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ABSTRACT

For social movements, the internet has become a powerful tool. Feminisms have been 
appropriating it since the 1990s, which is when they began formulating a cyberfeminism that 
affirmed the exceptional nature of the digital world. Changes over the past 20 years have made 
the internet part of our lives and our lives are part of the internet. Today, the world wide web is a 
medium for feminist media. It is the stage for online mobilisations via hashtags and organising 
street protests. And it is the infrastructure for the formulation of new ideas and the production 
of a feminist counterpublic that challenges the discourse of the dominant public sphere. 
Through the internet, feminists have revitalised the debate, revamped practices and succeeded 
in forcing mainstream media to pay attention to their demands. Based on an analysis of shares 
on Facebook during the week of International Women’s Day in 2018 in Brazil, we present an 
overview of the reach and the clash between discourses and counter discourses. Our findings 
point the way to an agenda for research and actions, which involves everything from how 
platforms function to policies on digital security and access to the internet and knowledge.

ARE WE GOING TO FEMINISE
THE INTERNET?

Mariana Valente & Natália Neris

•   The role and impact of online activism   • 
for feminisms in Brazil
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There is nothing new in the fact that the internet is central to social mobilisations today. 
It would also appear that one only has to have been on the internet, and paid attention, 
for close to a decade to notice that agendas related to racial, sexual and gender minorities 
and their voices have found new and broader spaces for their expression and dissemination. 

Furthermore, it no longer makes sense to talk about a “virtual world” or “cyberspace”, 
as opposed to a “real world”, like it once did.1 With the advances of digital technology 
in different aspects of our lives and the constant use of instant online forms of 
communication that many people do not even associate with the internet, these 
stagnant divisions do not reflect the way people experience and appropriate technology. 
This also goes for activism and social movements for which there is a strong connection 
between their online and offline forms of action. Brazilian feminisms are an excellent 
example for understanding the paradoxes involved in the use of the internet for social 
mobilisation in the late 2010s, due to their vastness and diversity.

Feminists’ struggle to influence and define the agenda of the media and communication 
processes is also nothing new. Since at least the second wave,2 the movement’s organising process 
has involved reflecting critically on the media and developing alternative media channels to 
disseminate information on certain issues and give voice to the marginalised. In Brazil, since 
the 1970s, newspapers such as Brasil Mulher (1975-1979), Nós Mulheres (1976-1978) and 
Mulherio (1981-1987) have played this role.3 The internet reinforced these practices, yet 
via its own physical structure and logic, which allow for communication of “everyone with 
everyone” – in the highest form of what Castells calls “mass self-communication”.4 Sending 
messages via the web is decentralised and reception is fragmented. In addition to its use as 
“feminist media”, the internet and the web applications designed for it have permitted the 
creation of new formats for interaction: meetings, exchanges and connections take place 
regardless of people’s geographic location among individuals who share the same interests, 
but who may never meet in person. In fact, the internet has made transnational exchanges 
possible. This has had impacts on the transnationalisation of feminism, which Nancy Fraser 
claims is characteristic of a “third wave”.5 In spaces built on affinities, such as Facebook 
groups created to discuss feminist issues, challenges to the hegemonic meanings of gender 
identities and sexualities multiply and become fragmented. This reflects, but also affects, 
the intensity of social changes we are currently experiencing: in the realm of multilateral 
communications, the possibilities of encountering new meanings for the world are infinite.6

Feminist mobilisations via the internet began in the 1990s under the umbrella of cyber-
feminism – a set of intellectual and artistic products influenced by Donna Haraway’s 
metaphor of the cyborg.7 These works were linked to the digital culture and have been said 
to be, a posteriori, excessively optimist: the internet was, in itself, believed to have enormous 
potential for the liberation of women.8 From the 2000s on, the relationship between feminism 
and the internet became more diversified and complex,9 as it incorporated discussions on 
intersectionality, women’s participation in technological development10 (including digital) 
and the extension of discrimination and violence to women’s lives online.
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Twenty years later, the internet has become an important element for a broad range of 
feminist coalitions and generated major debate. Furthermore, the connections between 
digital networks and the street is central for understanding the state of the feminist 
movement in Brazil and, we dare say, perhaps everywhere else. Based on a database built 
to register feminist protests in the country from 2003 to 2017, which has over 400 entries, 
Medeiros and Fanti identified nothing less than a “return to the streets” in 2011 with the 
emergence of the SlutWalk.11 This movement was born in Toronto, Canada when, in the 
midst of attacks on women at a university campus, a police officer stated that to prevent 
violence, women should stop dressing like sluts. In April 2011, a protest was held to defend 
women’s autonomy over their bodies and sexuality. The movement rapidly spread around 
the world, with SlutWalks being organised everywhere, including Brazil. The use of the 
internet and social media was key in the organisation, mobilisation and dissemination of 
information on these protests. It was always closely linked to physical spaces: the marches 
were organised locally in each city, involved the occupation of public space and used the 
body as territories of political expression.12 It is no surprise that SlutWalk is being broadly 
studied and serves as the reference for many feminisms today.13

These mobilisations are highly publicised and covered by mainstream media. There are also 
blogs and social media pages fulfilling the function of feminist media that are also the object 
of research and analysis. Examples include Blogueiras Feministas (Feminist Bloggers),14 o 
Lugar de Mulher (A Woman’s Place),15 the Feminismo Sem Demagogia (Feminism without 
Demagogy) Facebook page and Moça, Você é Machista (Girl, You’re Sexist).16 But the internet 
has also played a role in a less visible kind of social organising. For example, Medeiros17 

conducted an ethnographic study that shows that social media was key for the founding 
of feminist groups in the outskirts of the city of São Paulo, and sometimes fulfils the 
crucial task of enabling people to overcome geographic limitations. The group of women 
graffiti artists, the M.A.N.A Crew (Mulher Atitude Negritude e Arte, or Women Attitude 
Negritude and Art) was started when two of its leaders met on Instagram. One lived in 
the Ermelino Matarrazo district and the other, in Cidade Tiradentes – areas located in the 
periphery of São Paulo, nearly 20 km from one another. Also, even though the planning 
of the First National March of Black Women held in Brasilia in 2015 was done during an 
in-person meeting, it was through their communication on social media that the organisers 
and other women activists mobilised activists from all over the country.18

As we stated above, in addition to serving as a medium for feminist media and 
its usefulness for the coordination of meetings and actions that take place offline, 
social media itself is a space for activism and debate19 and these interactions have 
renewed practices and discourses. Lawrence and Ringrose20 observed, for example, the 
development of a culture of denunciation that is particular to social media: by weaving 
connections and raising voices that previously did not have a media structure to amplify 
them (due to media concentration and the practice of broadcasting a very limited range 
of voices), women can quickly expose sexism and misogyny in culture and behaviour 
and react to violence and male domination. One of the popular forms of this kind 
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of mobilisation are campaigns that use hashtags to organise reporting: in Brazil, this 
was the case of the #MeuPrimeiroAssédio (#MyFirstHarassment), #MeuAmigoSecreto 
(#MySecretFriend), #EuNãoMereçoSerEstuprada (#IDoNotDeserveToBeRaped), and 
#NãoPoetizeOMachismo (#Don’tPoeticiseSexism) campaigns.21

Thus, while we recognise that online mobilising is intimately linked to action on the 
streets, it is clear that for the feminist movement, social media functions as centres 
for the elaboration of discourse, as Medeiros points out.22 The internet is providing the 
infrastructure needed to promote direct and immediate access to debates and texts. By 
doing so, it is substituting what was said to be a central characteristic of the previous 
cycle of Brazilian feminism identified as institutional feminism: mediation by “external” 
feminist technical advisory groups, such as specialised NGOs.

The relationship between women and their rights and the internet has, however, proven 
to be extremely paradoxical: social media has also become a hostile space imbued with 
extreme risks for women. Women are disproportionately affected by trolls23 and online 
aggression,24 and gender violence practices such as the non-consensual dissemination 
of intimate images (NCII) – a phenomenon known as revenge porn25– have reached 
alarming levels. Violence against women on the internet has taken on multiple and 
multifaceted forms.26 There is also plenty of evidence that they are more common 
and have more severe consequences when they affect black and indigenous women, 
people living with disabilities, lesbians, bisexuals and transsexuals. For years, the debate 
held at the intersection between digital rights and feminisms discussed which aspect 
should be prioritised: the opportunities for emancipation that the internet offers social 
movements, or the violence and risks involved in the use of social media.27 Over the 
past five years, it gradually became clear that it is not a matter of choosing one or the 
other, but rather recognising that one and the other are both present.

This was due to a change not only in discourse, but also in the internet itself. Thanks 
to advances in technology, over 20 years, the internet ceased to be a mere set of forums 
and chats for most people. It now allows people to create true digital selves who are 
individualisable and enrichened with an abundance of images, videos and precise 
information on location, preferences and activities. We can call this change embodiment: 
while the online experience in the 1990s could be dissociated from the material existence 
of the people who communicated on the web to a certain extent, the digital world later 
penetrated people’s bodies and people’s bodies entered the digital world. This brought 
questions of identity and sexuality to the centre of people’s experience on social media, 
which is inseparable from their experience outside of it.28 And discrimination and violence 
against women’s bodies easily found their double in the digital world.

This paradox can be more easily understood if we adopt Nancy Fraser’s perspective on the 
public sphere, which is a criticism of Jürgen Habermas’s earlier formulation of the concept. 
Fraser argues that there is no one, single public sphere that contemplates all the discursive 
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exchanges in any given society – nor would it be desirable to have only one - but rather a 
plurality of publics that compete with one another. And, throughout history, there have 
always been what the author calls subaltern counterpublics – that is, alternative discursive 
arenas in which members of subalternate groups invent their counter discourses and 
“formulate oppositional interpretations of their identities, interests and needs”.29 This 
was the case of US feminists at the end of the 20th century who organised their own means 
of communication, publishing houses, book stores, academic programmes, conferences 
and meeting places and developed a language that conveys demands and works to reduce 
inequality – terms such as “rape culture”, “double day” and “sexual harassment” come 
to mind. This space for elaborating collective self-definitions is also a reality for black 
women. According to Patricia Hill Collins, in safe spaces, “Black women ‘observe the 
feminine images of the ‘larger’ culture, realize that these models are at best unsuitable and 
at worst destructive to them, and go about the business of fashioning themselves after the 
prevalent, historical black female role models in their own community”.30 Hill Collins 
identified these safe spaces in writing, music (especially in blues) and black women’s 
relationships with one another in the 20th century in the United States. 

Today, on social media, feminist demands are being formulated according to the logic of a 
subaltern counterpublic, which although it has not been generalised, it does negotiate with 
the hegemonic public sphere and other counterpublics in its quest to expand continuously. 
And, in this negotiating process, confrontations and reactions occur. 

The coexistence of these public spheres on the internet is not transparent, as one 
might think. One of the reasons for this is the “filter bubble” – a concept elaborated by 
Eli Pariser31 to explain how algorithms personalise the experience on digital platforms 
and work to expose people mostly to content that is close to their preferences and 
opinions. It is in this context that observations of interactions on social media gain 
importance. Using data from the Political Debate in the Digital World Monitor from 
the University of São Paulo,32 we conducted a study on communication on gender 
issues on Facebook during the week of International Women’s Day (March 8) in 
2018 – a period in which the debate on issues related to women and their rights 
intensifies. The Political Debate in the Digital World Monitor gathers information 
on posts shared on over 500 Facebook pages that focus on the political debate in 
Brazil, which it then classifies into two categories. The categories are a reflection of 
how the researchers for the project have come to understand, based on the data, the 
current polarisation in the country’s political debate: on one hand, there is the anti-
PT (Workers’ Party) side formed by liberals, conservatives, people calling for military 
intervention and political parties from the current government’s base of allies; on 
the other hand is the anti-anti-PT side, made up of NGOs, opposition parties, left-
wing groups and social movements, including the pages of the feminist, anti-racist 
and LGBT movement. This polarisation can clearly be observed from the activity on 
these Facebook pages, as individuals who follow some pages also follow others from 
the same side, but rarely follow pages from the opposite side.
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Many individuals who like posts on pages defending liberal positions 
on the economy also like posts on pages with conservative positions on 
customs. On the other hand, the ones who like posts on left-wing pages 
also like posts on feminist pages. One group of pages is distanced from 
the other: it is very rare that someone who likes content shared on a 
liberal page in economic terms also likes posts on a feminist page.33

Resorting to a simplification, we identified one pole as “progressive” and the other as 
“conservative”. Feminist pages were included in the progressive pole – in other words, individuals 
who engage with them also engage on other issues from this field. The Political Debate in the 
Digital World Monitor also collects news shared on Facebook from 96 news sites.

We filtered all the posts from pages and news shared that week containing the words 
“woman”, “feminism”, “gender” and “harassment”,34 and obtained 1,382 posts35 and 625 
shares of news reports.36 As feminist researchers and members of networks of human rights 
defenders, we expected to find a series of debates on women’s rights on the progressive 
side and to be able to map the issues that mobilised the subaltern counterpublic that 
discusses feminism on the internet the most. The results showed a completely different 
picture: even during such a particular week, the debate was divided between the two poles 
and the pages that stood out the most were actually from the conservative side, which, 
largely treated feminists’ demands with irony.

The first important observation to be made on the patterns of the debate is that while we are 
talking about a large number of posts with different content being shared, their reach varies 
greatly. The number of shares for each post varies from 14,175 shares to only 1; the number of 
times the ten most shared posts was shared is practically the equivalent of the total shares for 
the 1,382 remaining posts.37 The graph below helps to visualise these proportions:

10 most shared posts

1382 least shared posts
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Post with over 6,000 shares (post with the 

second highest number of shares)

Translation of text in post: 

Congratulations, girls!!!

Translation of text in image: 

Being a woman is not being a man. It is 

about being a mother and not a father. 

Because a father is not a mother and a 

mother is a woman. Because a woman is 

never a father. A father is not a woman 

because the woman was not the father. 

But a father is not a mother either.

Happy Women’s Day!

Post with over 2,000 shares (post with the third 

highest number of shares)

Translation of text in post: 

Congratulations to all the great women 

in this country!

Translation of text in image: 

CONGRATULATIONS TO ALL THE GREAT

NOT YOU (repetido nas 4 fotos)

WOMEN IN OUR BRAZIL!

The majority of the posts with the highest number of shares came from pages not on the 
progressive side, but rather the conservative side: Jair Bolsonaro Presidente 2018 (Jair Bolsonaro 
for President 2018),38 followed by Socialista de Iphone (Iphone Socialists), Movimento Brasil 
Livre (Free Brazil Movement), Movimento Contra-Corrupção e Anti-PT (Anti-corruption 
and Anti-PT Movement). Three of the posts shared the most came from pages on the 
progressive side: Brasil 247, Dilma Resistente (Dilma Resists) and Manuela D’Ávila.
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In addition to the concentration of the impact of posts from conservative pages, one can also 
note that during that week, the debate on women was largely monopolised by issues that have 
more to do with the political polarisation affecting Brazil than ones related to women’s rights 
per se. The second most shared post is a meme satirising former president Dilma Rousseff, 
which contains a confused and poorly articulated statement on what it means to be a woman. 
While the meme in question is a joke about the way she talks, it is actually mocking the 
women’s agenda by evoking the only woman president Brazil has had on March 8. The third 
most shared post separates women who “deserve to be congratulated” from those who do not 
based on their position in the polarised political field: the ones from the conservative camp 
are the real women who should be celebrated. Even on the progressive side, the post with 
the most shares are the memes celebrating women politicians who voted a certain way, or 
campaigning against conservative candidates who attack women’s demands. None of the most 
shared posts transcend the focus on individuals and this short-sighted polarisation.39

When we separate the posts according to the political spectrum of the pages, as classified by the 
Political Debate in the Digital World Monitor, other patterns appear. Much more content was 

Post with over 1,000 shares (post with the fourth 

highest number of shares)

Translation of text in post: 

So that women never forget this character…

By the way, 

who get women pregnant? The stork?

Translation of text in image:

WOMEN

“Women should earn less because 

they get pregnant”

REMEMBER

Just a reminder

Post with over 1,000 shares (post with the fifth 

highest number of shares)

Translation of text in post: 

If you are a woman who gets pregnant and 

breastfeeds, take a close look at these women!

Translation of text in image: 

Senators who voted in favour of pregnant 

women working and breastfeeding in 

unsanitary conditions
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produced by pages from the progressive side, which engaged in more intense activism during 
the period. This was what we expected, as feminist pages are part of this group. Even so, the 
posts from conservative pages got many more shares (and, in fact, appear at the top of the list):40 

Posts from pages from the conservative side

Posts from pages from the progressive side

10 news items shared the most

615 news items shared the least

In the case of the sharing of news reports, we also observed – though to a lesser extent – that 
shares were highly concentrated in only a few links:
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The most shared news reports came from mainstream media outlets, namely the Estado 
de São Paulo, G1 (Globo), R7 (Record), Veja and BBC Brazil websites.41 The two news 
items that were circulated the most got a little over 47,000 shares. The articles were about 
the launch of Barbie dolls made in the image of three famous women (Frida Kahlo, Amelia 
Earhart and Katherine Johnson) and a list from the Buzzfeed website with testimonies on 
inequality in the labour market shared by women in response to a question launched by 
the Ministry of Labour on Twitter. The third news item with the most shares told the story 
of a woman pilot who flew the presidential plane, which had a little over 24,000 shares; 
the fourth reproduced the story on the launch of the Barbie dolls, and the fifth presented 
the historical origins of March 8. Therefore, topics related to women’s rights and structural 
issues (feminicides, transphobia, inequalities on the labour market, approval of laws to 
combat violence and the trajectory of black women) shared space with an article with 
commercial content. In any case, contrary to what happened in the debate generated by 
Facebook pages, the media is still strongly influenced by feminist activism.

The observation of patterns of communication on Facebook during the week of the 2018 
International Women’s Day concretises a part of the discussion on the relation between 
feminist activism and the internet. On one hand, there is the power of online activism and 
its capacity to influence mainstream media, whose content is then shared on the internet. On 
the other, hegemonic (and anti-equality) discourses on women and their demands continue 
to have considerable reach in the conversations between Facebook page administrators.

Even though more counter discourse content was produced, conservative narratives continue 
to be heard more. It should be said that in addition to the reasons rooted in society, what 
is at stake here are the issues related to specific ways of circulating information on the 
internet, or how they are or can be manipulated by actors from the field of communications. 
We know that algorithms determine the reach of the information posted and that, on a 
platform like Facebook, increasing one’s reach has to do with mastering a certain kind of 
language that “goes viral” and with using financial resources to boost content and pages. 
We also know that these rules lack transparency and are formulated with little interference 
from users. This kind of interference happens occasionally when the public manages to 
exert considerable pressure and affect the companies’ public image. In a context where 
online activities are highly concentrated on a few platforms, as in the case of Facebook 
for social media and YouTube for videos, the boundaries of the digital debate also remain 
concentrated in only a handful of corporate actors.

Another point is that content on individual women in these pages’ posts leads to a 
proliferation of misogynous hate speech in the comments in the form of swearing, attacks and 
disqualifications. Our observations indicate that women communicators in the broad sense 
of the term – that is, activists, journalists, actors and politicians – have been the prime target 
for this type of violence, regardless of whether they are talking about feminism or not.42 The 
platforms, for their part, are finding it a major challenge to define and ban hate speech, as the 
sectors defending conservative agendas that infringe the freedom of expression can capitalise 
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1 • The reference to cyberspace used to be very 

popular, starting with the works of influential 

theorists such as Pierre Lévy. In a series of books, 

Lévy described and analysed “cyberspace” as 

an element that introduced communication ‘for 

everyone with everyone’ and that would lead to 

the emergence of a collective intelligence thanks 

to the use of a series of intellectual tools, devices 

and technologies. He also developed the “virtual” 

concept based on the works of Gilles Deleuze. 

See Pierre Lévy, O que É o Virtual? (São Paulo: 

Editora 34, 2004); Pierre Lévy, Inteligência Coletiva: 

Para uma Antropologia do Ciberespaço (São Paulo: 

Loyola, 2009); Pierre Lévy, Cibercultura (São Paulo: 

Editora 34, 2011). 

2 • The division of the feminist movement into 
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3 • Tainan Pauli Tomazetti and Liliane Dutra 

Brignol, “O Feminismo Contemporâneo a (Re)
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se Expressar: As Letras e as Lutas de Negras e 

Negros nos Meios de Comunicação no Brasil,” in 
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NOTES

on demands for censorship – which victimises us as women once again. What is more, even 
if the challenges are big, the platforms are private and lack transparency, and the raising of 
our voices is increasingly met with virtual attacks, we believe that we cannot give up these 
spaces, which have allowed this subaltern counterpublic to grow. This means we must fight 
for these spaces and demand that the platforms adopt gender-sensitive policies, reflect on 
and formulation digital security measures for subaltern groups, invest in real access to the 
internet for women, especially black and indigenous women, and take policies of access to 
knowledge seriously. This is the broad agenda of research and actions needed to feminise the 
internet and that we hope to continue to build with different men and women actors.
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