read posts, nor to leave anonymous messages. In this 

way the SNS was what many internet researchers would consider technically 

‘public’ (Markham & Baym, 2009; Svedmark, 2016; Sveningsson Elm, 2009). 

I do not wish to argue that the ‘publicness’ of the site offered me an opt-out 

as regards seeking informed consent from users: I believe the argument and 

considerations are more complex than this. But it was nonetheless a prerequi-

site to even consider it.  

                                                      
27 As the data collection for this thesis was finalized before the EU General Data Protection 

Regulation came into force on 25 May 2018 (Regulation 2016/679 of the European Parliament 

and the Council of 27 April 2016 on the protection of natural persons with regard to the pro-

cessing of personal data and on the free movement of such data, and repealing Directive 

95/46/EC), its provisions have been taken into consideration with regard to this thesis. How-

ever, as the legality of its provisions took effect after the collection of the data herein, its pro-

visions have acted in a consultory manner rather than as an a priori directive.  
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There are various research stances on the matter of seeking informed con-

sent online, of which perhaps two main strands can be identified as providing 

guidance: one which claims that basically all research drawn from social data 

online should seek informed consent from participants (Kozinets, 2015); and 

the other being that informed consent is neither necessary, nor is it always 

ethical (Elliott et al., 2005; Osvaldsson, 2011; Svedmark, 2016).  

Many scholars have pointed out that there are risks that arise when a re-

searcher intervenes in the interactions of the informants on the websites and 

forums where the researcher intends to collect information (e.g. Sveningsson 

Elm, 2009; Langer & Beckman, 2005). These include the risks such interven-

tions might entail for users, as well as the risks this entails in terms of the 

integrity of the material. Langer and Beckman (2005) have applied their the-

oretical and methodological logic of massmedial qualitative studies on this 

matter. They argue that a covert type of ethnographic study on a public plat-

form could be preferred in instances where the material studied is of a sensi-

tive nature and where such an intervention would be harmful to users (p. 195). 

They, as well as the Association of Internet Researchers (AoIR) (Markham & 

Buchanan, 2012), argue that informed consent is a matter of context, based on 

consideration of the risk such an intervention may entail for those whose 

online engagements are to be studied, whether users would find this obtrusive 

and if such a request, in and of itself, would cause harm.  

As this research project has the added aspect of involving the interactions 

of very young users, added caution must be exercised. Making contact and 

requesting informed consent from children and youth engaging in interaction 

online may have a very direct and negative impact on them. Such an interven-

tion may cause them to change their behaviour online, or even cause them to 

stop interacting on platforms where they are used to interacting with their 

peers and are meaningful social spaces for them. This could thereby impact 

the lives of the individuals approached by the researcher, and would entail an 

indefensible and unethical intrusion in their lives.  

Therefore, the decision of not seeking informed consent has been based on 

this consideration: that the site where the study is conducted is public and that 

seeking informed consent would be harmful to the young people whose pro-

files I analyse.28 This is not a stance I undertake without a deep sense of am-

biguity. I recognize that there are those who would argue the opposite, and 

those who would perceive no problem whatsoever in this approach. This, I 

                                                      
28 As I have mentioned previously, there are those who would argue that the kind of material 

with which I engage could be considered ‘archival data’, particularly at this point in time.  
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would say, has led to what I consider ‘chafing’ ethics.29 This ambiguity and 

balancing act of ethics has been constantly chafing, a reminder to rethink and 

revisit my ethical considerations throughout the project.  

A reflexive risk assessment approach  

The approach for this project draws on ethical standards applicable in the Swe-

dish context, as well as on the basis of a review of internet research standards 

geared towards minimizing the risk of harm (Löfdahl, 2014; Markham & 

Baym, 2009; Markham & Buchanan, 2012). This approach is aimed at pro-

tecting the personally identifiable information of users through maximal 

masking of each excerpt. The point of this is to minimize the risk of the infor-

mation published in the articles, as well as the introduction, being identifiable 

or searchable. In this way, information that could reveal or lead back to the 

individual behind the posts has been masked or eliminated from the finished 

and published material. The masking adopted for the purpose of this project 

has been informed and inspired by previously conducted qualitative internet 

based research within the Swedish context. Osvaldsson (2011) and Hanell and 

Blåsjö (2014), for example, have decoded and anonymized their online mate-

rial and the examples presented in their research. Hannell and Blåsjö (2014) 

also translated the examples they presented from Swedish into English so as 

to secure the masking of these excerpts. Others have not been as prudent (see 

Svedmark, 2016).  

All published excerpts have been masked so as to ensure that identifiable 

information has been eliminated. All excerpts have been translated from Swe-

dish into English and as such are not directly searchable.30 All sensitive infor-

mation, in accordance with the definitions provided for by the law at the time 

when the data was collected (PuL, SFS 1998:204 §13), has been assessed in 

relation to other identifiable information and the excerpt masked to ensure 

anonymity and protection of such information. The excerpts chosen have been 

considered in light of the potential harm they would cause should they be iden-

tifiable to a very skilled user. All published excerpts have been selected on the 

basis of their relevance in relation to the research aims, and such excerpts that 

                                                      
29 A term I borrow from Gottzén’s (2019) concept ‘chafing masculinity’.  
30 This is a reflexive process of considering also the identifiability of information when taken 

out of context and time. For instance, divulging a user’s age at the time will not necessarily be 

identifiable by way of searching the web today, as this information is relative to a context and 

time.  
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could be perceived as particularly negative or sensitive have not been pub-

lished.31  

Ensuring anonymity through masking has thus taken place as follows: 

• Omitting the name of the SNS (this is a problematic yet necessary 

step); 

• Translating all excerpts from Swedish into English to ensure that 

excerpts are not directly searchable; 

• Changing online pseudonyms; 

• Removing and masking identifiable biographical information; 

• Reflexively considering each and every example and performing 

identifiability tests where necessary; 

• Removing exceptionally sensitive information or especially sen-

sitive narratives. 

 

I believe that the structure of ethical considerations by which research often 

has to abide risks creating a false sense of ethical immunity. Applying for and 

being granted approval by an ethical review board is an important way for the 

research community to ensure that researchers adhere to a basic set of ethical 

guidelines that have been decided upon collectively by the academic commu-

nity. Often these are based on ethical dilemmas that may arise in regard to 

medical research involving human participants. As is stated in the documents 

submitted to the Regional Ethical Review Board in Stockholm, I have had to 

be constantly reflexive throughout this project, as do all ethnographers. As the 

project has evolved, a number of considerations and realizations have come 

about along the way that have impacted the methodological choices made, as 

well as what I have made accessible to the reader. These choices and my chaf-

ing relation to ethics have been informed by my increased engagement with 

feminist approaches to method and ethics.  

The discussion above has been about trying not to do harm; and there are 

various traditions in relation to such a research stance, particularly in regard 

to research on and with children and youth. The feminist perspective is that 

that the researcher may always potentially do harm, that this is built into the 

researcher-participant relationality where the researcher profits from the la-

bour of participants, sometimes in exploitative ways (cf. Haraway, 1988). Part 

                                                      
31 The data was collected and saved to a removable hard drive. The material was processed on 

the removable hard drive to minimize risk of the material being leaked on accessible computers. 

The hard drive was stored in a fireproof, theftproof cabinet at the Department of Child and 

Youth Studies at Stockholm University. The unstructured data will be archived in accordance 

with the Swedish law on archiving when the project has been finalized. 
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of the argument points to the power imbalance between the researcher and the 

participant, particularly if and when that participant is a child (James et al., 

1998). Further, the imbalance between the benefit that is gained by the re-

searcher in terms of profiting professionally and also monetarily, whereas 

even in participatory forms of research the participant rarely, if ever, draws 

the same kind of benefit. As a researcher I am profiting from the digital labour 

of these young people. The material was neither intended nor purposefully 

produced for or directed at researchers in general, nor me specifically. In this 

sense, although the material may be publicly available, I am nonetheless using 

it for my own research purposes. Quotes and events are taken out of context 

and are to be viewed out of context by the research community.  

In Swedish research ethical convention, as elsewhere, there is consideration 

to be taken of the potential harm that a research endeavour may cause, namely 

the fact that it should be weighed against the potential gains of producing re-

search from which society may come to benefit (Löfdahl, 2014). I have written 

this thesis with this in mind, knowing that my task is to produce a piece of 

research that will come to benefit society. 

Drawing ethical limits 

Some may question the ethics of studying negative affect, aggression and in-

tersectional aspects of these interactions that are often deemed ‘sensitive’ re-

search topics, such as issues relating to sexuality, sexualization, gender, race, 

ethnicity and religion. These are indeed sensitive issues, and they are im-

portant issues to study: in the Swedish context we call this ‘research value’ 

(Löfdahl, 2014). This value is weighed against the potential harm that the re-

search might have on those whose (in this case) interactions the research is 

studying. Irrespective of the actual masking process undertaken here to protect 

users and minimize the risk of identification and harm, there are other ways in 

which I masked the data that are not visible in the same way in the presented 

text.  

One of the limitations that is not visible in the empirical articles is that I 

limited my analysis mainly to the youths’ textual interactions, not their visual 

representations and particularly not their personal images. As these are often 

seen as more personal and were highly identifiable, I deemed these to have 

other identifiable, personal and intimate value for the users who posted them. 

Therefore, I chose not to include self-produced images. On the other hand, I 

included more distanced forms of imagery such as memes that were not spe-

cifically produced or identifiable to any specific individual.  
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I have also limited what I have written about and how. Although the issues 

raised and studied in this thesis may be considered sensitive, they nonetheless 

represent examples of more generalized findings in my research, particularly 

in the first and second study. There were narratives that were extraordinary in 

other ways that I chose not to analyse for this thesis. This included narratives 

about self-harm; thoughts of suicide; detailed experiences of violence and 

family trauma; or situations where youth had engaged in particularly sensitive 

situations that pertained to their persons and not their interactions with others 

on this site.  

I was interested in the interactions, the affective in-betweenness of what 

was happening, the materiality of those interactions; not the individuals as 

such nor their specific life stories, although their situatedness was important 

to understand that in-betweenness. Lastly, these young people’s lives and sto-

ries were often very moving: they affected me throughout the research process 

and still do. Their everyday labour and articulated feelings, their many sad 

stories and also their many stories of love, friendship and family made me 

laugh and cry, and at times they left me shaken, angry and confused. There 

were narratives of extreme hardship and personal struggle which I could not 

in good conscience include in this study.  

The difficulty with dealing with an asynchronous platform meant that re-

acting to posts and the responsibilities one has as a researcher to react to in-

stances of violence, for instance, or to users’ expressing hardship such as sui-

cidal ideation, works very differently from offline ethnographies; in school, 

for instance. There are bodily material aspects of course, a school ethnog-

rapher is known and visible to participants and is in this sense present when a 

racial slur is expressed in school, for instance. But in my case almost all these 

incidents were in the past, very few unfolded before me and were rather ma-

terial remnants of past interactions recorded on these users’ timelines. It was 

also clear to me that the youth in the study who expressed feelings of vulner-

ability, victimization and depression, for instance, seemed to go online to find 

and garner support but also to raise their voices to get help, perhaps when 

offline avenues were not available or deemed too difficult. This echoes other 

research on girls in particular and online ‘venting’ (e.g. Pérez-Aronsson, 

2019).  

What I saw was that these young people received support from peers, some 

even shared their handles on private messaging apps to ‘talk’. There were also 

instances where it became clear that peers had contacted school staff or the 

youths’ parents in particularly serious cases. This being said, I did not inter-

vene in any of the cases. I do ponder that if my focus had been different, 
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looking at users who were targeting users with aggression, for instance, then 

perhaps I would have intervened by reporting them to the SNS for breaking 

the terms of agreement. However, this is a complicated matter: most aggres-

sors used the anonymity setting and as such it was difficult to know who had 

done what. Also, as I discuss in the articles, as well as the final discussion of 

this thesis, aggression was seldom a straightforward dichotomous victim/ag-

gressor dyad.  

Analytical methods 

The fieldwork yielded a starting point for my situated explorations into the 

empirical material, the product of which can be found in the three attached 

articles. NVivo enabled me to conduct term searches, thematic (nodal) coding 

and to follow and map the affective flows between users in the material (Ba-

zeley & Jackson, 2013). I could execute queries in order to produce more ag-

gregated understandings of certain terms or follow certain topics of discus-

sion. This also allowed me to engage reflexively with my material: if I missed 

something, I could easily go back, find it again, revisit and build on previous 

assumptions or conclusions. The material called for a multi-method approach 

so as to engage more fully with the themes and recurring phenomena, as well 

as grasping aggregate aspects of the material as a whole (Fox & Alldred, 

2015). 

In the three articles, my method of analysis is inspired by network analysis 

and affective mapping of netnographic/online ethnographic material to ex-

plore ‘social and semantic structures of publics and in understanding the con-

struction of identity within publics’ (Caliandro, 2014, p. 16). I have been in-

spired by network analysis in exploring word-based searches of my material 

(Marres & Weltevrede, 2013). However, I started at a different end to most 

network analyses, collecting the data, beginning analysis throughout the pro-

cess via ethnographic notes and reading, then following flows of affect among 

users. I will now discuss how I went about analysing my material and how I 

extracted relevant excerpts for each of my three articles. 

All three articles are the result of an analytical method whereby the ethno-

graphic material was read and re-read, supported by the ethnographic notes, 

and by processing the captured data through NVivo, together with continuous 

reading of previous research and theory. Maclure (2013) posits that research 

coding risks placing the research at arm’s length from the researcher, ‘encour-

aging illusions of interpretive dominion over an enclosed field, and making a 
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cut between a centred humanist subject and the docile objects of her attention’ 

(pp. 167–168). Such a practice seemingly orders the messiness of the social 

and cultural into a fixed type of hierarchical logic. It also produces a ‘colonial 

relation of researcher to subject’ (MacLure, 2013, p. 168). This is a classic 

conundrum of qualitative research. Markham and Baym (2009) forewarn qual-

itative internet researchers to have a ‘tolerance for chaos, ambiguity, and in-

ductive thinking’ (Markham & Baym, 2009, p. ix). The work I have done in 

fleshing out the various themes and events and the way in which I analyse 

these in the three studies thus ‘domesticates’ (Massumi, 1992) the chaotic flow 

into sustained meaning. 

Our power [as qualitative social researchers] stems from the fact that we can 

choose how to label, slice, turn, expand, or trim down our object. (Bakardjieva, 

2009, p. 55) 

 

In critical ethnography, it is crucial to account for researcher positionality and 

the ways in which I, as a researcher, am embedded in the ‘power relations’ at 

play in this type of knowledge production (Rodriguez, 2016).  

Coding of data can work in various ways. Here, coding was a technical 

means of enabling cuts but also opened up for possibilities of flows. The cod-

ing and term/word searches allowed a kind of zooming in and out of the ma-

terial. This was a reflexive sort of movement that invariably allowed me to set 

down my analysis in various affective flows within the empirical material; to 

follow affect between users by way of hyperlinks. This provided an asynchro-

nous method of tracing events as they unfolded in the past. This, I imagine, is 

much like a video ethnographer’s rewind and fast forward buttons, enabling 

her to go back, revisit, go forward and connect various interactions and events 

over time. Coding and computer-assisted data analysis, therefore, enabled me 

to identify recurring patterns.  

However, I also engaged in other forms of methodological ‘kludginess’ by 

for instance by way of other analytical methods such as affective mapping, 

which allowed me to identify the ways in which events produced affective 

lines of flight, unexpected movement and change. Therefore, rather than pro-

ducing linear and compartmentalized forms of knowledge, coding instead in-

formed starting points for my inquiry and allowed me to move in and out of 

the material over time and space, between and beyond various materialities 

and their entanglements.  

As I mentioned previously in this chapter, the material was asynchronous 

and initially had to be read backwards from top to bottom, the most recent 
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posts appearing at the top. The posts were organized chronologically (from 

bottom to top), not by way of connection, much like a discussion board, where 

one has to find and establish the interconnected posts by reading and re-read-

ing to trace interactions over time. This also meant that it was hard or impos-

sible at times to find out how and where exchanges started; also given that 

private messages were not visible and communication was taking place there 

as well. So, reading, mapping and analysis always started by reading from the 

top to the bottom and then going back in time. I thereby identified events that 

were of interest to this study; often starting with finding the ‘end’ of a discus-

sion, when it had already intensified, actually facilitating my process of map-

ping such events. Following a Deleuze-Guattarian-inspired ontology and a 

new materialist method of analysis of mapping affect, I have engaged in a 

‘kludgy’ form of empirical analysis which is geared towards a materialist in-

quiry to ‘reveal relations, affects and affect economies in assemblages, the 

capacities produced in bodies, collectivities and social formations, and the mi-

cropolitics of these capacities and limits’ (Fox & Alldred, 2015, pp. 406–407). 

This inquiry is interested in:  

[…] what things do, rather than what they ‘are’; towards processes and flows 

rather than structures and stable forms; to matters of power and resistance; and 

to interactions that draw small and large relations into assemblage. (ibid.) 

 

I will subsequently elaborate in more detail on the specificities of going about 

mapping and analysing the empirical material for the three articles of this the-

sis.  

Article I 

This article provides a broad overview of the netnographic material in its en-

tirety, especially in regard to the purpose of this thesis. As I have mentioned 

previously, users used the term ‘hate’ to describe problematic or contentious 

interactions. This finding therefore served to inform the starting point for the 

first article. To enable a reading and the subsequent coding of what the youth 

were describing as hate, I conducted a term search in NVivo. The search ena-

bled me to identify all posts containing the word ‘hate’ or related Swedish 

words. This included ‘hat’ and ‘hat*’. All these posts were subsequently coded 
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through an inductive reading into emerging themes.32 Posts that did not relate 

to the purposes of this thesis were excluded from the material. This included 

posts where users expressed their hate or love for a product, for instance, or 

where statements were made in such a way as to render them indeterminable 

for analysis.  

When coding emerging themes, posts including the word ‘hate’ served as 

starting points for mapping interactions surrounding the naming of hate (Fox 

& Alldred, 2015; MacLure, 2013). By mapping these interactions, I identified 

how users were articulating and framing instances of hate. It also allowed me 

to move between users and map how these articulations circulated and flowed 

between them. In this way, I was able to identify in-depth exchanges surround-

ing hate which allowed me to situate and contextualize my understanding of 

these events. Articulations of feelings and emotions were of central im-

portance in framing how users were affected when they encountered hate and 

how they felt about the hate that they encountered. These articulations of sen-

sations, emotions and feelings informed my analysis of articulated atmos-

pheres (Anderson, 2009). I therefore used these available articulations to ex-

plore and map how they sensed atmosphere in relation to the naming of hate, 

and followed these flows in their interaction through various linking practices 

such as hashtagging, hyperlinking and referring to others’ handles. Some of 

these articulations included users’ descriptions of how they experienced the 

feeling of risk of being targeted, such as Sara’s description: 

↓ Put up an ugly picture of yourself ↓ You’re ugly you get hate You’re a good 

person you get hate You’re happier than others you get hate you have lots of 

girls/ guys around you you get hate you have a good life you get hate You’re 

better than others you get hate You’re bad at riding a bike you get hate You’re 

                                                      
32 When a term/word search is conducted, all posts in the entire corpus containing the word are 

rendered into a PDF file. Each post containing the word is given a reference number in the PDF 

file. The posts containing the search word are organized on the basis of the profile from which 

they came, and it is possible to return to the profile page via the source’s hyperlinked name to 

access the reference as it is posted on the timeline. This further informs and contextualizes the 

reference, thereby informing further possible themes or nodes. Posts can be coded either in the 

term search PDF or directly in the profile PDF. NVivo codes through a nodal system, where 

themes can be subdivided further in a branch-like fashion. The coded posts can also be viewed 

in separate PDFs. From these, it is also possible to backtrack through hyperlinks to the profile 

page or the source file of each excerpt therein. This entails a coding and thematic analysis, 

allowing the researcher to move between rigid coding through extracted and de-contextualized 

posts, and referring back to these posts in their given contexts. The term searches and nodal 

coding were informed by my initial readings and field notes and were amended throughout the 

project. Analysis, coding and organizing the empirical material moved in a ‘rhizomatic’ way 

(Deleuze & Guattari, 1987).  
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fat/thin you get hate You’re perfect you get hate You feel bad you get hate You 

laugh you get hate You laugh you get hate (Sara) 

  

Another girl described constantly experiencing and witnessing negative com-

ments about one’s looks and how such practices had become the norm, over 

time; to which she adapted by developing a tolerance to it: 

 

 

Figure 5: 

The image represents a time before and after the normalization of negative com-

ments, depicting how the user adapted to the norm of hurtful online comments.  

 

The subsequent themes that are presented in the article were based on the iden-

tification of how affect flowed in these contentious instances; in other words, 

towards which bodies (human and non-human) hate was directed and depend-

ing on the situatedness of that body, how that hate affected users and materi-

alities. I adopted Ahmed’s (2004a) notion of affective ‘stickiness’ to explore 
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how affect ‘sticks’ to certain bodies more than others. I did this by looking at 

how certain bodies would frequently become targeted by ‘hate’ and identify-

ing the ways in which they were being targeted. I drew on Freeman’s concept 

of chrononormativity (Freeman, 2010) to help me delve into the temporal as-

pects of which bodies were targeted and how.  

In this article I have therefore applied a Deleuze-Guattarian-inspired take 

on affect, and affective mapping along with theorizing of affective atmos-

pheres to consider users’ articulations of how these instances of hate perme-

ated the online space (Anderson & Ash, 2015; Fox & Alldred, 2015). The 

findings have been organized under the following 6 themes: (1) an atmosphere 

of gendered risk, (2) gendered materiality and enforced chrononormativity, 

(3) anonymous cowards and the embodied threat of anonymity, (4) the affec-

tive circularity of sexualized hate, (5) atmospheric shift and troubling the role 

of the hater and (6) passionate friendship. 

Article II 

The findings of the first study informed the starting point for the second study. 

Namely, to study the affectivity and intersectionality of the term ‘whore’ in 

users’ interactions. The epithet stood out as pivotal in the interactions that us-

ers called hate, where they articulated strong feelings such as anger and dis-

gust, and where interactions became intensified and exchanges aggressive. 

The material for this study was extracted by first conducting a term search 

including the word ‘whore’ and its various inflections. This included ‘hora’ 

and ‘hor*’. All relevant posts were subsequently extracted, mapped and 

coded. We included all examples where users overtly discussed, refuted or 

negotiated the use of the term. This allowed us to develop thick descriptions 

of how the term moved around in the interactions, towards whom and how the 

term was directed by users, as well as articulations of how the term affected 

users.  

The extracted material was then coded thematically. Such thematic coding, 

however, did not resemble the neatly ordered thematic coding within qualita-

tive analysis (MacLure, 2013) as the material did not present itself as flat or 

synchronous. The relationality of all excerpts means that they must always be 

understood within their immediate context. Touching down in the material in 

a certain place, such as at a particular post, meant orienting around that par-

ticular articulation and contextualizing it in its asynchronous context, as posts 

appeared with the latest posts at the top of the screen and interactions were 

muddled as they were not neatly ordered or grouped together, but rather the 
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analysis required that I identifying the relevant and connected posts on a time-

line. This meant mapping this kludgy material and figuring out how these in-

teractions were entangled in this flow of disordered sequences. The nodal cod-

ing that NVivo provided thus meant that coded excerpts worked as points from 

which an assemblage could be explored.  

Nodal points thus provided ways to think through many starting points and 

explore various messy events. The coding therefore indicates entry points into 

the material, rather than a structured form of overall organization. These entry 

points allowed us to map exchanges and discussions between users concerning 

the term ‘whore’ and the articulated sensations surrounding its use. Some of 

these exchanges and affective flows were complex interactions over time and 

between many users, both named and anonymous. Some were short exchanges 

that entailed two-way communication – post and response – without further 

interaction or discussion.  

This reflexive reading and mapping was further informed by Fox and 

Alldred’s theorizing about the ‘sexuality assemblage’ (Fox & Alldred, 2013). 

The mapping of the affectivity of ‘whore’ through the sexuality assemblages 

of which these youth were part led to the crystallization of the three overarch-

ing themes presented in the study: assembling the figure of the whore, resist-

ing slut-shaming and collective resistance. 

Article III 

The third article came about in a slightly different way to the first two studies. 

The material and focus of the study emerged throughout the empirical field-

work. The material was noted in the field notes as events that stood out and 

‘shimmered’ at me throughout the netnographic fieldwork (Bodén, 2016; 

MacLure, 2013). There were moments of overt racism that affected me, and I 

noted them and came back to them over and over again throughout the field-

work, slowly familiarizing myself with the details and entanglements of these 

exchanges (MacLure, 2013). Such racialized events occurred mostly on the 

profile pages of differently racialized girls. Identifying emergent themes for 

this study thus began in the ethnographic notes and led me to revisit and map 

these events in the ethnographic material to enable a ‘thick’ reading and un-

derstanding of them. These thick readings were then used to inform a broader 

analysis of the material as well.  

Based on the ethnographic notes, a list of code words was established 

which signalled racialized aggression or moments of racialized contestation. 

These words included, but were not limited to: ‘blatte’; ‘babbe’; ‘svartskalle’ 
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[‘svart*’]; ‘muslim’; ‘rasism/‘rasist’ [‘ras*’]; ‘invandrare’; SD (Swedish 

Democrats, Swedish: Sverigedemokraterna); ‘orre’ [‘orr*’]; ‘svenska’; 

‘orten’; ‘arab’. These words were used to code the overall ethnographic mate-

rial through NVivo in order to identify more such events and permit the map-

ping of such events between different users and over time. This broader read-

ing and coding allowed me to identify recurrent themes across the material, 

but also to identify moments that stood out.  

The multi-level analytical reading between the ethnographic notes, the en-

tire corpus, recurrent themes and in-depth affective mapping of racialized 

events informed a multi-tier analysis of both the general and the specific. I 

mapped the affectivity of various materialities such as hijabs and what they 

termed immigrant Swedish (Swedish: ‘blattesvenska’), racialized figures such 

as ‘the aggressive black girl’ or the ‘bad immigrant.’ I followed how such 

materialities were circulated and racialized and the articulations of how they 

affected users and how they used them to police and attack others, but also 

how resistance to these practices was produced within these users’ assem-

blages.  

In conclusion, the analysis was a multi-method refractive analysis, where 

my understanding of resistance was informed by thinking through assem-

blages and the concepts of de-/re-/territorialization (Deleuze & Guattari, 

1987). The analysis resulted in three themes that related to how resistance took 

place in this online space and which cetred on three main events. These are: 

1) The material resistance of immigrant vernacular; 2) Intensification of racist 

events and messy online resistance; 3) Resisting racialized and religious sham-

ing.  
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Summaries of the articles 

Article I  

Affective atmospheres of sexualized hate among youth online: a 

contribution to bullying and cyberbullying research on social 

atmosphere  

 

In this article, I apply the concept of affective atmospheres (Anderson, 2009; 

Anderson & Ash, 2015; Michels, 2015) to explore users’ articulated experi-

ences of aggression online by following their expressed sensations and feel-

ings surrounding what they frame as ‘hate’. Affective atmospheres as a con-

cept opens up for inquiring into bullying and other aggressive behaviour as 

encounters, not only between humans, but also with non-human bodies, as 

well as the potentialities to act and the affective states enabled by such en-

counters. The study thus explores the importance of different materialities for 

the production of feelings and emotions surrounding the everyday articula-

tions of online aggression.  

The article illustrates how affective flows and online atmospheres are 

shaped by design and affordances of the online space and how these enable 

the flow of particular atmospheres of hate and misogyny. The study therefore 

looks at how negative affect ‘sticks’ (Ahmed, 2004a) to certain materialities 

and bodies in contentious interactions, to understand how affect intensifies in 

these youths’ interactions. The findings illustrate that hate was mostly oriented 

in intersectional ways towards girls, their bodies, their comportment, sexual-

ity, class and race. This affective orientation seemed to shape their sense of 

the online space as they entered it. The findings suggest that hate, in this con-

text, worked through a sexualized and gendered affective regime which en-

forced a chrononormative (Freeman, 2010) logic through which temporalized 

norms were tied to notions of age and bodily growth; that is, through heter-

onormative expectations of femininity, masculinity, sexuality and age-appro-

priateness. The girls in the study expressed feeling that these forms of 
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aggression were a constant risk and that they therefore constantly adapted their 

behaviour to avoid being targeted: I understand this to be an atmosphere of 

sexualized hate.  

The article identifies how affordances such as anonymity facilitated and 

intensified the circulation of hate, feeding into the atmosphere of constant risk. 

The study nonetheless also details how affordances such as anonymity and 

hyperlinking and practices such as hashtagging enabled expressions of friend-

ship, love and support, and acted to counterbalance an atmosphere of hate 

making it bearable for certain targeted users.  

In this specific online context, sexualized aggression seemed to be normal-

ized and expected but was nonetheless also troubled and resisted by the young 

users. The study thereby sheds light on the affective workings within social 

online settings that become saturated with sexualized and aggressive practices, 

where certain users become repeated targets of such practices.  

Article II 

Whore! Affect, sexualized aggression and resistance in young 

social media users’ interactions  

(co-authored with Lucas Gottzén) 

This article builds on the findings of the first study by exploring a practice 

central to the circulation of sexualized hate, namely the use of the sexualized 

epithet ‘whore’. This term was described by girls in the study as the worst 

thing that anyone could call you – pointing to the affective poignancy of the 

term. In this study we therefore explore the affectivity of the epithet in the 

users’ interactions. Although sexualized practices like slut-shaming and neg-

ative sexualization through use of sexualized pejoratives have been studied 

previously in regard to young people’s online engagements (Jackson & Vares, 

2011; Ringrose & Harvey, 2015; Ringrose & Renold, 2012), little is known 

about how girls and their peers respond to these epithets online (for a few 

examples see: Kofoed & Ringrose, 2012; Renold & Ringrose, 2011; Ringrose 

& Barajas, 2011).  

The study illustrates the ambiguous, messy and entangled ways in which 

slut-shaming and sexualized name-calling work to inhibit girls’ affective ca-

pacities, and how acts of individual and collective resistance open up new po-

tential sexual subjectivities.  
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The paper identifies how girls and boys alike are inculcated into affective 

practices surrounding the sexualized policing of girls, where the figure of the 

whore becomes central to such practices. In this specific online context the 

figure of the whore was intimately tied to negative affect such as shame, dis-

gust and anger, but also to desire. The figure was also tied to notions of white 

middle class heteronormativity: we therefore found that successful resistance 

of the term ‘whore’ was indicative of racialized privilege, as terms like 

‘whore’ and the racialized epithet ‘qhaba’ stick more easily to minority girls.  

The paper further illustrates how these sexualized practices were taking 

place at a time when these girls’ bodies and relationships were changing and 

increasingly becoming seen as ‘sexual’ as their breasts developed and as they 

started to explore things like make-up and clothing, but also romantic and sex-

ual relationships, thereby engaging in activities and expressions that no longer 

aligned with strict notions childhood and sexual innocence. The analysis de-

picts how users engaged in counteraggression and collective forms of re-

sistance against sexualized name-calling and slut-shaming. This produced 

possible lines of flight, seen through the reappropriation of sexualized epithets 

and reimagining girls’ sexuality. However, much of the resistance targeting 

the use of sexualized pejoratives was aimed at the specific injurious practice 

at hand, rather than as a form of resistance toward the sexualized policing of 

girls in more general terms. The tropes of freedom of choice and self-regula-

tion therefore formed a basis for many of the counteraggressive posts. How-

ever, the moralization surrounding girls’ sexuality per se was not necessarily 

the target of resistance. Therefore, we identified these practices of resistance 

as taking place within a ‘post-feminist logic’ (McRobbie, 2004, 2005, 2007), 

whereby sexualized policing as a practice remained unthreatened.   

Article III  

‘Fuck them walla’: girls’ resistance within racialized online 

assemblages  

This paper details how racial minority girls and those around them affectively 

respond to and resist racialization and racist aggression when they are targeted 

online. The study engages in dialogue with research on youths’ experiences 

of and responses to racism and identifies that there is a paucity of studies ad-

dressing racism in the everyday lives of young teens online.  
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In this study, I apply a Deleuze-Guattarian ontology to approach resistance 

in order to consider the various material entanglements that make up racialized 

and racist events in these youths’ online interactions. I thereby approach re-

sistance as relational and material, and thus not as the product of individual 

agency (Alldred & Fox, 2017; Fox & Alldred, 2015). Resistance can thus be 

understood as a form of affective enhancement of bodies’ capacities to act, 

feel and affect.  

The paper identifies how notions of Swedish white heteronormativity be-

came the dominant norm in this online space through a constant flow of ra-

cialized practices which rendered minority youth ‘out of place’. These prac-

tices circulated a variety of racialized materialities such as the hijab and ‘im-

migrant Swedish’ that became sites of racialized contention and affective in-

tensification. Negative stereotypes such as the ‘bad immigrant’ and the ‘bad 

Muslim girl’ were used to racialize, attack, shame and police girls. The study 

illustrates how both white Swedish majority youth, as well as other racialized 

youth, engaged in these practices and wielded these materialities. The constant 

racialization and racist aggression that target minority girls worked to limit 

their affective capacities in this space. However, they were not always suc-

cessful. The online affordances such as asynchrony, anonymity and online 

visibility enabled prolonged and collective resistance to such practices.  

In conclusion, the analysis illustrates how racist aggression passed from 

offline events to online, where they become muddled and intensified. This 

intensification entailed increased racist aggression directed at the girls in-

volved, but also enabled moments of racialized and anti-racist intimacy and 

resistance through collective counteraggression, producing temporary lines of 

flight and novel racialized assemblages.  
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Final discussion 

In this final chapter, I will discuss the findings of the three articles as well as 

the empirical and theoretical contributions of this thesis, elaborating particu-

larly on how this contributes to an understanding of the role of online aggres-

sion in contemporary girlhood. This chapter is therefore geared towards all 

three research questions but pays particular attention to the third; that is, to 

explore 1) how gender, sexuality, age, class and race intersect in aggressive 

online interactions; 2) how the human and non-human are affectively entan-

gled in these interactions; and 3) how contemporary girlhood is mediated 

through these.  

This thesis began with a broad interest in studying aggression and hurtful 

behaviour among young people online. My netnographic fieldwork led me to 

focus on instances where girls became targets of what they called hate. By 

studying these instances, I have been able to elucidate on the ways in which 

girls are targeted in an everyday online context, how this shapes the atmos-

pheres of such contexts and I have explored the role technological affordances 

play in facilitating aggression, support and resistance. This thesis contributes 

to several areas. 

To start with, it addresses knowledge and public concerns pertaining to 

online bullying and violence in a number of ways, particularly as it elucidates 

the complexities of aggressive interactions online which troubles dyadic un-

derstandings of these issues. It demonstrates the intersectional aspects of 

online aggression and who is targeted, but also depicts how those targeted, as 

well as their peers, counter perceived injustices, thus contributing to perspec-

tives on peer and bystander behaviour.  

My Deleuze-Guattarian-inspired new materialist approach has opened up 

for an analysis of contentious and aggressive online interactions that situates 

users’ capacities to act within the human and non-human relationalities in 

which they are embedded. As such, agency is situated within assemblage re-

lations rather than individual actors, thus displacing individual responsibilities 

and troubling (often) dichotomous developmental approaches to young peo-

ple’s online and offline conflicts. This analysis contributes to an encompass-

ing approach to the situatedness and intersectionality of violence among 
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youth.  The thesis also develops on understandings of resistance in the every-

day networked lives of youth. 

By exploring aggression against girls solely in the online setting, I have 

been able to study these phenomena as embedded in a particular technological 

context. Although there are methodological limitations to this, it has nonethe-

less allowed me to delve into the ‘thickness’ of the online as a socio-techno-

logical space and theorize about the specificities of interaction there.  

Finally, this thesis contributes to youth cultural studies, girlhood studies, 

media studies and child and youth studies in more general terms as it addresses 

how girls’ everyday lives are conditioned online with regard to factors such 

as age, gender, sexuality, class, race and religion. The findings also address 

cultural studies on post-feminist and post-racial culture, situating these in a 

Swedish context.  

Becoming and mediated youth: bodies, materiality and 

temporality 

Issues of development and becoming have long been central to studies of 

youth. Since the turn of the last century, Freudian psychoanalysis – its interest 

in the human psyche – and developmental psychological conceptions have 

identified youth, and particularly children, through a notion of becoming tied 

to certain chronologies leading to an inevitable and mature adulthood. This 

conceptualization of becoming is predicated over by a notion of a lack of ra-

tionality, an inadequacy and immaturity, moving in ‘naturalized’ stages to-

wards a ‘mature’ and ‘rational’ adulthood. This understanding of the child-

adult divide draws on an assumption of becoming as lack; whereas Deleuzean 

becoming is aspirational as it is about becoming ‘other’ (cf. Lee, 1998).  

Although these epistemologies are dominant in public policy and practice, 

the complexity of understandings of childhood have nonetheless been troubled 

in recent years towards a more complexified view of an agentic child with 

evolving capacities (Prout, 2004, 2011). However, the idea of childhood and 

youth as periods of ‘being’ as well as ‘becoming’ are nonetheless still predi-

cated over by specific normative chronologies. Conceptions of normative life 

trajectories and chronologies also create ideas about deviant youth – when  

their bodies and lives do not reflect chronological expectations – moralizing 

about sexualization and girls’ sexuality is tied to such notions.  

In this thesis I have explored issues of temporality, but in a somewhat novel 

fashion by focusing on embodiment online. The affect theory approach that I 
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have adopted in this thesis has helped me to consider and theorize the ways in 

which temporality was essential to the way that aggression worked as a form 

of affective intensification related to normativities linked to bodies’ temporal 

situatedness; and to consider the forms of temporalities built into the SNS it-

self.  

In the first article, I draw on Freeman’s (2010) concept of chrononorma-

tivity and Clough’s (2012) thinking about the ‘time-memory’ of online plat-

forms so as to point to how affective investments are made in ways that circu-

late bodies, objects, signs and other materialities in specific temporalized ways 

that work to intensify aggressive exchanges. Chrononormativity concerns how 

bodily norms are tied to specific ideas about normative development. In the 

first article I depict how these norms produce a morality that I understand as 

a sense of entitlement which bolsters aggression. Andrea’s breasts, for in-

stance, became objects of hate as they were deemed ‘too small’ for her age, 

while Sofia’s were deemed ‘too big’ for her age. In this way both big and small 

breasts became ‘asynchronous’ objects of hate (Freeman, 2010, p.19). They 

were considered either too childlike or too adult-like, and too ‘sexy’ and there-

fore ‘slutty’. This illustrates how bodies that are read as (a)normative are tied 

to aged subjectivities, entailing ‘intensifications of feelings that bring others 

into existence as objects’ and are thus ‘bound up with the materialisation of 

bodies’ (Ahmed, 2001, p. 355). Mediated chrononormatively legible bodies 

are thus shaped through the affective work taking place through the oscillation 

and juxtaposition of aggression and counteraggression – through acts of love 

and hate.  

The mediated materialized forms of negative stereotypes linked to ‘asyn-

chronous’ behaviour, bodies and objects can become triggers for the intensi-

fication of affect. The visible breasts of a 12-year-old; a Muslim girl using 

‘ugly’ ‘immigrant Swedish’; an angry black girl who hits back; a sexually ac-

tive 15-year-old Asian immigrant girl; a 13-year-old girl with ‘too much 

makeup’ or wearing a G-string; a semi-famous girl who posts lots of duckface 

selfies: these are all examples of girls whose online comportment, language 

and imagery became flattened into hated figures. Such figures and images ‘en-

act strong emotions of disgust and discomfort’ (Sparrman, 2015, p. 137) and 

were met with negative comments, vitriol, sexualized shaming, racism and 

other forms of hate. In this way, rather than embodied subjects, girls became 

circulated as ‘flattened’ figurations that served as intersectional points of af-

fective convergence – the affective sharpness of these figurations ‘grabs, ap-

peals and disturbs, attracts and repulses, pulls users close and pushes them 

away again’ (Paasonen, 2015, p. 40). 
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Deleuze’s designation of Alice in Wonderland as the epitome of becoming 

addresses the asynchrony and anormativity of her states of transition. Alice is 

always in a state of becoming (she is larger now; she was smaller before) that 

‘eludes the present’ (Deleuze, 1990, p. 1). Her form and subjectivity never 

fixate and she evades normative formations altogether as she travels through 

Wonderland. The girls in this thesis were temporarily poised in varying prox-

imity to different chrononormative figurations of the girl, but always travel-

ling between them, never fully embodying any of them. Just as Alice’s be-

coming played out in in-between states, always on the verge, so too did these 

girls’ mediated lives play out in constant movements between a variety of dig-

ital surfaces and in relation to various forms of transition, violently being re-

shaped and conditioned, territorialized and deterritorialized; and also engag-

ing actively in these processes of change, of unexpected diversions. They act 

and are acted upon (Deleuze, 1990).  

 The young female body could be approached in an indirect fashion by 

thinking only through ‘figurations’ (Braidotti, 2000) of girls and what work 

they do in the interactions. I do not wish to make such a differentiation as it 

would obfuscate the way in which the corporeal and the figurative are inter-

twined. The degrees of proximity that bodies have to chrononormative figura-

tions means that bodily metamorphoses such as changing/developing bodies 

can render them illegible and deviant at times. These transitions can therefore 

become violent as bodies’ become sites over which normativity is negotiated. 

Like Alice in Wonderland, these girls’ bodies are constantly moving around 

in the flow of affect, sticking temporarily to specific figurations and being 

violently separated from them (cf. Deleuze, 1990); always being bigger than 

she was or smaller than she should be. Not only is there a heterosexual matrix 

at play here, but also a temporal matrix that ties the gendered body to chronol-

ogies in specific and potentially violent ways.  

Bodies are materialized in a multitude of forms; as text, as images, as ab-

stracted figurations that circulate in the ether. These materializations will have 

varying degrees of separation from and proximity to corporeal bodies. As I 

discussed in the first and second articles, figurations stick to bodies in different 

ways or pass by at different speeds, affecting those corporeal bodies at varying 

degrees. The degree of proximity a corporeal body has to its mediated materi-

alized form and the embeddedness of a body in an online context, but also the 

content produced through such a relationality, will inform the affective power 

of such an encounter. The circulation of these materialized figurations ties into 

the forms of temporality that are embedded into the technological functions 

and affordances of online platforms. The chrononormativity of various 
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figurations and their proximities to bodies online are affected by how these 

figurations are circulated, at what speed and intensity; but also by the ‘time-

memory’ (Clough, 2010) of the platform. Recirculation, for instance, does not 

necessarily occur as the result of a user repeating a certain act or re-sharing a 

certain picture. For instance, when a user visits a timeline they travel back 

asynchronously to partake in past discussions and content. The past becomes 

materialized in the present, producing affect in the now. Affect therefore 

moves in a multitude of temporalized, immediate and indirect ways online, 

potentially reigniting and reintensifying with significant delay.33  

In this thesis, I have approached youth through a Deleuze-Guattarian on-

tology that aspires beyond essentialized conceptions of becoming, of young 

bodies and their agency, and also conceptions tied to young bodies as either 

innocent or dangerous/risky, as sites of celebration or as social problems in 

need of regulation (Alldred & Fox, 2017). The capacities of young bodies to 

affect – as new materialist and affect theoretical theory posits – is a relational 

production. I have shown that young bodies’ capacities to affect are tightly 

entangled assemblages; produced in the interface between the youths’ corpo-

real bodies, the ideas and figurations that render such bodies legible, their so-

cial contexts and the technologies through which they become materialized. 

In other words, young bodies materialize through these interface technologies 

and surfaces (online and offline), and it is in these encounters that their affec-

tive capacities are produced. In this way they are asubjective formations that 

are simultaneously highly subjective and embodied, corporeal yet virtual. As 

Sundén (2015) puts it, the ‘digital [is] always strikingly material, embodied, 

and situated’ (p. 147). 

The techno-social dynamic of love and hate 

In this thesis I have explored why and how young people continue hanging 

out on particular platforms even when they feel there is an atmosphere of hate 

there. The results confirm findings from research which draws attention to the 

ways in which hurtful practices become recognized by youth as normalized 

yet nonetheless problematic (Back, 2002b; Berne et al., 2014; McInroy & 

Mishna, 2017; Rentschler, 2014; Retallack et al., 2016; Ringrose & Harvey, 

2015; Sills et al., 2016). My findings illustrate the social-technological dy-

namic that makes such practices bearable for users and indicates how positive 

                                                      
33 Consider, for instance, the way in which the #MeToo movement gained impetus much later 

than the time at which the actual movement was initiated by Tarana Burke in 2006.  
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and negative affective intensities drive each other and are often inseparable 

from one another. I therefore argue that these should be taken not as opposing 

qualities, but as functioning in symbiotic and inextricable ways.  

Ahmed (2001) argues that ‘some forms of hate are expressions of love’ that 

can be ‘used as a justification of violence – or even, as a concealment of vio-

lence’ (p. 355). Peer intervention among the youth in this thesis seems to draw 

on the affectivity of intimate connections, such as friendship, which serve to 

increase peers’ emotional investments in interactions (cf. Thornberg et al., 

2012). Intervention patterns among these young people suggest that the dis-

cernment of certain behaviours as hurtful often triggers reactions amongst 

peers, facilitated by online technologies and affordances. Take, for instance, 

the examples I have shown of how counteraggressive actions seem to spring 

from the desire to protect friends and peers, and to counteract perceived online 

evils such as the ‘cowardly anonymous hater’. Several scholars have shown 

how hurtful online practices are intimately tied to attention seeking and mor-

alizing over when it is acceptable to be mean to someone (e.g. Berne et al., 

2014; Marwick & boyd, 2014) and that these are tied to how popularity strug-

gles play out (boyd, 2014). I have illustrated how hurtful behaviours and prac-

tices are not just intimately tied to but inextricable from moral practices such 

as defending others. In this sense, the intensification of aggression among 

peers in this thesis tended to be driven by friendship and the desire to do the 

right thing.  

In her study of feminist social media responses to rape culture, Rentschler 

(2014) identified how encouragement and affirmation of stories of victimiza-

tion online provided ‘an affective space of response and support’ (p. 77). My 

results further elucidate how online atmospheres and cultures of aggression 

are interwoven with and intrinsically linked to such practices of care and sup-

port. Such support seems to produce affective space for users to counteract 

sexualized aggression, such as calling a girl a whore or a racist slur; albeit not 

as concerted acts of feminism as in Rentschler’s study. Here, online af-

fordances are crucial as they facilitate the showing of support by liking certain 

posts, sharing or explicitly stating one’s support, for instance. These coun-

teraggressive acts are interlaced with expressions of love, admiration and 

friendship such as ‘you’re the best’, ‘you’re beautiful’ and ‘I love you’. For 

the user who is being protected, these kinds of counteraggressive voices can 

be pivotal in making their everyday online presence bearable. Support thus 

seems to work in collective ways to alleviate some of the pain and stress that 

a hurtful comment or other aggressive act might otherwise yield. 
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Previous research has suggested that online risks are exacerbated by vari-

ous affordances such as anonymity, asynchronicity and spreadability. Con-

versely, other studies have shown how affordances such as anonymity in-

crease the likelihood of users behaving in explicitly supportive ways (e.g. Rös-

ner & Krämer, 2016). My findings illustrate how various affordances increase 

users’ capacities to act towards perceived injustices. Bystander intervention 

can thus be facilitated by the same affordances that are used to exemplify how 

negative practices are circulated online. Whereas face-to-face peer interven-

tion may be inhibited by peers’ position in the social hierarchy (Bellmore et 

al., 2012; Forsberg, 2016), for instance, on this platform affordances such as 

anonymity and mediation seemed to facilitate peer intervention regardless. 

This might suggest that the moral distress that bystanders experience in offline 

settings due to social barriers to intervening may not impinge on bystanders’ 

actions in the same way online.  

Resistance 

In all three articles of this thesis I have illustrated how the intensification of 

aggression that occurs around topics such as sexualized and racialized deni-

gration of girls may work in limiting ways but may also spark forms of re-

sistance. Collective resistance worked in spatial, material and also atmos-

pheric ways in this online context. The collectivity of various kinds of posts 

offering support for a friend and rebuke of perceived hate did not occur as 

concerted organized action, but worked in affective ways that collected on 

users’ timelines. The material accumulation of these posts remained over time 

and became embedded in the affective temporal landscape of users’ profiles.  

Some of the girls in this thesis were silenced or overwhelmed by aggressive 

and hurtful posts; like Sara in article I, who became overwhelmed by the hate 

targeted at her, while others like Bilan, Falis, Salma and Ahmid in article III 

were temporarily drawn together in an intense racialized event that passed be-

tween the online and the offline. For some, the accumulation of countervio-

lence and support made the SNS temporarily bearable and new forms of sex-

ualized and racialized assemblage relations temporarily possible. In this sense, 

these youth were not transforming or successfully subverting dominant culture 

necessarily. Rather, micro-events of resistance produced space for girls and 

racialized minority youth to ‘create livable and worthy lives’ within their con-

texts (Johansson & Lalander, 2012, p. 1084). In line with this, Hemmings 

(2005) posits that ‘affect plays a role in both cementing sexed and raced 
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relations of domination and in providing the local investments necessary to 

counter those relations’ (p. 550). 

The acts of resistance in which users engaged were often messy and did not 

always appear ‘ethically sound’ (Johansson & Lalander, 2012, p. 1087). As-

certaining who is being targeted and who is doing the targeting is seldom 

clear-cut (Kofoed, 2014), and contentious events often spiralled into height-

ened exchanges of counteraggression that travelled back and forth, intensify-

ing quickly and ceasing with as much alacrity. As an outsider, taking certain 

words and expressions at face value may be deceptive as the affective work 

that they do may not be ascertainable at first or second glance. For instance, 

when Shari in article III called Alfons a ‘homo’, such an event might easily 

be construed as Shari attacking Alfons and may overlook the violence that 

provoked such a hurtful slur, as Alfons had over a prolonged period heckled 

and shamed Shari for using ‘immigrant Swedish’ (Swedish: ‘blattesvenska’). 

He did not use directly identifiable racist terms, making his violence less ob-

vious. This evoked the negative stereotype of the ‘homophobic Muslim’ who 

does not share progressive ‘Swedish’ values, and after her comment Shari was 

targeted for precisely this. However, her actions can be seen as a way of reap-

propriating a negative stereotype in order to resist Alfons’ persistent racist 

aggression.  

Youth cultural studies have been criticized for perceived simplification of 

the dynamics of power, oppression and individual agents’ capacities for re-

sistance and subversion (for discussions, see Jackson & Scott, 2015; Johans-

son & Lalander, 2012; McRobbie, 2005; Raby, 2005). McRobbie (2005) ar-

gues that there is a danger of seeing resistance in everything, as it would risk 

diminishing the need for organized political opposition (McRobbie, 2005, p. 

86). Although this is a simplification of a longer argument in a more encom-

passing debate, I nonetheless wish to argue for cultural scholarship that can 

view opposition and resistance from a variety of directions, on a variety of 

micro/meso/macro scales; to consider how these might feed into each other. 

One might argue that the forms of resistance in which young people engage 

to make their lives bearable are forms of resilience; and indeed they are, but 

the findings of this thesis also illustrate how everyday forms of resistance 

against racialized and/or sexualized violence and oppression can also amal-

gamate in unexpected ways and produce impactful resistance on a local level, 

potentially producing more sustainable lines of flight as well.  

There is merit in looking at young people’s everyday lives, for instance, to 

explore events in which resistance plays out in various ways, and what the 

dynamics are that allow resistance to be more or less successful and that 
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consider not only the pain, but also the labour that goes into such instances of 

breakage or opposition; but that also consider the affective and material fac-

tors that play into that dynamic and might facilitate or inhibit resistance.  

Violence, bullying and online aggression 

Although this thesis has not specifically studied bullying or cyberbullying be-

haviours as such, it nonetheless provides useful insights into these research 

fields as well; not least since recent survey studies report young people’s in-

creased exposure to various forms of online victimization. Girls in particular 

report increased exposure to sexualized forms of victimization, and both ma-

jority and minority youth report increased racism online as well as offline 

(Swedish Media Council, 2019a, 2019b).34 Recent survey studies also show 

that youth are increasingly reporting their own, as well as their peers’ victim-

ization, to, for instance, the platform where the incident happened or the police 

(ibid.).  

In research and practice there is a tendency to separate different forms of 

violence and aggression, where bullying and cyberbullying tend to be framed 

as child or youth problems that are limited to certain settings. Work on bully-

ing and cyberbullying in universities and work environments nevertheless ex-

emplifies how these practices occur in adulthood as well (Birkeland Nielsen 

et al., 2015; Jenaro et al., 2018; Smith et al., 2003). On the other hand, forms 

of violence that are perceived as more ‘extreme’ – such as racist aggression, 

sexual abuse and death threats – tend to be diminished when practised by 

young people, particularly those seen as children, by framing their violence 

simply as immature or as bullying. When recognized as serious, such acts tend 

to be tied to subject positions and bodies deemed ‘deviant’ (e.g. Arnell, 2019; 

Jonsson, 2019; Ringrose & Barajas, 2011). However, youths’ own testimonies 

indicate that various forms of violence also intersect in such acts as are la-

belled ‘bullying’ by adults (e.g. Kofoed, 2014; Kofoed & Staksrud, 2019; 

Marwick & boyd, 2014). Survey studies often fail to illustrate these entangle-

ments when reporting on hurtful and excluding behaviour.  

Various forms of violence – that do not fit neatly into the bullying defini-

tion, for instance – are practised in a multitude of ways among the youth in 

this thesis. They used the term ‘hate’ to denote hurtful behaviour that extends 

                                                      
34 The Swedish Media Council notes that this increase needs to be monitored over time as it 

may be the result of increased awareness among young people as a result of the #MeToo move-

ment. 
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from acts that are not taken seriously – and are even viewed as funny and a 

normal part of the online culture – to acts viewed as deeply hurtful and would 

trigger counterviolence. Marwick and boyd (2014) refer to this gradient of 

violence as ‘teen drama’ (cf. Allen, 2015). The findings suggest that dyadic 

roles such as victim/perpetrator are difficult to ascertain as the intensification 

of aggression often entails reciprocal violence, indicating how such ap-

proaches may not fully capture the various ways in which hurtful practices can 

play out in online settings. 

In article III, I showed that when fights occur in offline settings such as 

schools, these events are not limited to those actions occurring in real-time but 

continue to be deliberated or fought over in a number of online and offline 

spaces in which youth negotiate and reframe the events in a multitude of ways. 

This aligns with other research indicating that young people’s own accounts 

of bullying events are not limited in time and scope in the way in which adults 

tend to understand them, but are part of a social dynamic that develops over 

time (Forsberg, 2016; Kofoed, 2014). Thus specific violent events often belie 

longer chronologies of social dynamics within the group, including histories 

of various forms of covert and overt violence.  

This also supports previous findings in the field of bullying research, illus-

trating how victims of bullying may be positioned as deviant – as opposed to 

a collective norm – in order to explain bullying behaviour (e.g. Thornberg & 

Knutsen, 2011). In this online context, the discernment of someone as deviant 

or anormative seemed to drive a sense of entitlement to say something nega-

tive or hurtful. However, this explains both direct targeting of victims and tar-

geting of perceived ‘haters’. The figure of the anonymous ‘hater’ thus circu-

lated as an abstract and realized threat, as well as a figure collectively deemed 

worthy of reprehension.  

Ringrose and Barajas (2011) point out that the ‘risk’ discourse concerning 

young people’s mediated engagements charge individual youth with the task 

of minimizing the risks that they face online. The approach I have taken in this 

thesis has led me to the same kind of conclusion that Ringrose and Barajas 

drew; that risk and opportunity are intrinsically intertwined, and that a user’s 

capacity to act is contextually embedded, not merely dependent on the skills 

or agency of the individual user. Even users with developed digital literacy 

skills are restricted by the circumstances in which they are embedded. For 

instance, where users in this study followed recommended steps to counteract 

hurtful behaviour such as reporting the user to the site for breaches of the terms 

of use, talking to an adult or even reporting the matter to the police, there was 

seldom any impact on the outcome. These kinds of actions were often used 
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also to harass, troll or target users in other ways, by getting their profile 

blocked, for instance (see also boyd, 2014; Marwick & boyd, 2011). The 

screen grab below was shared by a user who had her profile shut down by 

‘haters’ who had repeatedly reported her to the SNS for breaches of the terms 

of use: 

 

 

Figure 6: 

The message sent by the SNS reads: ‘Last warning. Your account has been 

reported. We do not allow demeaning behaviour and will block accounts that 

repeatedly act in breach of our terms of use’. 

 

 

 

Thus even when youth demonstrated digital literacy skills following adult rec-

ommendations of how to counteract online aggression, the social dynamics, 

practices and affordances of the SNS nonetheless made effective ‘risk aver-

sion’ a more complex matter than simply ‘rational agents doing risk aversion 

vis-à-vis risky or healthy options’(Ringrose & Barajas, 2011, p. 123).  

Increased victimization online is of course a worrying phenomenon. Public 

responses to online risks facing young people include limiting their use of or 

access to the internet and/or specific platforms, installing various forms of 

software filters on computers, tablets and smartphones, parental surveillance 

and many more aspects (Smahel et al., 2020). There are also other approaches 

that aim to increase young people’s digital literacy as a way of limiting harm 

(Livingstone & Smith, 2014). Social interventions to online aggression among 

youth need to encompass an understanding of the importance of social media 

in the lives of young people. Such approaches need to recognize that young 

people want and should be afforded their own spaces; yet even so, young 
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people are also seeking ways to effectively counteract negative and hurtful 

practices.  

This study and other recent work (e.g. Forsberg, 2016; Ging & O’Higgins 

Norman, 2016) indicate the need to address the intersectional concerns that 

are at the heart of aggression, both online and offline. Qualitative researchers 

such as Ging and O’Higgins Norman (2016) and Dobson and Ringrose (2016), 

have pointed out how anti-bullying policies tend to be gender-blind and can 

work to reinforce victim blaming practices. Although I agree with their call to 

include gender in anti-bullying and cyberbullying policies and programmes, I 

wish to extend this to also include other forms of normativity that condition 

young people’s relationships and conflicts; including aspects of class, race, 

sexuality, religion and able-bodiedness. This is particularly important in a 

Swedish context, where these forms of aggression seem to be on the rise.35 

That being said, the findings of this thesis point to the complexity of online 

practices of aggression and counteraggression, indicating that ‘adult’ solutions 

that seem to be reiterated in media and policy may not be effective in dealing 

with the underlying causes of these dynamics, but rather are geared towards 

responsibilizing individual users.  

Racism online in a Swedish context 

This study offers insight into a number of issues of pertinence to research on 

racism in Sweden. Firstly, it shows how this online space was experienced as 

white by users, and that this supported direct and indirect racist practices. Sec-

ondly, it provides insight into how minority youth respond to these practices 

online and what difficulties they face when doing so. Thirdly, it depicts how 

resistance to these practices worked in this online space, and how certain af-

fordances helped to strengthen and bolster resistance, drawing minority youth 

together in various forms of solidarity. The particular methodological ap-

proach and findings of this thesis therefore contribute to the issue studied.  

The findings in the third article point to what previous research has indi-

cated concerning youths’ experiences of racism in various settings such as 

                                                      
35 Swedish law (SFS 2010:800) defines violence committed on the basis of gender, sexuality, 

race, ethnicity and religion as discrimination, thus recognizing the serious implications of such 

violence. However, this may also contribute to problematic separation of acts of violence in 

schools, for instance, that obfuscates how they interact as part of a social dynamic. Although 

these issues and perspectives should be addressed in schools’ equality work (Swedish: ‘lika-

behandlingsarbete’), this research – as well as other research (Frisén & Berne, 2016) – suggests 

that these problems persist, both in schools and online.  
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schools. Ambjörnsson (2004) and Jonsson (2007) have shown how immigrant 

girls and boys are racialized and ‘othered’ by majoritarian students and teach-

ers in Swedish schools, rendering it difficult for them to fit into idealized 

forms of ‘Swedishness’. This thesis shows how similar practices work in 

online spaces, depicting how negative racialized stereotypes are circulated 

through recurrent words such as ‘qhaba’ and ‘orre’. I have also depicted how 

the use of words such as ‘walla’ or ‘abooow’ were particularly targeted as they 

were viewed as ’hood’ or ‘immigrant Swedish’. Further, racialized objects 

such as hijabs were particularly wielded to shame girls and police their sexu-

ality and expressions of femininity. These objects were thus tied to strict forms 

of ‘Muslim’ femininity, and were also situated in opposition to notions of 

‘Swedish’ femininity.  

Offline and online mobility have been found to be racialized in various 

ways. For instance, young people seem to migrate to and feel more comforta-

ble in contexts where they are in the majority (e.g. boyd, 2011b; Mulinari & 

Neergaard, 2010). My findings indicate that racialized youth were ‘othered’ 

in this online space as well, and that their online actions and content were 

scrutinized particularly closely. This suggests that overt and covert forms of 

racism are practised among young users on a daily basis as well. These prac-

tices may be facilitated by platform affordances such as anonymity, linking 

and private direct messaging. However, they are also closely intertwined with 

the circulation of words and imagery helping to render whiteness as the norm, 

thereby situating racialized objects, bodies and language as anormative or de-

viant. Even so, much like in the case of sexualized aggression, these practices 

are nonetheless contested.  

Pérez-Aronsson (2019) and Idevall (2015) have illustrated how racialized 

youth in Sweden have sought out and created online ‘safe spaces’ in which to 

‘vent’ about their experiences of racism and create spaces that challenge 

whiteness as a norm. The third article of this thesis depicts everyday forms of 

resistance to racialization and overt racism through various strategies, such as 

reappropriating negative stereotypes, as a way of countering their injurious 

power. Counteraggression was also a way of directly challenging overt but 

also covert racism. Minority youth, as well as their peers, would constantly 

draw attention to these practices, and by doing so challenge the white norm 

that pervaded the online space, overtly refusing to adhere to particular notions 

of white ‘Swedishness’ (Swedish: ‘svennighet’).  

These results shed light on recent reports of increased racism among youth 

online (Swedish Media Council, 2019b). Although this increase is inextricable 

from bullying and violence in general, I have shown how racism – as well as 
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resistance to racism – draws on the affordances and contexts of social net-

working sites. In this way, otherwise covert ephemeral violence is instead ma-

terialized through various materialities online such as in written posts, memes, 

images, GIFs or videos, meaning that these instances are recorded and provide 

valuable insight and testimony regarding how these practices work, who they 

target and in what way.  

What of contemporary girlhood? 

The thesis has delved into the networked lives of these young girls at a time 

in their lives when change was especially apparent. Their bodies were chang-

ing, they were going through significant life transitions such as losing their 

virginity or smoking for the first time, and their social relationships were con-

stantly changing often brought on by conflict, such as breaking up with a best 

friend or boyfriend. These shifts surface on the users’ timelines as disor-

ganized narratives that unfold for the entertainment and consumption of others 

while also shaping these girls’ lives. Social media profiles and the unfolding 

of users’ networked interactions can be viewed as surfaces of intensities which 

produce affect that cannot be reduced to a specific subject’s point of view, nor 

individual producers or recipients: they are ‘not just the unfolding of narrative, 

nor the presentation of desired objects for desiring viewers’ (Colebrook, 

2000a, p. 15). 

Girls dominated this particular online space, both in terms of numbers and 

in terms of how active they were and how many followers they had. This re-

flects the gendered use of social media. Studying an everyday online space 

and context such as this – as opposed to blogs, for instance – shows how girls 

move in and out of various forms of online expression such as emulating in-

fluencer-style outfit pics and sharing their tricks and tips about clothing and 

make-up. However, these expressions were intertwined with private confes-

sions of embarrassing moments, their hopes and dreams for the future, narra-

tives of the stresses of everyday life, political debates and much more.  

These girls were engaging in various publics and systematically managing 

the privacy of their various accounts as well as the content they posted. Users 

were aware of the publicness of their posts and produced edited content on 

their timelines, at times managing the balance of being open enough to be 

interesting yet private enough not to reveal ‘too much’; at times failing cata-

strophically (cf. Marwick & boyd, 2011). Personal content was interlaced with 

more collective mainstream expressions. One example of this was the 
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circulation of various lists that tied the sexual evaluation of peers to clothing 

brands in a classed way, cheaper brands being coded as less desirable and 

more expensive ones as sexier and more desirable: 

 

 

Figure 7:  

Translation: Gant – Aboow; Hollister – looking good; Odd Molly – nice; 

Zara – cute; H&M – ok 

 

Despite being an important factor in young people’s social dynamics online 

(e.g. Berne et al., 2014; Forsman, 2014; Ringrose & Harvey, 2015), psycho-

logical cyberbullying research has paid little attention to the role of gender in 

online aggression (Ging & O’Higgins Norman, 2016). This is surprising given 

public concern and moralization, particularly surrounding girls’ online activi-

ties which position them as both ‘at risk’ and ‘risky’. Girls’ exposure to online 

aggression has also tended to be framed within an essentializing discourse 

whereby girls are viewed as inherently prone to indirect and relational forms 

of violence (as opposed to physical violence) (for discussion see Ging & 

Siapera, 2018). This thesis points to girls’ engagement in what they perceive 

as counterviolence in online settings as part of both implementing and resist-

ing gendered, sexual and raced norms. This section of the final discussion will 

address the ways in which this thesis contributes to understandings of contem-

porary mediated girlhood, particularly in a Swedish context.  
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Sexuality, sexualization and sexualized policing 

The affective circulation among the users in this thesis highlights how emo-

tional investments were made and points to the issues that occupied and 

steered their networked attention. Being accepted, desired, liked, followed and 

friended were at the heart of their online engagements, and these occupations 

were all directed through the design of the platform itself. How these foci play 

out was also related intimately to the girls’ temporal situatedness, as discussed 

previously. Associated expectations in respect of bodily maturity and visibil-

ity were tied up with the broader cultural and mediatized circulation of sexu-

alized imagery, but also broader social debates concerning the sexualization 

of girls in contradictory ways (Bromseth & Sundén, 2011; Egan & Hawkes, 

2008b). The concept of ‘sexualization’ should be handled with care as it draws 

on discourses about the premature sexualization of children (Egan & Hawkes, 

2008b; Jackson & Vares, 2011; Ringrose & Barajas, 2011). Conversely, it also 

signals ‘the normalization of sexually explicit content in everyday contexts’ 

(Ringrose & Barajas, 2011, p. 124). In this way, these mediated preoccupa-

tions are embedded in broader cultural narratives on sexuality and cultures of 

sexualized imagery, but also moralizing concern regarding girls’ sexualities.  

Sex, desire and romance were topics of central interest to the youth in this 

study, and arguably young people in general. These were foci that occupied 

their attention and seemed to flood their senses. Sexual exploration was taking 

place online alongside friendship, fights, boredom and the drudgery of every-

day life. I understand these practices as taking place within a sexualized media 

context, these foci also representing a significant proportion of the content 

circulating on social media (cf. Jackson & Scott, 2015; Ringrose & Harvey, 

2015; Ringrose & Renold, 2012). For these youth, sex was a big deal, business 

as usual and everything in between.  

Romantic and sexual transitions such as a first kiss, a first relationship, and 

losing one’s virginity are exciting life-changing moments that are nonetheless 

heavily morally guarded. There are ‘cultural scenarios’ (Jackson & Scott, 

2015) that direct ideas about the ‘right time’ in a young person’s life and bod-

ily maturity, as well as relational circumstances in which certain sexual acts 

are deemed appropriate. For girls, these moments – however exciting and an-

ticipated – also risk tainting them as ‘slutty’ or ‘whores’. This thesis con-

firms previous findings that suggest heteronormative forms of gender and sex-

uality are being reproduced among youth online (Cover, 2015; Dunkels, 2007; 

Hernwall, 2009; Jackson, 2015; Ringrose & Barajas, 2011; Sveningsson Elm, 

2007). Girls are subjected to problematic sexual double standards, online as 

well as offline, and their bodies become sites of moralization concerning the 
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sexualization of children (cf. Egan & Hawkes, 2008b; Ringrose & Barajas, 

2011). Not only do moralizing discourse and perceptions concerning girls’ 

sexuality circulate among adults, these are also enacted in young people’s own 

negotiations about which bodies and expressions are normative and which ap-

pear to be deviant and deserving of hate.  

The findings of this thesis suggest that sexual moralization permeates 

young people’s social interactions and practices at very young ages. The find-

ings of this thesis align with other research that has identified how social anx-

ieties intended to protect girls from violence conversely also produce violence 

as they facilitate moralization and sanction aggressive policing (cf. Egan & 

Hawkes, 2008b). García-Gómez (2011), who studied aggression among girls 

on Facebook, found that ‘girlhood remains carefully regulated through a het-

eronormative matrix which differentiated between socially acceptable norma-

tive girls and socially deviant girls’ (p. 4). Figures of feminine deviance that 

circulate seem to be embedded not just in conceptions about acceptable white 

hetero-femininity and its related chronologies, but also in a culture of the con-

sumption of entertainment. These figures are consumed as entertainment, at-

tention-grabbing ‘freaks’, with whom youth coexist with varying degrees of 

proximity and intimacy.  

Youth in various studies have noted that practices perceived as ‘attention-

seeking’ – such as taking lots of selfies, showing lots of skin or doing ‘duck-

face’ poses – can warrant a negative backlash and intimate that such users 

‘deserve it’ (see for instance Forsman, 2014; Ringrose & Harvey, 2015). This 

sense of entitlement seems to drive the intensification of affect through ex-

pressions of counteraggression, hate, love and desire, as it attaches to certain 

materialities and bodies in ways that intensify emotional investment in this 

online landscape. This affective morality thus works to push and violently 

limit girls’ actions and bodies, but also to unlock unforeseen capacities to act.  

In the first article of this thesis I adopt the term ‘sexualized hate’ to signal 

how girls framed the atmosphere of sexualized denigration in the online space 

as a constant threat to them. I identify how the girls negotiated, played with 

and explicitly rejected being called sexual pejoratives like whore and slut (see 

also Ambjörnsson, 2004; Ringrose & Barajas, 2011). The second article iden-

tified how the successful rejection of such labels was easier for ethnically 

Swedish white girls. In their study, Ringrose and Barajas (2011) argued that 

the subject position ‘slut’ entailed significant social risk for girls but nonethe-

less also provided new opportunities for self-expression by – for instance –

reappropriating and renegotiating the ‘slut’ position and its injurious effect. 

The findings in this thesis also point to the way in which sexualized hate can 
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be a trigger for intensified collective negotiation and acts of solidarity and 

support from others. Sexual subjectivity was therefore not just the affective 

work of individual users, consciously writing themselves into being, nor was 

it something exclusively negotiated between victims of sexualized denigration 

and their attackers. Sexual subjectivities are negotiated actively, for sure, but 

there are also ways in which they come to be shaped in the moments of inten-

sification that occur in aggressive exchanges. Collective enunciations are pro-

duced between a multitude of users, circulating figurations and materialities, 

online and offline cultures and norms, and the technological affordances shape 

how those enunciations materialize. It is also in this collectivity that the pos-

sibilities of new sexual subjectivities momentarily opened up in this thesis.  

A Deleuzean ontology of becoming has helped me to explore how policing 

practices and counter-cultures of aggression, as well as anxieties concerning 

girls’ bodies, sexuality and comportment, are embedded in the socio-techno-

logical materiality of the online context. The analysis has shown the dynamic 

production of such practices and how girls and their peers resist hurtful be-

haviour in a multitude of ways. One criticism that may be levelled against a 

Deleuzean approach would be that it may deny girls subjectivity and agency 

(cf. Grosz, 1994; Kontturi & Tiainen, 2007). I wish to turn this argument to 

highlight how this approach has helped me both to affirm these girls’ active 

participation in negotiating various sexual and racialized subjectivities, and 

also to consider how their agency is constricted by the socio-material-techno-

logical contexts in which they find themselves. Policing and shaming practices 

that specifically target girls in sexual, raced, gendered and classed ways are 

indeed harmful phenomena; although girls and those around them are none-

theless actively rejecting, negotiating and reappropriating them in subtle, vio-

lent and creative ways (cf. Tolman et al., 2015).  

‘Post-feminist’ and ‘post-racial’ girlhood in a Swedish context 

The findings of this thesis have turned my attention to the national discourse 

that depicts Sweden as one of the most gender-equal countries in the world, 

as well as the Swedish welfare state’s self-image as anti-racist (Gottzén, 2019; 

Gottzén & Jonsson, 2012; Jonsson, 2019). Here, I will discuss the findings in 

relation to these problematic national discourses.  

‘Post-feminism’ within a Nordic context has been identified as being char-

acterized by an individualistic view of girls as masters of their own destiny 

(Formark, 2013; Oinas, 2017). This ideal renders girls accountable for their 

own emancipation rather than focusing this criticism towards the system of 
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oppression itself (Formark, 2013; Oinas & Collander, 2007). Oinas (2017) ar-

gues that contemporary girlhood is constituted and regulated in the context of 

a ‘Nordic paradox of [post-feminist] idealization of achieved gender equality 

and neutrality, combined with a blindness regarding, and denial of, on-going 

conservative forces’ (p. 180). Similarly, discourses concerning violence 

among girls have been found to be negotiated within the Swedish equality 

discourse as both demonstrating strength and being emancipatory, but also as 

being indicative of the particular vulnerability and victimization of girls 

(Arnell, 2019).  

Sexualized, classed and raced policing within the context of this study took 

place within the scope of such ‘post-feminist’ logic (McRobbie, 2004, 2007) 

that places responsibility for achieving idealized forms of femininity and sex-

uality on individual girls. This logic espouses aspects of the feminist agenda, 

such as embracing a conception of girls’ rights to bodily and sexual integrity, 

yet also enforces limiting notions of girls’ sexuality as risky. Thus perceived 

missteps become situated as the responsibility and fault of individual girls (cf. 

McRobbie, 1991/2000). McRobbie has dubbed this the ‘double-entanglement’ 

of the post-feminist logic (McRobbie, 2007). This logic was enforced in vio-

lent and exclusionary ways among the youth in this thesis, yet it was also prac-

tised in such a way that perpetuated a false sense that girls’ lives are not con-

ditioned by inhibiting feminine ideals (cf. McRobbie, 1991/2000).  

Post-feminist culture, at least in a Swedish context, is intertwined with 

other forms of ‘post’ logic, including the understanding of Sweden as a post-

racial and anti-racist society. Critical race scholars have argued that the Swe-

dish state practices a national self-image as a post-race culture, a national iden-

tity that denies Sweden’s colonial history and upholds Sweden as historically 

neutral; shaping a particular discourse on race which draws on the notion of 

Swedish exceptionalism (Behtoui et al., 2019; Hübinette & Lundström, 2014; 

León Rosales & Jonsson, 2019). Within this discourse Sweden is portrayed as 

a tolerant, progressive, anti-racist and post-racial society (Hübinette, 2017b; 

Jonsson, 2019). This has come to be discussed as ‘colour-blind’ anti-racism 

(Bonilla-Silva, 2011; Dovemark, 2013; Hübinette, 2017a). Although Swedish 

school policies and curricula have been developed to support multiculturality 

and an anti-racist agenda, these documents still largely reproduce Eurocentric 

and monocultural norms with which many minority students cannot identify 

(León Rosales & Jonsson, 2019, p. 4). Contemporary forms of racism do not 

always stem from a uniform conscious ideology; rather, there are various 

forms of racism that need to be approached in different ways (ibid.).  
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In this thesis I have demonstrated how various forms of racialization and 

racism are practised in young people’s everyday lives online. I wish to draw 

together a discussion on post-feminist logics that produces ideas about the in-

dependent, strong but also responsibilized girl with post-race/-ist logic which 

similarly responsibilizes individual minority youth, and in this case girls in 

particular. I have demonstrated how behaviour or forms of expression that 

were deemed anormative – such as using ‘immigrant Swedish’ or being an 

‘bad immigrant’ – were wielded as a way of legitimizing racist attacks. The 

racialized notions of the ‘good immigrant’ or the ‘good Muslim girl’ thus re-

sponsibilize individual girls in problematic ways, thereby sanctioning further 

violence.  

The girls in this study frame their counterviolence – as well as peers’ coun-

terviolence within this sort of emancipatory rhetoric – as responses to ‘hate’. 

This is a balancing act, however, because at the same time – particularly ra-

cialized girls like Bilan, Falis and Salma (in article III) – risk being seen as 

bitchy or aggressive. For them, positioning the narrative of the story of the 

fight in school seemed important, they wanted others to know that they used 

legitimate violence as opposed to the ‘blondes’ who had called them racial 

slurs, pulled off Bilan’s hijab and slapped her. I detect a sense of relief that 

their principal seemed to have found their account credible. Sadie (in the same 

article) was positioned by others as being overly aggressive and deviant, as 

her aggression was tied to her interest in activities coded as ‘male’ such as 

being sporty and playing video games; whereas she wore a hijab, which was 

coded according to stereotypes of ‘Muslim femininity’.  

The individualization of the responsibility to achieve and embody accepta-

ble forms of idealized femininity thus cuts across a range of intersecting cate-

gories, social inequalities and national discourses wherein girls are situated as 

the masters of their own destinies but are nonetheless caught in the crosshairs 

of social concerns regarding perceptions of their particular vulnerabilities as 

girls and as minority youth.  

 

Final thoughts  

 

This thesis points to a number of social challenges that we are yet to overcome. 

Not only do my findings illustrate how girls’ lives are conditioned violently 

in intersectional ways, they also show that such behaviour is widely practised 
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and navigated early on by young people. To be clear, sexualized and racialized 

aggression are not new phenomena, nor am I convinced that it could be 

claimed that they are even taking on essentially new forms. Rather, I see them 

as dynamic practices inextricable from other social technological dynamics. 

 This thesis has shown how identity aspects and social categories such as 

age, gender, sexuality and race intersected in these young people’s online in-

teractions to produce intense moments of contention that drew their affective 

power from the white hetero(chrono)normativity that dominated the online 

space. Thus bodies and articulations that were deemed anormative in relation 

to these norms were targeted more easily than others. I have demonstrated 

how these moments of intensification worked in reciprocal ways, facilitated 

and inhibited by technological functions and affordances such as anonymity, 

hashtagging and linking. Mediated materialization and temporality worked to 

intensify affective circulation of aggression and counteraggression. Girlhood 

in this online context was therefore constantly becoming through the encoun-

ters between the social, the technological and the corporeal, pushing and pull-

ing the girls between a variety of normative figurations to which they could 

adhere only with a certain degree of proximity.   

 As shown, delineations and transitions of contemporary girlhood are in-

tensely negotiated and discerned online. Although these negotiations often en-

tail acts of violence, such instances produce potentialities yet also delineate 

collective agreement surrounding a variety of social practices and behaviour. 

The findings of this thesis can be regarded as a ‘disjunctive synthesis’ 

(Deleuze, 1990, p. 229; Deleuze & Guattari, 1983, p. 75) as they neither re-

duce social media aggression as a molar oppressive negative nor deny these 

qualities. The findings point to opportunities for enhancements, resistance and 

possibilities for new subjectivities to form. In this way these contentious 

events – although they may be hurtful and violent – are nonetheless intimately 

related to processes of subjectification, identification and belonging that shape 

girlhood (cf. Baym, 1995; Kuntsman, 2007).  

My aim has not been to frame these issues within a moral panic surrounding 

youths’ online engagements, which tends to situate them as particularly at risk 

(cf. Egan & Hawkes, 2008a; Jackson & Scott, 2015). Rather, I have explored 

young users’ interactions in their own context and tried to delve into the thick-

ness of these social dynamics so as to approach aggression and hurtful behav-

iours without privileging a dichotomous view of such events, or an essential-

ized notion of age, gender, sexuality, class and race. I wish to take care to 

suggest that the exposure of the lives of girls on social media increases their 

vulnerability in a unidirectional manner. Social media presence enables 
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exposure to risk in certain ways but also increases opportunities to engage 

with friends, build new and meaningful relationships and deepen already es-

tablished ones. It further offers increased opportunities to show love and sup-

port for others, and to receive positive feedback and support. Victims are able 

to gain support for their causes by calling out and broadcasting their experi-

ences of victimization. The plasticity of online expression allows users to try, 

test, produce, play, joke, troll and also fail. Such aggression nonetheless takes 

on situated and contextualized expressions that are very much dependent on 

but not determined by the technological affordances available.  

The dividing lines of youths’ experiences and how they are met by the 

world pass beyond gender. Bodies enter a room from different vantage points 

that cut across a dynamic spectrum of identifiers. Being a light-skinned immi-

grant from East Asia and being a hijab-wearing black girl born in Africa are 

different to being a working class white girl with large breasts and ‘spider’ 

eyelashes. The ways in which these different girls meet and are met by the 

world do of course differ according to the context, but how they are aggressed, 

how they experience aggression and how their own aggression is understood 

by adults and others will differ, impacting their opportunities in different 

ways. These differences occur across intersections of social categories and in-

equalities, certain bodies being privileged while others become recurrent tar-

gets of online hate.  
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Svensk sammanfattning 

Introduktion 

Denna avhandling utforskar artikulationer av och respons på aggression och 

kränkningar som riktas mot unga tjejer på internet. Med utgångspunkt i ett 

tvåårigt nätetnografiskt fältarbete studerar avhandlingen hur kroppar, objekt 

och teknologier möts och påverkar varandra i aggressiva nätinteraktioner. 

Avhandlingen utforskar därmed den affektiva produktionen av aggression 

bland unga i deras medierade vardagsliv och hur detta relaterar till 

identitetsprocesser och maktrelationer baserade på genus, sexualitet, klass, 

ålder, religion och ras. Avhandlingen analyserar hur dessa kategorier vävs 

samman med olika materialiteter: kroppar, klädesplagg, diskurser, och 

religiösa symboler, samt vad dessa sammanvävningar åstadkommer i 

nätinteraktioner där olika användare kränks, direkt eller indirekt. 

 Avhandlingen har följande frågeställningar:  

 

- Hur relaterar aggressiva nätinteraktioners affektivitet till kategorier 

såsom genus, sexualitet, ålder, klass, religion, etnicitet och ras?  

- Hur vävs mänskliga och icke-mänskliga kroppar samman genom dessa 

interaktioner?  

- Hur medieras samtida flickskap(ande) genom aggressiva 

nätinteraktioner?  

Bakgrund och tidigare forskning 

Unga uppger att de utsätts i högre utsträckning än tidigare för kränkningar 

både på och utanför nätet (Statens Medieråd, 2019a). I synnerhet uppger de 

att sexuella trakasserier och rasistiskt våld ökat. Enligt organisationen Friends 

nätrapport (2017) hade 18 procent av tjejer och 6 procent av killar mellan 10-

16 år  utsatts för sexuella trakasserier via nätet under det senaste året. 

Ungdomar uppger att de oftast känner den som utsätter dem för kränkningar, 

även när det sker på nätet (Friends, 2017; se även Hinduja & Patchin, 2013).   
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Frågan om kränkningar bland unga på nätet är ett ämne som har avhandlats 

på skilda sätt. Den ansats som fått störst genomslagskraft i både forskning och 

allmän diskussion är nätmobbningsforskning, som utgår ifrån ett 

utvecklingspsykologiskt perspektiv (Berne, 2013). Nätmobbning (Engelska: 

”cyberbullying”) har framför allt definierats utifrån mobbningsforskaren Dan 

Olweus klassiska mobbningsdefinition. En ofta citerad definition är 

Tokunagas (2010), vilken inkluderar individers eller gruppers handlingar 

genomförda via elektroniska eller digitala medier som återkommande 

kommunicerar fientliga och/eller aggressiva meddelanden och som syftar till 

att skada eller skapa obehag hos andra. I svensk kontext är begreppet ’näthat’ 

vanligare, en term som innefattar en bredare förståelse av negativa handlingar 

på internet.  

I denna avhandling relaterar jag främst till poststrukturalistiska 

feministiska forskare som tar sig an frågor kring nätkränkningar utifrån 

perspektiv som synliggör komplexiteten i teknologiskt medierade 

kränkningspraktiker (Kofoed & Staksrud, 2019, s. 1006; se även Canty et al., 

2016; Kofoed & Ringrose, 2012; Lenhart et al., 2011). Poststrukturalistiska 

och nymaterialistiska feminister har riktat kritik mot 

nätmobbningsforskningens individualpsykologiska förståelser av mobbning, 

särskilt för dess tendens att förstärka en dyadisk syn på förövare och offer 

(Kofoed, 2014; Kofoed & Ringrose, 2012; Marwick & boyd, 2011). 

Feministiska forskare problematiserar även essentialiserande diskurser kring 

genus, våld och mobbning där tjejer ofta framställs som mer benägna till 

relationellt våld än killar (Arnell, 2019). Utifrån ungdomars egna utsagor om 

nätmobbningsincidenter har forskare visat på att dessa ofta inte passar in i 

traditionella förståelser av den sociala dynamiken inom mobbning som 

förenklat omfattar rollerna offer, förövare och åskådare (Ging & O’Higgins 

Norman, 2016; Kofoed, 2014; Kofoed & Ringrose, 2012). Genom en bredare 

förståelse visar Kofoed (2014; Kofoed & Staksrud, 2019) att 

”nätmobbningsincidenter” inte är så avgränsade i tid och rum som vuxna ofta 

tror och att bakomliggande konflikter ofta är röriga och motsägelsefulla. Ging 

och O’Higgins Norman (2016), Marwick och boyd (2014) samt Lenhart et al. 

(2011) har visat att ungdomar benämner negativa eller medvetet elaka 

meddelanden och inlägg på nätet på andra sätt, de benämner exempelvis dessa 

fenomen snarare som ”tonårsdrama” (Marwick & boyd, 2014) och sårande 

nätbeteenden (Ging och O’Higgins Norman, 2016).  

Forskning visar även på hur kränkande och aggressiva nätpraktiker är 

sammanvävda med medierad vänskap och uppmärksamhetssökande, samt att 

dessa praktiker är genuskodade (Berne et al., 2014; Forsman, 2014; Marwick 
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& boyd, 2014). boyd (2014) menar att status- och popularitetsförhandlingar 

ofta ligger till grund för nätkonflikter men att detta är kontextuellt bundet. 

Även om syftet med vissa handlingar är att såra uppfattas de inte alltid så.  

Tjejers nätpraktiker har blivit föremål för moraliserande diskurser som 

pekar ut dem som utsatta och sårbara på nätet, men samtidigt positioneras de 

som potentiella risker, exempelvis utifrån sexualiserade visuella normer 

(Forsman, 2014; Jackson & Scott, 2015; Jackson & Vares, 2015). Dessa 

diskurser innefattar en oro knuten till teknik, genus, sexualitet, ålder och klass. 

Moraliserande diskurser fokuserar vanligtvis på tjejers kroppar och sexualitet 

och pekar ut dem som särskilt sexualiserade och sexuella (Jackson & Vares, 

2011; Renold et al., 2016). Ringrose och Barajas (2011) har visat hur dessa 

moraliserande diskurser och praktiker framställs på nätet och utmålar icke-

vita tjejers kroppar som särskilt sexuella och att kränkningar mot dem därför 

legitimeras enkelt. Författarna visar även på hur tjejer som blir utsatta för 

sexualiserade kränkningar på nätet gör motstånd genom att återappropriera 

vissa negativ epitet, som exempelvis ”slyna”.  

Även om feministisk forskning inom det vidare nätmobbningsfältet lyfter 

aspekter som rör ras och etnicitet så hamnar dessa sociala kategorier ofta inte 

i fokus. Svensk forskning har belyst dessa praktiker främst genom att studera 

skolan som social arena, där man har pekat på hur minoritetsungsungdomar 

rasifieras, andrafieras och gör motstånd till detta (Jonsson, 2007, 2019; 

Mulinari & neergard, 2010; Nilsson Folke, 2017). Pérez-Aronsson (2019) och 

Idevall (2015) har studerat hur rasifierade ungdomar skapar trygga rum i 

digital miljöer där vithet inte är norm och där de kan utbyta erfarenheter av 

utsatthet för rasism. boyd (2011b) har visat hur amerikanska ungdomars 

mobilitetsval på nätet är rasifierade (se även Hargittai, 2007). Det saknas dock 

forskning om ungas erfarenheter av, utsatthet för och motstånd mot rasism och 

rasifiering i deras vardagliga nätsammanhang.   

Inom ungdomskulturforskning har motstånd traditionellt konceptualiserats 

utifrån studier av arbetarklasskillars så kallade motståndskulturer mot en 

medelklassnorm (e.g. Willis, 1977; Hall & Jefferson, 1977) samt subkulturella 

uttryck, såsom olika musik- och klädstilar, som subversiva praktiker kopplade 

till klass, ras och etnicitet (e.g. Hebdige, 1979). McRobbie (1977) kritiserade 

tidigt hur ungdomskulturfältet förbisett tjejer, deras kulturer och 

motståndspraktiker. Hon pekade på att tjejer aktivt skapar egna subkulturella 

uttryck som inte domineras av män och inom domäner som kan uppfattas som 

”privata”. Gilroy (1987) studerade svartas motståndskulturer under extrema 

former av rasförtryck under 1980-talet. Han problematiserade idén om en 

enhetlig form av subversitet och motstånd som en fritt agerande aktörs 
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medvetna handlingar. Poststrukturella och postmarxistiska perspektiv på 

1990- och 2000-talen presenterade istället mer fragmenterade och komplexa 

förståelser av makt och motstånd (Johansson & Lalander, 2012). Dessa 

perspektiv analyserar motstånd på en mikronivå, i vilken motstånd ses som en 

komplex process som innefattar olika sociala kategorier och sociala 

ojämlikheter och som inte enbart undersöker klass utan även ras, etnicitet och 

genus (Johansson & Lalander, 2012; Raby, 2005). I denna avhandling 

inspireras jag av Deleuze och Guattaris (1983, 1987) filosofi samt 

nymaterialistiska ingångar till motstånd (Alldred & Fox, 2017) för att utforska 

hur ungdomarna gör motstånd mot sexuella aggressioner och rasism.  

Teori 

Avhandlingen har en affektteoretisk ingång som inspireras av Deleuze och 

Guattaris filosofi (1983, 1987), som i sin tur tar avstamp i Spinozas affektiva 

ontologi vilken betraktar allt som existerar som sammankopplat. Denna 

”monistiska” och ”platta” ontologi avvisar dikotoma distinktioner såsom 

mellan stabilitet/struktur, naturligt/kulturellt, mänskliga/icke-mänskliga och 

rationalitet/materialitet (Alldred & Fox, 2017; Van der Tuin & Dolphijn, 

2010). Jag utgår även från feministiska och nymateriaterialistiska teoretiker 

som inspirerats av Deleuze och Guattari (t.ex. Fox & Alldred, 2015; Kofoed 

& Ringrose, 2012; Paasonen, 2015a; Renold & Ringrose, 2011).  

 Utifrån detta förstås affekt som mänskliga och icke-mänskliga kroppars 

kapacitet att påverka och bli påverkade av andra (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987; 

Massumi, 1995). Den affektteoretiska vändningen inom kulturteori växte 

under mitten av 1990-talet fram som en reaktion mot vad som ansågs vara 

poststrukturalismens och dekonstruktionismens begränsade förståelse av 

materialitet, kroppar, affekt och emotioner. Man var särskilt kritisk till 

postrukturalismens starka betoning på språk och diskurs (Clough, 2010; 

Massumi, 1995). Affektteori intresserar sig för ontologiska snarare än 

epistemologiska frågor, mot kroppslig materia och en kulturanalys som inte 

fastnar i struktur utan som även beaktar och närmar sig det oförutsägbara och 

föränderliga (Massumi, 2005). Affektteori syftar därför till att utveckla 

postrukturalismens teoretiserande om kroppen, subjektivitet och kultur 

(Terada, 2001).  

Deleuze och Guattaris filosofiska projekt sammanfördes i Anti-Oidipus 

(1972/1983) och Tusen platåer (1983/1987). I dessa verk riktar de sin 

huvudsakliga kritik mot psykoanalysen, med ambitionen att utveckla den. De 
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är kritiska mot den freudianska och lacanianska förståelsen av begär som 

något skapat i människans inre utifrån en avsaknad eller brist. Istället ser de 

begär som en socialt produktiv kraft (Deleuze & Guattari, 1983). Deleuze och 

Guattari utvecklar därför en immanent filosofi som är öppen mot olika möjliga 

effekter och positiv social förändring (Ringrose, 2011).  

Affektteori menar att subjektet formas i relationer till andra kroppar genom 

en konstant tillblivelseprocess (Braidotti, 2006). Affekter ses som i konstant 

rörelse, de flödar mellan kroppar och organiseras i komplexa anordningar, 

som kallas assemblage (på franksa agencement), vilka både utgör och skapar 

världen på samma gång (Gregg & Seigworth, 2010). Det är genom begreppet 

assemblage jag närmar mig aggressiva, konfliktfyllda och sårande händelser 

på nätet. Assemblage utgörs av en mångfald komponenter som tillsammans 

formar symbiotiska relationaliteter till varandra (Deleuze & Parnet, 1987). 

Assemblage syftar till att förstå sakers varande genom att ta i beaktande olika 

sorters relationaliteter och mångfald, snarare än struktur och fixering. Internet 

kan förstås både som ett assemblage och som att det utgörs av en mångfald 

olika assemblage. Mänskliga kroppar är del av assemblage och måste förstås 

utifrån hur de är sammanvävda och producerade inom dessa assemblage, 

snarare än som självständiga biologiska entiteter. Assemblage möjliggör en 

analys som innefattar kropp, materialitet, teknologier och diskurs, utan att 

priviligiera det ena över det andra.   

Jag analyserar användarnas artikulationer av emotioner och känslor i 

nätinteraktioner som ett sätt att följa affekters rörelser mellan olika kroppar 

(mänskliga och icke-mänskliga). Jag studerar därför text och andra semiotiska 

uttryck av känslor som affekters effekt (Massumi, 1995) och som 

representationer av affektiva rörelser (Reeser, 2017). Dessa uttryck kan förstås 

som en produkt av de assemblage de artikulerats inom; manifestationer för de 

maktrelationer som utgör relationerna inom dem. Affektiva artikulationer är 

därför alltid kollektiva (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987).  

Det finns olika sätt att se på relationen mellan affekt, emotioner och känslor 

inom affektteori. Jag följer distinktionen som bland andra Massumi (1995) 

gjort mellan affekt som asubjektivt och emotioner som subjektiva och 

intersubjektiva, sociolingvistiska fixeringar av affekt. Affekt ses därmed som 

fristående mening och intentionalitet (Ley, 2011). Inspirerad av Hemmings 

(2005) menar jag dock att det finns en ömsesidighet mellan känslor, emotioner 

och affekter. De relaterar till varandra i kedjor av kropp–affekt–emotion–

affekt–kropp och som påverkar kroppens förmåga att påverka andra kroppar.  

Affektiva flöden är alltså inte slumpmässiga utan följer vissa mönster, 

cykler eller ekonomier (Ahmed, 2004a; Hemmings, 2005), även om dessa inte 
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är fasta utan alltid blivande och under konstant förändring. För att förstå dess 

föränderlighet, men även dess beständighet, vänder jag mig till Deleuze och 

Guattaris begrepp territorialisering, deterritorialisering och 

reterritorialisering.  

Processerna inom ett assemblage är förvisso i konstant rörelse, men 

återupprepande stabiliserar det ändå genom en process som kallas 

territorialisering. Fox och Alldred (2013) beskriver det i termer av att varje 

kropp, objekt, idé och subjektivitet är ett sorts territorium som skapas och 

förhandlas av rivaliserande affekter inom assemblage. Kroppar inom 

assemblage territorialiseras därmed konstant, de blir kodade genom dessa 

processer, och territorialiserar även andra kroppar som ingår i assemblaget. 

Denna kodning omfattar exempelvis mänskliga kroppar (t.ex. som sexuella, 

som avvikande m.m.), kläder (t.ex. stringtrosor, push up-bh, hijab), språk 

(t.ex. ”blattesvenska”), idéer och kroppsdelar (t.ex. bröst, läppar, sexpack). 

Affektiva ekonomier territorialiserar assemblage och kan komma att 

inskränka och avgränsa kroppars affektiva kapaciteter, det vill säga deras 

förmåga att känna, agera och påverka andra. Territoriska identiteter är dock 

aldrig fastlåsta utan det finns destabiliserande krafter inom ett assemblage som 

deterritorialiserar och avkodar det. Denna deterritorialisering möjliggör 

förändring och ”flyktlinjer” (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987), vilka öppnar upp 

kroppars kapacitet att känna, agera och påverka (Alldred & Fox, 2017; 

Ringrose, 2011). Reterritorialisering handlar om ompositioneringar som även 

kan fungera som återpositioneringar inom ett assemblage vilket kan bidra till 

att återterritorialisera assemblaget.  

Deleuze och Guattaris territorialiseringsbegrepp öppnar även upp för att 

studera motstånd som deterritorialiserande krafter inom assemblage. Jag ser 

motstånd som något flytande och tvetydigt, som sker i vardagliga möten 

mellan kroppar genom medvetna och omedvetna handlingar. Jag förstår 

aktörskap som distribuerat inom assemblaget, som något mänskliga och icke-

mänskliga kroppar får i relation till andra kroppar. Genom att studera 

aggressiva interaktioner kommer jag att identifiera hur affekt produceras 

mellan dessa kroppar, hur flyklinjer och därmed motståndspotential skapas i 

ungas nätinteraktioner.   

Jag använder mig av begreppet affektiva atmosfärer (Anderson & Ash, 

2015) för att teoretisera de kollektiva och spatiala dimensionerna av affekt på 

nätet. Begreppet betonar hur affekter tas upp av kroppar i ett rum, som en 

atmosfär eller ett klimat (Gottzén, 2017). Atmosfärer omsluter kroppar och 

påverkar dem, och kroppar påverkar i sin tur atmosfärer. Begreppet används 

tillsammans med assemblage för att teoretisera kring nätets socioteknologiska 
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spatialitet och hur de mänskliga och icke-mänskliga relationaliteterna 

producerar en affektiv materiell plats.  

Jag studerar även intersektionella kategorier och ojämlikhetsvillkor utifrån 

assemblagebegreppet, där jag ser tillblivelse som produktivt och som en 

rörelse bort från normer (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987). Mitt intresse är att 

identifiera och illustrera hur aggression riktas på olika sätt mot olika kroppar 

beroende på olika aspekter så som ålder, klass, genus, sexualitet och ras. I 

detta följer jag Deleuze och Guattaris politiska projekt att demontera 

maktstrukturer och förtryck genom att tänka om mänskliga kroppar och 

subjektiviteter bortom deras essens. Min ansats beaktar såväl kroppars 

materialiteter och de idéer som kopplas till dem, som deras historia, 

representation och  hur dessa samspelar med andra kroppar inom assemblage. 

Jag förstår därför sociala kategorier såsom ungdom, ras, klass, sexualitet och 

genus som assemblage (Alldred & Fox, 2017; Fox & Alldred, 2013; Weheliye, 

2014).  

Metod 

Metoden för denna avhandling kan förstås som ett assemblage som för 

samman olika former av datainsamling och analysmetoder. Avhandlingens 

empiriska material insamlades mellan 2015 och 2017 genom en nätetnografisk 

metod som inspirerats av netnografi (Kozinets, 2015). Materialet omfattar 150 

användares profiler som uppgav att de var mellan 11 till 15 år gamla vid 

insamlingstiden. Nätinteraktioner är komplexa och mångfacetterade då de ofta 

är asynkrona och de sociala rörelserna sker inom olika tidsramar, över och 

mellan olika nätsammanhang och materialiteter (Søndergaard, 2019). Därför 

har det krävs olika metoder i projektets olika faser. Under det nätetnografiska 

fältarbetet samt analysarbetet användes ett ”refraktiskt” förhållningssätt till 

metoden för att forskningsynden skulle “kristalliseras” (Richardson & St 

Pierre, 2008). Förutom nätetnografin användes tematisk analys, 

posthumanistiska och nymaterialistiska analysmetoder samt 

kodningsprogrammet NVivo.  

Min nätetnografi har inspirerats av Kozinets (2010; 2015) metodologiska 

ram. Nätetnografer har länge applicerat etnografins gedigna metodologi i 

nätsammanhang för att producera ”tjock beskrivning” för att förklara situerade 

kulturella fenomen som sker på nätet (Geertz, 1973). Jag har tagit ett icke-

interventionistiskt förhållningssätt i denna nätetnografi, vilket innebär att jag 

inte interagerat med användarna. Etnografisk metod förordar deltagande 
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observationer, dock ser deltagandet olika ut i nätsammanhang där många 

användare är aktiva men utan att själva skapa mycket innehåll, istället 

observerar de och interagerar ”tyst” med andras producerade innehåll (Forsey, 

2010; Langer & Beckman, 2005; Paechter, 2012). Plattformen där 

avhandlingens empiri samlats in är en offentlig/öppen plattform, vilket inte 

kräver inloggning eller ett konto för att kunna delta som observatör eller för 

att skicka meddelanden till andra (se boyd 2008; Hine, 2008, Svenningsson 

Elm, 2009). På plattformen samlades ungdomar dagligen för att interagera 

med varandra och jag identifierade 150 unga användare som var 

sammankopplade i olika gruppkonstellationer. Då tidigare forskning hade 

utforskat äldre åldersgrupper – oftast mellan 14 och 18 år (Berne et al., 2013; 

Katzer et al., 2009; Livingstone & Smith, 2014; Ringrose & Barajas, 2011; 

Ringrose & Harvey, 2015; Slonje & Smith, 2008) – intresserade jag mig för 

de yngre åldrarna, 11 till 15 år, som var aktiva användare. Detta inkluderade 

därmed även användare som var under plattformens åldersgräns på 13 år. Jag 

fokuserade på aktiva användare som interagerade dagligen på plattformen och 

som var sammankopplade för att kunna följa hur interaktioner rörde sig mellan 

dem.  

För att samla in profiler använde jag mjukvaran NVivo som gjorde det 

möjligt att ladda ner hela profiler och koda dessa. Profilerna innefattade 95 

användare som identifierade sig som tjejer och 53 killar, samt 2 som uppgav 

att de var icke-binära. 42 av dessa identifierade sig som av blandad härkomst 

eller som invandrare.    

Etik 

Avhandlingens etiska förhållningssätt har inspirerats av internationella 

rekommendationer och metoddiskussioner inom fältet. Det syftar till 

skademinimering för användarna (Löfdahl, 2014; Markham & Buchanan, 

2012; Markham & Baym, 2008). För att uppnå detta har alla citat och exempel 

maskerats maximalt så att specifika användare inte ska kunna identifieras. 

Utdragen har anonymiserats, översatts och biografisk information har döljts. 

Namnet på plattformen där empirin har samlats delges inte heller. 

En icke-interventionistisk metod valdes också för att minimera eventuella 

risker som direktkontakt med användarna hade inneburit. Därför har jag också 

begränsat studien till en öppen plattform där informationen som publiceras är 

tillgänglig för allmänheten. De empiriska exemplen som publiceras i 

avhandling begränsas till text och ibland även memes (en form av nätbaserad 
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materiell intertextualitet), men innehåller inte egentagna bilder eller film 

eftersom dessa är mer personliga och lättare att identifiera. 

Den Regionala etikprövningsnämnden i Stockholm vid Karolinska 

Institutet har prövat och godkänt projektets etiska ramverk och metod.  

Artiklarna 

Genom begreppet affektiva atmosfärer utforskar artikel I unga nätanvändares 

artikulerade erfarenheter av det de benämner som näthat (Anderson, 2009; 

Anderson & Ash, 2015; Michels, 2015). Begreppet möjliggör ett 

undersökande av olika former av våld och aggression som möten mellan 

mänskliga och icke-mänskliga kroppar, som i sin tur producerar olika 

möjligheter för kroppar att agera. Studien problematiserar således olika 

materialiteters betydelse för att möjliggöra användares olika känsloyttranden 

och upplevelser av nätaggression.   

Artikeln illustrerar hur aggressiva affektiva flöden formas av hur 

plattformen är utformad och vilka funktioner den erbjuder användare, samt 

hur dessa möjliggör sexualiserade och sexistiska affektiva atmosfärer. Jag 

använder Ahmeds (2004) begrepp ”klibbighet” för att visa hur negativ affekt 

fastnar på vissa materialiteter och kroppar i aggressiva interaktioner. Analysen 

visar att hat främst cirkulerade runt tjejer och deras kroppar och ”klibbade 

fast” vid identiteter relaterat till kön, sexualitet, klass och ras. Detta formade i 

sin tur användarnas upplevelser av plattformen.  

En sexualiserad affektiv regim tycks styra hur hat utövades bland 

användarna. Genom Freemans (2010) begrepp “krononormativitet” synliggör 

jag hur denna affektiva regim är intimt sammanlänkad med normer om ålder 

och kroppslig utveckling som producerar förväntningar om femininitet, 

maskulinitet och heterosexualitet. Tjejerna i studien upplevde och gav uttryck 

för att de konstant riskerade att bli utsatta för denna typ av heteronormativa 

näthat och anpassade sig efter de förväntningarna de upplevde fanns på 

plattformen för att undvika att bli utsatta. Jag beskriver detta som en atmosfär 

av sexualiserat hat.  

Artikeln pekar på hur vissa av mediets funktioner, som anonymitet, 

möjliggjorde och intensifierade hat, samt skapade en känsla av konstant risk 

för de unga tjejerna. Men artikeln pekar även på hur funktioner som 

anonymitet, hyperlänkar och hashtags möjliggjorde vänskap, kärlek och stöd. 

Detta fungerade som en motvikt mot det sexualiserade hatet, vilket i sin tur 

gjorde platformen uthärdlig för de tjejer som var utsatta för hat. I denna 
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specifika nätkontext var sexualiserat hat normaliserat bland användarna, men 

användare gjorde också motstånd mot och problematiserade denna typ av 

beteende. Artikeln visar hur affekt cirkulerar på nätet i en kontext där 

sexualiserade aggressiva praktiker blir norm och där vissa användare 

återkommande blir utsatta.   

Artikel II, samförfattad med Lucas Gottzén, bygger på resultaten från den 

första artikeln genom att utforska hur användarna använde sexualiserade 

epitetet ”hora” samt hur de artikulerade sina känslor kring dess användande. 

Tjejerna i studien utryckte att det var det värsta man kunde kalla någon – vilket 

pekar på dess affektiva kraft. Användandet av hora och relaterade epitet har 

studerats tidigare (Jackson & Vares, 2011; Renold & Ringrose, 2011; Rin-

grose & Barajas, 2011; Ringrose & Harvey, 2015; Ringrose & Renold, 2012) 

– trots det vet vi lite om hur tjejer och deras omgivning reagerar på detta i 

nätsammanhang.  

Artikeln synliggör hur negativa sexualiserade praktiker hindrar tjejers 

affektiva kapaciteter, men även hur individuella och kollektiva 

motståndshandlingar möjliggör nya potentiella sexuella subjekt. Artikeln 

identifierar hur både tjejer och killar omfattas av affektiva praktiker som rör 

denna typ av  sexualiserade praktiker, men där sexualiseringen främst riktas 

mot tjejer och där ”horan” blir en central figur. Denna figur är intimt 

sammankopplad med med föreställningar om vit 

medelklassheteronormativitet och negativa affekter så som skam, äckel och 

ilska, men även lust och begär. Resultaten visar även på att vita kroppar lättare 

kunde göra motstånd mot epitet som hora, då denna och rasifierade versioner 

som ”qhaba” lättare fastnade på kroppar som identifierades som rasifierad 

tjejer.  

Artikel II pekar också på hur dessa sexualiserade praktiker sker i en livsfas 

då tjejers kroppar och relationer utvecklas när de alltmer kommer att ses som 

”sexuella” då, exempelvis, deras bröst växer, de utforskar smink och kläder 

och inleder romantiska och sexuella relationer, därmed passar de inte längre 

in i strikta föreställningar om oskuldsfullhet.  

Analysen visar hur användare även deltog i kontraaggressiva praktiker, 

samt kollektivt motstånd mot användandet av ”hora” och andra 

skambeläggande sexualiserade aggressioner vilket möjliggjorde olika sätt att 

reappropriera och skapa nya förhållningssätt till tjejers sexualitet. Trots detta 

riktades ändå det mesta motståndet mot den kränkande handlingen – att kalla 

någon hora – snarare än hämmande och skadliga normativa praktiker mot 

tjejer mer generellt. Detta motstånd följde en logik om friheten att välja och 

självreglering, inte mot själva moraliserandet av tjejers sexualitet. Vi menar 
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därför att detta skedde enligt en postfeministisk logik (McRobbie, 2004, 2005, 

2007), som stödjer det fortsatta moraliserandet av tjejer, deras sexualitet och 

kroppar.  

Artikel III fokuserar på hur minoritetstjejer och andra i deras närhet på 

plattformen reagerar på, och gör motstånd till rasifiering och rasistisk 

aggression i detta nätsammanhang. Artikeln diskuterar tidigare forskning om 

ungdomars erfarenheter och respons på rasism och visar på att det saknas 

studier som specifikt studerar ungas utsatthet för, och erfarenheter av rasism i 

deras nätvardag.  

Artikeln går även i dialog med studier av motstånd inom 

ungdomskulturforskning. En affektteoretisk förståelse för motstånd används i 

artikeln för att teoretisera kring de olika materiella relationer som möjliggör 

rasifierade och rasistiska handlingar på nätet. Jag ser motstånd som relationellt 

och materiellt istället för en produkt av en enskild aktör (Alldred & Fox, 2017; 

Fox & Alldred, 2015). Motstånd förstås som en form av affektiv förstärkning 

(Engelska: ”enhancement”) som ökar kroppars kapacitet att känna, agera och 

påverka andra kroppar.  

Artikeln visar på hur de unga tjejernas nätsammanhang genomsyrades av 

olika rasifierade praktiker där vithet blev norm och där de rasifierade 

ungdomarna positionerades som att de inte hörde dit.  Negativa stereotyper, 

som den ”dåliga invandraren” och den ”dåliga muslimska tjejen” användes i 

interaktionerna mellan ungdomarna för att rasifiera och skambelägga tjejer. 

Olika rasifierade materialiteter, till exempel hijaben/slöjan och vad 

ungdomarna kallade för ”blattesvenska”, cirkulerade således i denna kontext 

och hade affektiva implikationer. Dessa symboler fungerade som knytpunkter 

för rasifierade konflikter. Analysen visar hur både vita majoritetsungdomar 

och minoritetsungdomar tar del i olika former av rasifierade praktiker och hur 

de använder olika materialiteter för att rasifiera och skambelägga tjejer. 

Konstant rasifiering och rasism begränsade vissa tjejers affektiva kapaciteter 

i detta rum. Tekniska funktioner såsom asynkronitet, anonymitet, och 

synlighet möjliggjorde däremot även kollektiva former av motstånd mot 

rasistiska praktiker.  

Analysen visar hur rasistisk aggression kan röra sig från offline till online, 

där en händelse offline intensifierades när den rörde sig till nätet. Denna 

intensifiering innebar ett ökat antal rasistiska handlingar som riktades mot de 

inblandade tjejerna, men även stunder av rasifierad och anti-rasistisk intimitet 

och motstånd som manifesterades i kollektiva motaggressioner.  
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Avslutande diskussion 

Denna avhandling kommer ur ett intresse att studera kränkningar bland 

ungdomar på nätet. Under det nätetnografiska fältarbetet identifierade jag hur 

tjejer mottog större delen av det användarna identifierade som näthat. Genom 

att studera dessa incidenter och interaktioner har jag belyst hur tjejer blir 

utsatta för näthat i deras medierade vardag, samt hur detta påverkar och formar 

nätatmosfärer på en specifik digital platform, och slutligen hur teknologiska 

”affordanser” möjliggör kränkningar, men även stöd och motstånd. Resultaten 

belyser hur nätkränkningar och hat är tätt sammankopplat med 

vänskapsgörande och stöd bland ungdomar på nätet.  

Avhandlingen bidrar till kunskap om nätmobbning och våld, speciellt då 

den belyser aggressiva interaktioners komplexitet och därmed problematiserar 

(dyadiska) förståelser av dessa och den sociala dynamik som ligger till grund 

för denna typ av våld. Resultaten belyser också intersektionella aspekter av 

nätaggression och vilka som blir föremål för dem. Avhandlingen undersöker 

vidare hur de som blir utsatta och deras kamrater gör motstånd mot inlägg som 

de anser orättvisa eller medvetet elaka. Med andra ord bidrar avhandlingen till 

kunskap om åskadarbeteenden i nätmobbningsincidenter.  

Avhandlingens utgångspunkt i Deleuze och Guattaris filosofi och affektte-

ori har möjliggjort en analys av konfliktfyllda interaktioner som 

uppmärksammar användares möjligheter att agera i relation till andra 

mänskliga och icke-mänskliga kroppar. Aktörskap produceras inom de 

assemblage som användarna finner sig i, snarare än i dem som individuella 

aktörer. Med andra ord förskjuts det individuella ansvaret från aktörer i 

interaktion till att istället handla om en problematisering av ofta dikotoma 

utvecklingspsykologiska förståelser av ungdomars konflikter på och utanför 

nätet. Analysen bidrar på så sätt till en utökad förståelse av de situerade och 

intersektionella aspekterna av ungas våld på nätet och hur olika teknologier 

påverkar och villkorar deras interaktion.  

Genom att analysera aggression och kränkningar mot tjejer genom 

nätetnografisk metod har jag kunnat studera fenomenet inbäddat i dess 

specifika teknologiska kontext. Även om detta medför ett antal metodologiska 

begränsningar så har jag kunnat fördjupa mig i detta nätsammanhang som en 

socioteknologisk plats och har därmed kunnat teoretisera kring interaktioner I 

detta specifika sammanhang. Denna avhandling bidrar till 

ungdomskulturforskning, flickforskning, medievetenskap samt barn- och 

ungdomsvetenskap generellt då den undersöker hur flickors vardagliga liv 

formas på nätet i relation till ålder, genus, sexualitet, klass, ras, etnicitet och 
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religion. Den talar till svenska diskurser kring postfeministisk och 

(antirasistisk) ”postrasial” kultur. Slutligen bidrar avhandlingen till förståelser 

av, och forskning om motstånd i ungas medierade vardag.  
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