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In this dissertation, I examine how individuals and groups turn the narrative tools of 

media against dominant power. Across four case studies, I extend theories of gaze to 

show how those who are “Othered” contest power and narrative by subverting familiar 

media practices and elite-controlled narratives. To do so, I introduce a theory I call 

refractivism that centers agency and counter-narrative production, describing how 

marginalized individuals actively reject harmful representations and assert alternative 

identities. In critical, agentic moments—flashpoints where media afford 

intervention—refractivists leverage both legacy and digital platforms to challenge 

dominant narratives and advance new social realities. These acts of mediated 

resistance not only contest power but reshape media ecology, expanding possibilities 

for representation and future resistance. 



  

The four case studies focus on populations marginalized by hegemonic legal and 

social discourses related to age, body size, criminalization, and gender. Specifically, I 

examine (1) how gray-haired older women built community through social media to 

affirm their professional value and beauty, predominantly researching via digital 

ethnographic methods; (2) how Lizzo used social media to reject body-shaming and 

promote boundary-breaking plus-size celebration online and in person, researched via 

deep content analysis; (3) how journalists and editors reconsidered the routine use of 

police mug shots that stigmatize arrested but unconvicted individuals, leaning heavily 

on data gleaned from journalist interviews; and (4) how Britney Spears’ fandom 

mobilized online and offline activism to challenge and ultimately prompt reevaluation 

of her conservatorship, all examined with metajournalistic discourse analysis, through 

an investigation of both mainstream media and the social media platform Twitter/X. 

These four cases document how distinctively different actors can redirect public and 

media attention toward harms that had previously gone unseen or unacknowledged, 

creating initiatives and inspiration for others to follow.  

This dissertation demonstrates how media practices within mainstream and social 

media can be mobilized to disrupt entrenched social and political hierarchies. By 

extending theories of gaze through refractivism, in this dissertation I speak to scholars 

across fields and additionally provide practical insight for marginalized communities 

seeking to resist and reshape dominant narratives.  

 
 

 

 



  

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

TOWARD A THEORY OF REFRACTIVISM: 
HOW ‘OTHERS’ DISRUPT NARRATIVES IN NEWS & DIGITAL MEDIA 

 
 
 

by 
 
 

Jodi McFarland Friedman 
 
 
 
 
 

Dissertation submitted to the Faculty of the Graduate School of the  
University of Maryland, College Park, in partial fulfillment 

of the requirements for the degree of 
Doctor of Philosophy 

[2026] 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Advisory Committee: 
  Professor Susan Moeller, Chair 
  Professor Sarah Oates 
  Professor Linda Steiner 
  Associate Professor Krishnan Vasudevan 
  Associate Professor Catherine Knight Steele 



  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

© Copyright by 
Jodi McFarland Friedman 

2026 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

ii 
 

Dedication 

To Eric and our EAST Friedmans, Eden, Ava, Seth, and Theodore. My True North. 

 



 

 

iii 
 

Acknowledgements 

Words are not enough to express the gratitude I feel to those who have helped make this 
scholarly journey possible. It has been the privilege of an already richly blessed life. To begin, I 
am deeply indebted for the guidance of members of my doctoral committee. 

 
Susan D. Moeller, chair: You spurred me to see the connective tissues of my inchoate 

observations. You pushed back when I undersold myself. You called me a magpie, and you gave 
me the courage and the confidence to see in my questions more than just a collection of shiny 
things. Thank you for showing up for me, for being only a text away, for giving me room, and 
for making my writing sharper. As mentors go, you are in a class of your own. 
 

Sarah A. Oates, my Maryland Democracy Initiative boss: With humor and candor, you 
are my forever accessible champion. You prized our calling to be the instructors our students 
deserve on COVID-era pedagogy Zooms and pulled back the curtains of administration. I 
appreciate your honesty and your advocacy. And little treats. Always treats.  
 

Catherine Knight Steele, doyenne of digital studies: Lender of books, giver of tools, may 
I too one day be so clear-eyed in my ideas and smooth-voiced in their delivery that all the 
backing I need is a slide deck of cityscapes set on “shuffle.” Thank you for leading me to a 
certificate in the digital humanities and bringing me into conversation with my academic heroes. 
You taught me that it’s better than OK to approach my work with a sense of play. 
 

Linda Steiner, opener of the doors of qualitative methods: You didn’t bat an eyelash as I 
worked out the difference between Jim Carey and Jim Carrey, you assigned the book review that 
became my first publication and the group paper that became my first conference honor, you 
offered to join this committee when I was too bashful to ask. Thank you for inspiring me to 
collect and pursue the answers to Researchable Questions. 
 

Krishnan Vasudevan, demystifier of doctoral studies: One of my first professors at 
Merrill, thank you for encouraging my first solo class paper to eventual journal publication. You 
were ready with advice and examples every step of the way. A secret for the grad office: My 
desk shares an office wall through which your acoustic guitar sometimes, wonderfully, passes. 
It’s a prime seat, and it’s going up for grabs soon. 
 

Merrill College is made of good people who have added joy to this journey. To Dean 
Rafael Lorente, your hallway admonition to let no obstacle deter me became my guiding light. 
To Clint Bucco, you saved my bacon more than once; thank you for helping me retrieve 
malicious-compliance FOIA data from a compact disc. To Mark Feldstein, I am grateful that you 
pressed me hard to refine my ideas. That paper would not have landed in Journalism History if 
not for you. To Ron Yaros, supervisor of the doctoral program when I was admitted and bearer 
of the good news, thanks for the doses of Midwest Nice. 
 
 



 

 

iv 
 

To my fellow Terps in the Grad Office, thank you for opening my eyes to different ways 
of researching and thriving. To the members of my doctoral cohort: We started our studies on 
three continents and grew close despite the distance. An especial note of appreciation to Dr. 
Dinfin Mulupi and Dr. Frankie H.C. Wong. Dinfin, our morning drives were better than therapy, 
and it was an honor to come up alongside you. Frankie, you tolerated my abhorrence for 
overhead fluorescents and kindly #freed me from a data-gathering jam. To Gea Ujčić, 
unofficially a Covid cohort member, your pragmatic joy, sharp insights, and unswerving 
friendship are gold. You and Dr. Wei-Ping Li are the best conference roomies I could wish for. 
 

Thank you to my sisters in Hope, Bridget Apple and Susan Checklick; to god-sister-if-
that’s-a-thing Dr. Kristin Olbertson; and to Rob Handeyside, my news dad. You read or fed me 
Zingermann’s or listened as I journaled, texted, and talked your respective ears off. Thank you 
for showing up for me. 
 

I don’t have the words to express the gratitude I feel to my family, but I’ll give it a go. 
Thank you to my resourceful, creative, artistic mother, who shared her bookshelves and taught 
me that reading is always a wise use of time. This degree, one I once would never have imagined 
pursuing, is possible because of you. Thank you, Eric, for taking this wild leap, for believing in 
me unshakably, for making me laugh. What shall we do next? I know it’s going to be good. To 
Eden, Ava, Seth, and Theodore, keep asking those good questions. I am awed by each of you. 
Eden, you once called me your hero who writes good stories. Here’s one for you. 



 

 

v 
 

Table of Contents 
 
 
Dedication ..................................................................................................................... ii 
Acknowledgements ...................................................................................................... iii 
Table of Contents .......................................................................................................... v 
List of Tables .............................................................................................................. vii 
List of Appendices .................................................. viiError! Bookmark not defined. 
Chapter 1: Introduction ................................................................................................. 1 

Refractivism, or Gaze in Action: The Case of Emmett Till ...................................... 3 
More than a Shift of the Gaze ............................................................................... 6 
Changes to the Media Ecology ............................................................................. 8 

Refractivism Can Birth Refractivists: Present-Day Implications .......................... 111 
What Lies Ahead .................................................... Error! Bookmark not defined.3 

Case Study: The Gray Book and Ageism ......................................................... 166 
Case Study: Lizzo and Fat-Feminism ............................................................... 177 
Case Study: Mug Shots in the News Media ...................................................... 188 
Case Study: #FreeBritney, a Social Media Hashtag CampaignError! Bookmark not 
defined.9 

Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework & Literature Review ........................................... 22 
Gazing at Patterns ................................................................................................... 24 
Shifting a Theory: Shifting the Gaze ...................................................................... 27 

The Male Gaze .................................................................................................. 311 
The Oppositional Gaze ..................................................................................... 333 
The Civic Gaze ................................................................................................. 333 

Shame .................................................................................................................... 366 
The Other/Othering ................................................ Error! Bookmark not defined.3 

The ‘Other’: Non-White ................................................................................... 499 
The ‘Other’: Woman ..........................................................................................  51             

Research Questions ................................................ 5Error! Bookmark not defined. 
Chapter 3: Methodology ........................................................................................... 577 

Digital Ethnography ............................................... Error! Bookmark not defined.9 
Facebook and The Gray Book ............................................................................ 59 

Content Analyses .................................................................................................... 61 
Twitter and #FreeBritney .................................................................................... 63                      
Instagram and Lizzo ............................................................................................ 63 

Metajournalistic Discourse Analysis .....................................................................  64      
Chapter 4: The Gray Book .......................................................................................... 66 

Research .................................................................................................................. 67 
‘Eternally Virginal:’ Identifying a Hegemonic NarrativeError! Bookmark not defined.0 
Agentic Moment, Media Resistance ...................... Error! Bookmark not defined.2 
Shifts in the Media Ecology .................................................................................... 74 

Chapter 5:  Lizzo ....................................................................................................... 881 
Research ................................................................. 8Error! Bookmark not defined. 

Instagram Posts and Comments .......................................................................... 83 



 

 

vi 
 

News Articles ...................................................................................................... 88 
 
Consent, Withdrawn .............................................. 9Error! Bookmark not defined. 
Site of Struggle ....................................................................................................... 98 
Shifts in the Media Ecology .................................................................................. 101 

Chapter 6:  News Mugs ............................................................................................. 108 
Research ................................................................... Error! Bookmark not defined. 

Articles .............................................................................................................. 110 
Interviews .......................................................................................................... 112 

Consent, Withdrawn ................................................ Error! Bookmark not defined. 
Sticky Internet ................................................................................................... 116 
Guilty Looking .................................................................................................. 117 
Reporters as Cops ................................................ Error! Bookmark not defined. 

The Carceral State .................................................. Error! Bookmark not defined.0 
Site of Struggle ..................................................................................................... 120 
Shifts in the Media Ecology .................................................................................. 126 

Chapter 7:  #FreeBritney ........................................................................................... 108 
Research ................................................................. Error! Bookmark not defined.6 
Consent, Withdrawn ................................................ Error! Bookmark not defined. 
Site of Struggle ........................................................ Error! Bookmark not defined. 
Shifts in the Media Ecology ..................................... Error! Bookmark not defined. 

Chapter 8:  Conclusion .............................................................................................. 108 
Limitations & Directions for Future Research ..... Error! Bookmark not defined. 

Appendices ................................................................................................................ 161 
Bibliography ........................................................................................................... 1655 
 
 
 
 
This Table of Contents is automatically generated by MS Word, linked to the Heading formats 
used within the Chapter text. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

vii 
 

List of Tables 
 
  
Table 1: The Gray Book Survey Participant Demographics……………..70 
 
Table 2: Lizzo Instagram Posts and Article Themes……………………..83 
 
Table 3: Policy Change Reasoning, Articles vs. Journalists…………….111 
 
Table 4: Journalist Demographics……………………………………….112 
 
Table 5: Journalist Locations…………………………………………….114 
 



 

 

viii 
 

List of Appendices 
 
Appendix I: Metajournalistic Mug Shot Discourses Article Corpus………………161 
 
Appendix II: Partial List of News Publications with Changed Policies…………...163 
 



 

 

1 
 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

Americans use media to tell their stories. The tales told in the media burnish triumphs 

and offer paeans in praise of the nation’s victors. They warn of the country’s villains and 

recount its horrors. American stories draw their audiences’ gaze to what was, to what is, and at 

times, to what could be. American stories are also, too often, framed by elites. 

In this dissertation, I use the word “media” as a shorthand to reference the professional 

news media, those who “do news” for public consumption and, often but not always, for profit. 

I also use the word “media” to reference the content of the news: what is being said and shown, 

and to reference the technologies and platforms that deliver information: online, via broadcast, 

in print, in mainstream outlets and social media, radio reports, talk shows and podcasts, through 

films, books, and memes, and on and on. 

In this dissertation, I use the word “gaze” in a multiplicity of ways, too. Gaze as used 

here is often a synecdoche for the power of perspective: Who looks at whom; who is allowed to 

look; who performs, and with whom in mind? As I emphasize, media, including news media, 

often document, enable, or direct one’s gaze. In so doing, media illuminate some realities, while 

others remain in obscurity. Media outlets may question the status quo on the one hand and 

perpetuate the power of elites on the other. More than a half-century ago, scholars repudiated 

the hypodermic theory of communication—which imagined the public was injected with 

opinions of the media’s creation—in favor of the theory of agenda-setting: Even as media may 

attempt to tell people what to think, their only sure power is to direct the audience’s attention, to 

signal what the media elites want their audiences to think about (McCombs & Shaw, 1972). Via 
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framing, elites emphasize some aspects of narratives while downplaying or ignoring others, 

giving media a powerful means of influencing how the public think of the topics media raise. 

Yet it is worth remembering that gaze is distinct from framing. Framing, in the lexicon of media 

studies, is the superstructure within buildings that allows them to stand; news frames are the 

hidden scaffolding of a news story’s narrative (Entman, 1993; Alaimo, 2014, p. 3). Framing is a 

process of “covertly broadcasting and reinforcing dominant views” in the broader population as 

well as within a subaltern group that is itself the subject of news coverage (Alaimo, 2014, p. 4). 

A news gaze, then, is the act of directing attention and focus to what the show-er wants framed. 

Corinn Columpar (2002, p. 27) considered “gaze” as a “theoretical touchstone” for 

understanding “looking” relations and power. In this dissertation, I show how the public can 

also, at times, use media to redirect others’ gaze, introducing ideas that are different, at odds 

with the delivered messages of those in power. Today, elites control the algorithms of the 

platforms—both news and social media platforms—that set the agenda, by setting what their 

audiences see. But even so, members of the audience may reach their own conclusions about 

what they see (and hear and read)—of course, within the parameters of their knowledge, 

experience, and exposure. They have power too: They can read oppositionally, drawing 

conclusions counter to those the media’s creators intended. And perhaps most crucially, 

members of the audience can create media; they can be active in and even originate public 

conversations. This dissertation notices and shows how audiences are not just passive 

consumers; they can alter the stories told in the media through their increasingly direct access 

to platforms and, therefore, to power. Individuals and groups of individuals can tell their stories 

to their neighbors and global others; they can advocate to change the ways that mainstream 

media tell stories; they can direct others’ gaze. They need not rely on the mechanics of a media 
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machine, on professionals or elites, on the disinterested or the dispassionate, to change how 

they themselves are seen and identified. They can shift the gaze—today, easier perhaps than in 

the past, but members of counterpublics have long used the media tools of their day to reframe 

the stories society would tell about them. 

As I wrestled with and investigated events and groups who hoped to exercise for 

themselves the power inherent in gaze, I kept returning to one touchstone: a chapter of 

American civil rights history: the aftermath of the 1955 lynching of Emmett Louis Till. 

Reading that event through the theories of gaze, I began to consider gaze not (only) as an 

abstract theory but as part of a matrix of insights that shaped how I understood Till’s killing. 

The coverage that followed Till’s murder became, as President Joe Biden would later put it, “a 

spark to galvanize the Civil Rights Movement in America” (Biden, 2023). For me, Till’s case 

became the spark that ignited the arguments in this dissertation.  

 

Refractivism, or Gaze in Action: The Case of Emmett Till 
 

Till’s case awakened my recognition that gaze is not passive, it can be active—and not 

only “active,” it can become a form of activism that I call refractivism. 

“Refraction” is the bending of light as rays pass through transparent mediums: water, air, 

glass. “Activism” ties together commitments to resistance and advocacy. As I thought about the 

events following the lynching of Emmett Till, I realized that explaining his mother’s actions as 

“shifting the gaze” was insufficient. She did more, the country saw more, there was more power 

and more change following her actions. I therefore created the portmanteau refractivism to 

explain what had happened. 
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Refractivism at its essence is a theory that encompasses acts of reframing and resistance. 

Refractivism is a more powerful and more targeted form of what others have called “shifting the 

gaze.” Refractivism in my usage can refer to three actions: 

 

1. Someone who is Othered identifies and rejects a dominant narrative that causes 

them harm. That someone is a refractivist, courageously declaring their identity and 

explicitly or implicitly rejecting the narrative imposed by elites.  

2. At an agentic moment, a refractivist shifts the gaze through the use of media tools 

(legacy or digital media). In media theory, an agentic moment is a flashpoint when 

the old order can be made new, when individuals (or groups) gain agency and force a 

reckoning of the status quo. Proactively, they fight with their counter-messaging for 

the world they want to live in. 

3. A refractivist’s resistance creates the conditions for change in the media ecology 

of the times. The act of resistance creates future opportunities for different uses of 

and messages on media platforms and technologies. 

 
Emmett Till’s history is well-known. But I believe there is value in outlining his case 

here again, to explain why Till’s story was pivotal to my broader articulation of how those who 

are “Othered” have and still can gain power by refractivism. 

Mamie Bradley, the mother of Emmett Till, moved as a child to Chicago with her parents 

in 1924 during the Great Migration, a massive wave of Black citizens who emigrated north in 

search of a better life outside the segregated Deep South (Wilkerson, 2011). After her son 

finished eighth grade, she sent him for a two-week vacation to her relatives who remained in her 

former hometown of Money, Mississippi. During that vacation, he and his cousins went into 
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town to buy candy from a one-room store clerked by Carolyn Bryant, a 21-year-old White 

woman. Bryant said that Till, 14, menaced her. His cousins said that he had whistled at her, 

perhaps as a jest or because of his speech impediment (Circuit Court, Second District, 

Tallahatchie County, Seventeenth Judicial District, Mississippi, 1955; Callard, 2009; Tyson, 

2017; Mitchell, 2022; Fox, 2023). Several nights later, on August 28, 1955, Bryant’s husband 

and brother-in-law abducted Till at gunpoint from his grand-uncle’s home (Circuit Court, Second 

District, Tallahatchie County, Seventeenth Judicial District, Mississippi, 1955; Huie, 1956). 

They tortured and killed him and threw his body into the Tallahatchie River, weighing it down 

with a cotton-gin fan attached with barbed wire laced to his neck. 

On August 29, Till’s mother learned of her son’s kidnapping; she called reporters who 

sent the news out on the wire and met with NAACP leaders in Chicago. The story received so 

much attention from reporters and others that Till’s grandmother added a second phone line so 

updates from Mississippi could get through (Till-Mobley & Benson, 2003). 

Two days later, on August 31, a teen, fishing in the river, discovered Till’s mutilated 

body.  

Here—if not for the way Bradley and the Black press resisted—the story could have 

ended like so many others had: a mother burying her child, his killers evading justice. 

Southerners had become accustomed to lynchings without legal consequences. Every day from 

1920 to 1939, the NAACP’s New York office flew a black flag bearing the words, A MAN 

WAS LYNCHED YESTERDAY (History of Lynching in America, n.d.). Historians recorded 

4,743 lynchings across the country between 1882 to 1968 (History of Lynching in America, n.d.). 

Apartheid Mississippi, where Till was killed, holds the record for the most in that period, with 

581 (History of Lynching in America, n.d.).  
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The Tallahatchie County sheriff ordered an immediate burial. Yet Till-Mobley’s 

refractivism had only just begun. Her demand that he be returned stopped the shovel.  

The rest of the story is well known. The courage of his mother to demand his body. Her 

insistence on opening his coffin, with journalists present. Her further insistence on a public 

viewing and an open-casket funeral that drew a quarter-million people (Hassan, 2021; Mamie 

Till Mobley | American Experience | PBS, n.d.). After his funeral, she testified in the trial of his 

killers. And after their acquittal, she barnstormed the country, giving speeches in 33 cities in 19 

states, reaching as many as 100,000 people. Her actions did more than shift the gaze: her 

campaign started with awareness, turned into education, and became change.  

“This would not be like so many other lynching cases, the hundreds, the thousands of 

cases where families would be forced to walk away and quietly bury their dead and their grief 

and their humiliation,” Till-Mobley reflected years later. “It would be important for people to 

look at what happened on a late Mississippi night when no one was looking, to consider what 

might happen again if we didn’t look out” (Till-Mobley & Benson, 2003, p. 139).  

 

More than a Shift of the Gaze 

Sometimes those who are Othered’s refusal to conform can result in a moral crusade 

against the elites who subjugated them. Till-Mobley’s resistance played out in the pages of the 

newspapers and magazines, from the Black press to The New York Times. She rejected the 

control that White Mississippi authorities tried to exert over her: She insisted that the undertaker 

break a lock and the state seal on the coffin. “Somebody in the state of Mississippi wanted to 

make sure we didn’t see what was inside that box,” Till-Mobley recalled (Till-Mobley & 
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Benson, 2003, p. 133). Reporter Simeon Booker recorded her vow: “Darling, you have not died 

in vain. Your life has been sacrificed for something” (McCallister, 2017).  

Till-Mobley insisted on seeing her son and invited the world to gaze upon his brutalized 

face, as well. Standing by her son’s coffin, Till-Mobley encouraged journalists from Jet 

magazine to record the moment. Jet’s David Jackson photographed the moment; Booker wrote 

the accompanying article, “Nation Horrified By Murder of Kidnaped Chicago Youth” (Booker, 

1955; Benson, 2017). On September 15, 1955, Jet ran seven pictures with the four-page story, 

including a full-page close-up of Till’s mangled face. Jet had a circulation of 425,000 at the time, 

and the Till issue was likely seen by still more; copies were passed hand-to-hand in the Black 

community (Pool, 2015). The issue sold out, and in a first, the magazine made a second press run 

(Dewan, 2005; Pool, 2015; Benson, 2017; The Murder of Emmett Till, n.d.). “If you were Black 

in America at that time, you saw that picture,” said Robert Luckett, a Jackson State University 

history professor and head of its Civil Rights Education Center (Bennett, 2020).  

As the Rev. Jesse Jackson reflected decades later, Till-Mobley “empowered the media to 

nationalize the lynching” (Jackson, 2003, xii). Decades later, Till-Mobley explained her 

decision: “I couldn’t bear the thought of people being horrified by the sight of my son. But on 

the other hand, I felt the alternative was even worse. After all, we had averted our eyes for far too 

long, turning away from the ugly reality facing us as a nation” (The Power of a Photograph, 

n.d.). 

Newspapers and magazines were the site of Till-Mobley’s struggle. She harnessed the 

power of the Black press, drawing the nation and the world’s gaze. As Till-Mobley said, “Let the 

world see what I’ve seen” (Till-Mobley & Benson, 2003, p. 139). Though Jet had exclusive 

https://www.jsums.edu/cofo/
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rights to Jackson’s images, the photographs appeared as well in other prominent Black 

newspapers, including the Chicago Defender, New York Amsterdam News, and Saint Louis 

(Missouri) Argus, as well as the NAACP magazine Crisis (Pool, 2015).  

The Argus’ September 23, 1955, cover promised “Graphic Stories. Vivid Pictures.” On 

page 12 ran a full-page spread of mourners, trial images, and the close-up of Till’s mutilated 

face, captioned: “This is the picture of the brutally beaten, decomposed body of 14-year-old 

Emmett Louis Till, Mississippi’s latest lynch victim. Two white men are on trial for his murder.” 

(“Stark Drama Descends Upon Otherwise Sleepy Town in Lynching Case,” 1955).  

The New York Times covered the four days of the trial, as did the Black publications Jet, 

Ebony, Baltimore Afro-American, and Tri-State Defender (Till-Mobley & Benson, 2003). 

Ironically, it was on the cover date of the Argus’ issue on Till that a jury of 12 White men 

acquitted of murder J.W. ; and Roy Bryant, the brother-in-law and husband, respectively, of 

Carolyn Bryant. The jury took just over an hour to carry out a defense attorney’s closing 

argument: “Every last Anglo-Saxon one of you men in this jury has the courage to set these men 

free” (Federal Bureau of Investigation, 1955).  

On November 9, 1955, a grand jury declined to charge Milam and Roy Bryant with 

kidnapping, although they had themselves admitted to so doing (Linder, n.d.; Milam, 1956). 

Changes to the Media Ecology 

Mamie Till-Mobley resisted the dominant narrative of the time and shifted the gaze of the 

nation by demanding that the press make her grief and her son’s torture visible to the nation; 

those acts of resistance and shifting the gaze compose what I have identified as the first two 

components of refractivism. But by themselves they are not enough. A third condition, a shift in 
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the “media ecology,” is what creates the atmosphere for change. “Media ecology” is a term used 

to describe the interconnectedness of the media, technology, and news creation that when 

considered together can shape culture and consciousness (Cali, 2017). Till’s killing and its 

aftermath changed the nation: It “electrified the large Black communities in the nation’s 

Northern industrial cities,” wrote historian David Halberstam. “White readers, as well,” he 

wrote, “were stunned by the sheer brutality of the act and the idea of vigilante justice at work” 

Till’s death, in fact, he argued, was “the first great media event of the civil rights movement,” 

(Halberstam, 1993, p. 436, 437).  

Within four months of Till’s death, President Dwight D. Eisenhower received 3,000 

letters, wires, and telegrams, plus petitions signed by 11,000 people (Rabb, 1956). E. Frederic 

Morrow, Eisenhower’s special projects group administrative officer and a field officer of the 

NAACP, warned the administration, “we are on the verge of a dangerous racial conflagration in 

the Southern section of the country” (Morrow, 1955). International condemnation of the 

administration for their failure to act to protect the Black community followed the letters and 

petitions from U.S. voters. As The Pittsburgh Courier Publisher W. Beverly Carter wrote to 

Morrow: “...this has made us look like a veritable ‘jackass’ in the eyes of the rest of the world” 

(Carter, 1955). 

The Black press broke with news norms and published pictures of Till disfigured in his 

coffin; the images shocked young people. That generation who came of age in this period came 

to be known as “the Emmett Till generation.” (Gorn, 2018; Hassan, 2021; Library of Congress, 

n.d.). Till-Mobley had engineered the coverage; she understood that seeing is believing. “They 

would not be able to visualize what happened, unless they were allowed to see the results of 

what had happened. They had to see what I had seen,” she later wrote (Till-Mobley & Benson, 
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2003, p. 139). “The whole nation had to bear witness to this” (Till-Mobley & Benson, 2003, p. 

139; The Power of a Photograph, n.d.). 

As alternative media, Jet and other publications made Jim Crow oppression 

incontrovertible. They opened the nation’s eyes with coverage that spread to the mainstream 

press (Fuchs & Sandoval, 2015). Reverberations continued in the weeks, months, and years to 

follow: On September 25, 1955, less than a month after Till’s lynching, a young Baptist minister, 

the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., called out Till’s murder from the pulpit. King, then 26, had 

received his doctorate only three months before. With passion and firmness, he sermonized that 

Till’s murder was “one of the most brutal and inhuman crimes of the twentieth century” (King, 

1955). 

Three months after Till was murdered, on the evening of December 1, 1955, Rosa Parks 

chose to be arrested rather than to yield her seat to a White passenger on a public bus in 

Montgomery, Alabama (Ryerson, 2023; Biden 2023; National Museum of African American 

History & Culture | Smithsonian, n.d.) As Parks later explained, “I thought of Emmett Till, and I 

couldn’t go back” (Ryerson, 2023; Biden, 2023). She told Smithsonian videographers decades 

later, “The news of Emmett’s death caused many people to participate in the cry of justice and 

equal rights, including myself” (Parks, 2004). Four days after Parks’ arrest, the Montgomery Bus 

Boycott began. It was the nation’s “first large-scale U.S. demonstration against segregation.” The 

boycott lasted 13 months, gave a national platform to King, and led to a Supreme Court ruling 

that ended bus segregation (Montgomery Bus Boycott, 2010.) 

On August 28, 1963, eight years to the day after Till’s lynching, King delivered his “I 

Have a Dream” speech to a quarter-million people on the National Mall during the March on 
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Washington (Rao, 2017). As King said, standing in front of the Lincoln Memorial: “I have a 

dream that one day even the state of Mississippi, a state sweltering with the heat of injustice, 

sweltering with the heat of oppression will be transformed into an oasis of freedom and justice” 

(King, 1963). 

 

Refractivism Can Birth Refractivists: Present-Day Implications 

Today, social media bystander videos are our versions of Jet’s photography in 1955. 

TikToks and Facebook Live streams recorded by witnesses—and sometimes by victims, such as 

one by Sean Reed as he was fatally shot 13 times by Indianapolis police on May 6, 2020—offer 

contemporary versions of the shocking images of Emmett Till in 1955. Activism against police 

violence includes the sharing of “Hands up, don’t shoot” Vine clips and other acts of social 

media citizen journalism (Cobbina, 2019). The making and viral social-media distribution of 

such cellphone videos have allowed the public to witness—to gaze upon—police violence. 

Cellphone videos recorded the New York City officer’s chokehold on Eric Garner in 2014 and 

the point-blank shooting of Minnesota police victim Philando Castile as he sat in his car in 2016. 

Such videos have constituted a record of crimes, have been instrumental in advancing the Black 

Lives Matter movement, and have been deployed in the calls for change in policing. I would call 

those who have taken such videos refractivists. 

Mamie Till-Bradley spurred an agentic moment when she and the Black press 

nationalized her son’s slaying and funeral. The coverage forced a moment of social realignment. 

It contributed to a sense of “simultaneity,” a call to action in the Black consciousness (Gorn, 

2020). It’s been over seventy years since Emmett Till’s killing and his mother’s commitment to 
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telling the world what happened, but his name still remains on activists’ lips. In 2014, when 

marchers converged to protest the Ferguson, Missouri police shooting death of Michael Brown, 

18, they chanted: “How many Black kids will you kill? Michael Brown, Emmett Till” (Hassan, 

2021). Six years later, National Public Radio published a photograph of a sign waved during a 

2020 protest of the police killing of George Floyd, nationalized by a bystander video: “We Still 

March for Emmett Till” (McDaniel & Moore, 2022). In 2022, lynching became a federal crime, 

and the legislation became known as the Emmett Till Antilynching Act.  

Semiotician Roland Barthes argued that photographs can have a “punctum,” his term to 

describe that “visceral” part of an image that triggers viewers to react, often emotionally 

(Barthes, 1993, p. 26; Fried, 2005). The coffin photographs of Emmett Till and the 9-minutes, 

29-seconds-long video of Derek Chauvin’s murder of George Floyd both have punctums. The 

punctum is the sensory effect of a photograph on its viewer: “The punctum of a photograph is 

that accident which pricks me (but also bruises me, is poignant to me)” (Barthes, 1993, p. 27). 

Such punctum-images are also, in my nomenclature, refractivist: They are made by those who 

create a visual record to challenge the way things are.  

Those who record violence today do so to share their witnessing, to direct the gaze of 

viewers to a wrong, to challenge power, to invoke shame for injustices, to change behavior so 

that the arc of history bends towards justice. An audience pricked by depictions of police 

shooting victim Michael Brown refractively responded: Media tools can give those who are 

Othered the means to challenge those in power. The #iftheygunnedmedown hashtag was used 

more than 100,000 times in the 24 hours after a Ferguson, Missouri, police officer killed Brown, 

an unarmed Black teen (Jackson, 2016). The news media had not illustrated accounts of Brown’s 

August 9, 2014, death with family-provided photos of Brown variously shown in his graduation 
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gown, or wearing a football jacket, or smiling alongside his mother or grandmother. Rather, the 

signal photograph of Brown was taken from his Facebook page, shot from a low angle as he 

stood, legs apart, wearing a red athletic tank top and making a peace sign (McCullom, 2014). 

The New York Times was among outlets that misidentified Brown’s hand gesture as a gang sign 

(McCullom, 2014). This indulgence in stereotype-reinforcing, Othering pictures of Brown 

spurred critique (Jackson, 2016). On social media and Twitter in particular, young Black people 

posted pairs of contrasting photographs of themselves, dressed up and dressed casually, along 

with the #iftheygunnedmedown hashtag. The texts of their Twitter posts asked some variant of 

“#iftheygunnedmedown which picture would they use?” One photo might show the poster 

standing tall in a military uniform or a graduation robe; the other, casual, unsmiling, holding a 

drink of some kind, blowing smoke, making a hand sign. The posts illustrated how the gaze 

could be manipulated to Other victims—particularly those who die at the hands of police—to 

instill doubt of their worth and victimhood (Jackson, 2016). In their hashtagged resistance, 

posters raised their own voices to call attention to this treatment. 

Images associated with the viral #iftheygunnedmedown hashtag directed the public’s 

gaze to the choices made by the mainstream news media to illustrate stories about the killings of 

people of color. In my case study examining news media’s changing policies about the 

publication of mug shots, some interview participants invoked #iftheygunnedmedown and other 

social-media informed national conversations as they reflected on evolving news media policies. 

What Lies Ahead 

Refractivism is a phenomenon that is increasingly seen but is one that has not hitherto 

been named. Refractivism, in essence, is a strategy employed by those dismissed as having 
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limited power. Often encoded within the refractivist strategy is the sub-strategy of using shame 

as a lever to challenge the powerful. The case studies of this dissertation all address how media 

can be used to shame individuals and groups, but also how those who are being shamed can use 

and have used media to shed or redirect that shame.  

Amid research for this dissertation, the refractivist strategy of reversing shame became 

globally visible in the 2024 case of Frenchwoman Gisèle Pelicot. Pelicot was the survivor at the 

center of an infamous French trial that detailed, with videos, how her husband had spent years 

drugging her and bringing men to rape her while she was unconscious. The case drew 

worldwide attention for its sensational details—51 men were convicted of raping her, including 

her husband—but Pelicot became an icon for many women because she waived her legal right 

to anonymity and chose to be publicly named and seen. She did so, as she declared, because 

“shame has to change sides.” As she later also argued in her memoir “A Hymn to Life: Shame 

Has to Change Sides,” those who should be shamed in public should not be “the victims,” but 

those who are in the moral wrong: her husband who drugged her, the other dozens who raped 

her, and the institutions that enabled them. 

The chapters that follow this Introduction consider who is Othered, excavates the 

meanings of gaze, and investigates why shaming is a power play. To make its points, this 

dissertation draws from popular culture, from film studies, sociology, communication, and 

media, and utilizes content analyses, journalist interviews, metajournalistic discourses, and 

digital ethnography.  
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Chapter 2 reviews cross-disciplinary literature surrounding gaze, shame, and 

Othering, finding through-lines that draw these concepts together to show how they create 

their own ecology in the case studies of this research.  

Chapter 3 explores the qualitative methods I have used to consider refractivism. The 

case studies and methods show a variety of applicability. This is a feature of the theory: The 

concept of gaze, turned by or on behalf of Others to shed or invoke shame and to challenge 

power, is one that scholars could deploy in other disciplines and study using differing 

methods. The method of choice can vary based upon the research questions and cases.  

Chapters 4-7 showcase the dissertation’s four case studies, each of which provides 

entrée to occasions when individuals and/or groups used media to call for social and political 

course corrections and to contest how they and/or others were treated. Each of the cases 

details how they used media to reclaim identity and power from an oppressive system.  

Chapter 8 further discusses the findings of the research conducted for this dissertation 

by drawing connections among and conclusions from the four case studies. It also explores 

how those findings, conclusions, and the discovered theory of refractivism can contribute to 

future research.  

As noted above, this dissertation considers four case studies to investigate four very 

different ways that this strategy is being put to use. In summary, the case studies are as follows: 
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Case Study: Gray Book and Ageism 

The Facebook microsite “The Gray Book - Inspiration for Going Gray!” is a semi-

private virtual space for women who want to embrace their natural gray hair. This case study 

considers the theory of refractivism via its subject matter (ageism, misogyny), its medium (a 

semi-private social media community), and its focus on individuals who form a collective. 

The “Othered” are its members, thousands of women ready to reject the misogyny and ageism 

of a beauty-industrial complex that pressures them to spend hours and dollars applying and 

dyeing their hair to hide its natural color. They are not ashamed of their gray hair; with group 

support, their hair has become a source of pride. They have shifted their own gazes as well as 

those of others they encounter, in vita and online, about how a woman should look and whom 

she should seek to please. In an act of resistance, they convene as part of the social media 

group to advise one another, to celebrate their hair, to resist sexist and ageist messages about 

beauty, and to call out the pressure to appear ever youthful. Their actions provide digital and 

real-world examples of women making counter-stereotype decisions about their appearance. 

In so doing, they are changing their own and perhaps others’ media ecology: as some 

members noted, their online keystrokes trained their social media algorithms to serve them 

more news content about gray hair: their online behaviors attracted related and reinforcing 

messages and content into their virtual worldviews. While this may not have been the 

women’s original aim in joining the group, their very participation became an act of 

algorithmic warfare against ageism.  



 

 

17 
 

Case Study: Lizzo and Fat-Feminism 

Since her 2014 debut album, Grammy-winning performer Lizzo, aka Melissa Viviane 

Jefferson, has long employed lyrics, social media and news media to normalize and celebrate 

her self-described “fat” body, seeking to control the way she is perceived and, by putting 

herself out there, to see more women like herself reflected in the news and entertainment 

media. This case study adds to the theory of refractivism in its subject matter (sizeism, 

celebrity, and misogynoir), its medium (both a social media account and the entertainment 

press), and its focus on an individual actor. The “Othered” is Lizzo, powerful in her music 

career yet often critiqued for her size. Her acts of resistance come from what she sings and 

what she says in interviews, social media videos, and photo captions. In repeated and high-

profile social media and in-person acts of fat-feminism, she asserts that she is not ashamed of 

her body and will not accept shunning for her weight and figure. Lizzo uses her own 

Instagram account, as well as interviews that appear in the entertainment press, to redirect the 

public’s gaze, to identify and reject weight-shaming, and to destigmatize being plus-sized. In 

a June 2020 post, for example, Lizzo shared a montage of scenes showing her as she worked 

out, rode an exercise bike, and jumped rope. She has drawn the public’s eye to her body while 

rejecting the shame that some would invoke, such as the Instagram commenter who in April 

of 2023 dissed her by writing that she is “Making sumo wrestlers look skinnier everyday.” 

She cannot assume that her identity will be welcomed even on her own Instagram page. But 

she turns the gaze in her public media appearances away from narrow standards of beauty by 

celebrating and championing what her body can do; she champions a new narrative about her 

body and the bodies of others.  
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Case Study: Mug Shots in the News Media 

The law enforcement purpose of the police mug shot is for identification. The effect of 

mug shots’ use in news accounts is one of public shaming; their coverage has a Scarlet Letter 

effect of Othering those pictured—regardless of how their cases turn out. Those images are 

durable on the internet: A news account that includes a mug shot no longer goes out with the 

recycling. Images and news linger online, becoming a virtual ball-and-chain that follows and 

“Others” the individuals long after legal proceedings are over, silently dogging their steps as 

they search for jobs, seek housing, and form relationships. Media outlets in the United States 

are in the midst of a 21st-century reckoning with a longstanding news norm of publishing 

mug shots of those facing criminal charges. In the past seven years, hundreds of news outlets 

have come to recognize their own culpability in directing their audiences’ gaze toward 

communities of color via the publishing of mug shots, in what has amounted to spectacle-

izing and Otherizing those pictured.  

This case study adds to the theory of refractivism in its subject matter (racism, 

criminal justice), its medium (the news media), and its focus on a group acting on behalf of 

another: journalists changing the way criminal suspects are depicted. Viral videos of police 

killings, primarily of Black men, e.g., in the cases of George Floyd, Philando Castile, and 

others, left newsrooms grappling with the news media’s role in perpetuating an American 

criminal justice system in which people of color are disproportionately policed and subjected 

to violence. In a time period that overlapped with Floyd’s death, hundreds of editors in both 

large and small newsrooms decided that their papers would no longer by default run mug 
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shots in crime stories. Several named the killing of Floyd, the Black Lives Matter movement, 

and public conversations about use of force against communities of color, as catalyzing 

factors. 

Many of those newsrooms adopted guidelines to sharply limit—or more mindfully 

consider—the publication of mug shots. Journalists’ recognition of their contribution to this 

shaming practice is refractivism—allies of the Othered who see injustice, use media tools to 

take action against it, and change the media ecosystem. In a period of five years, through 

2023, journalists in more than 400 newsrooms reconsidered the use of police mug shots in 

news coverage. The policy changes followed discussions behind closed doors. Then in public-

facing explanations to readers, editors explained how they had come to understand that their 

perfunctory publishing of police-provided mug shots too often fed problematic stereotypes 

about race and crime.  

Case Study: #FreeBritney, A Social Media Hashtag Campaign 

Britney Jean Spears’ three decades of fame include two years on The All-New Mickey 

Mouse Club show, multi-platinum pop records, MTV Video Music and Billboard awards, a 

Grammy, a movie, TV appearances, and a four-year top-grossing Las Vegas residency 

(O’Neill, 2017; Saad, 2023). Yet her career highs came with paparazzi-dogged lows, 

including a nearly 14-year court-ordered conservatorship that gave Spears’ father legal control 

of her body, her career, her relationships, and her money (Hoffower, 2021). This case study 

adds to the theory of refractivism in its subject matter (sexism, celebrity, and ableism related 

to perceptions of Spears’ mental health), its medium (news media), and its focus, again, on a 

group (this time, fan activists) working on behalf of an Other who could not speak for herself. 
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At first estimation, Spears does not appear to be an individual without power, yet her 

conservatorship Othered her as a woman with mental health troubles—even as she continued 

to work through much of that period: She had the legal status of a child; she had no control 

over her money, her work, and little over her body. In 2019, her fandom mobilized on her 

behalf on social media via the hashtag #FreeBritney. Celebrities too took up the #FreeBritney 

cause on the silenced star’s behalf on then-Twitter and other platforms. As this chapter shows, 

allies taking up a cause can commit acts of refractivism to improve another’s lot: supporters 

used the #FreeBritney hashtag to draw the public’s gaze to Spears’ legal status as a 

commercialized conservatee at the same time as she was headlining sold-out venues. Digital 

activists called attention to her conservatorship and questioned its merit. Within a span of 

eight months, the efforts of what were in essence refractivists inspired five documentaries 

about early 2000s’ misogyny. The #FreeBritney hashtag campaign received a boost when 

Britney’s lawyers wrote to a judge that her captivity was “far from being a conspiracy 

theory”—the lawyers asserted that she was indeed unfairly restrained from having personal 

freedom, including access to her earnings, authority over her career decisions, and control 

over her own body (Hoffower, 2021). The multi-level hashtag campaign invoked moral 

opprobrium—scorning Spears’ family and lawyers, the judges and the probate court. The 

publicity was a pressure campaign that ended with Spears’ release from the conservatorship. 

When Spears won her freedom via the courts in 2021, she thanked the #FreeBritney 

community. 
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As different as these four case studies are, they have commonality: All shifted the 

public’s gaze in some fashion; they targeted elites and bastions of powers; they turned the 

moral opprobrium, the “shame,” against those who abused them; and they used digital and 

media tools to change the narrative. All the case studies walk readers through distinctive acts 

of what this dissertation calls refractivism.  

These case studies have another point in common: Each illuminates ways people push 

for a better world. I have been a student of history, a critical scholar (and at times an 

acquiescent consumer) of popular culture, a deeply online citizen, and a journalist. But one 

doesn’t need to have any or all of these experiences to see that these four examples each make 

the case for the power of a redirected gaze.  

It has been said that research is “me-search”—scholars often pursue lines of inquiry 

that chime with their lived experiences. That is a true too for me: for different and personal 

reasons, I can disclose that each of these case studies feeds my longstanding need to 

understand exclusion and resistance.  

 
 
 
 
 

 

 



 

 

22 
 

Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework & Literature Review 

Those with power create media content to shore up their control, to justify their position, 

to assert their continued dominance, and to profit from the same. Yet they are not always able to 

retain control of the narrative. This dissertation explores ways a mediated public can shift the 

gaze from the dominant narrative within a changing media ecology. The intended contribution 

of this work to extant scholarship is to offer a new framework to other researchers as they seek 

greater understanding of the ways those who have been oppressed and shamed have used media 

tools to resist their oppression.  

This framework, for which I offer the neologism refractivism, uses media tools to shift 

the public’s and the media’s gaze. The refractivists who do so reject public shaming of 

themselves and their condition; they practice visible activism with an eye toward change. While 

the term has the same root word as Crystal Abidin’s “refracted publics,” the concept stands apart 

in this way: Refractivists intend for their messages to be perceived and received by the broader 

hegemonic public. In Abidin’s conception of refracted publics, the digital anthropologist and 

ethnographer explained how members of danah boyd’s “networked publics” (2010) covertly use 

“circumventive adaptations” of the expected or intended affordances of digital media to carry on 

private and below-the-surface communication (Abidin, 2021, p. 1). For the refractivist, use of 

media to communicate counter-hegemonic messages is overt and intentionally visible. 

As the Introduction observed, an act of refractivism occurs when: 

• The Othered and/or their allies reject shame and claim power. 

• They use media platforms and tools to redirect the public’s gaze and claim a truer 

narrative. 
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• Their activism can educate others, create more allies, and lay foundations enabling 

change. 

My theorizing draws most directly on the “armchair radicals” of theory: the 

postmodernists including Roland Barthes, Michel Foucault, Gilles Deleuze, Jacques Derrida, 

and others. These scholars centered the Othered and interrogated power, as constructivist 

grounded theory developer Kathy Charmaz said: “Knowledge claims must be set within the 

conditions of the world today and in the multiple perspectives of class, race, gender, and other 

group affiliations” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 23). This research is social constructionist in its 

epistemology: “...people, including researchers, construct the realities in which they participate” 

(Charmaz, 2014, p. 187). Given this, they also have the ability to challenge those realities and 

configure new ones.  

On macro and micro levels, those who are Othered suffer harm because of narratives 

that outcast and subject them to moral opprobrium. Hegemonic discourses hobble some in 

society from being, saying, doing, achieving all that they would strive for. In rejecting shame 

and redirecting the gaze, Othered individuals, groups, and those acting on their behalf push to 

reshape power structures in the pursuit of fairness and equity. By using media technologies to 

turn the gaze, they claim their own power by making visible that which is unjust. That challenge 

to power can be indescribably fraught. Those shifts in power can be lasting—or fleeting. Yet 

even momentary challenges to oppression are worth examination. 

To understand this requires some definitions. Media are the air we breathe, the water we 

swim in, the unseen yet all-seeing reflection of what society permits, ignores, corrects, and 

celebrates. Yet not all members of the public are fed by the media products on offer. In making 
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their own media, especially visual media, refractivists change what is visible, what is available to 

them and to others, contesting the notion that the way things are is the way they ought to be, now 

and forever. 

 

Gazing at Patterns 

Barbie Zelizer, a professor of visual journalism at the University of Pennsylvania, has 

noted that images are “among the first tools of journalism to be discussed in unsettled times” 

(Zelizer, 2010, p. 20). Her scholarship has explored how moments of death, as frozen in 

photographs, have shifted in palatability among newsmakers and the viewing public over time. 

Zelizer observed that even when pictured moments are unchanged, successive generations of 

news consumers may react differently to them. Zelizer has examined photos of personal violence 

(Jack Ruby shooting of the handcuffed JFK assassin Lee Harvey Oswald in 1953 as taken by 

Robert Jackson), terror (napalmed Vietnamese children flee, including a girl who has cast off her 

burning clothing, in the 1972 photograph long attributed to Nick Ut), death (the so-called Falling 

Man in a graceful plummet death from the burning World Trade Center on September 11, 2001, 

as captured by Richard Drew) (Zelizer, 2010). The images are still photographs, but their 

reception has not been. As Zelizer noted in her work, a picture that was visually arresting and 

even celebrated in one context or moment in history can be perceived by the viewing public at 

another time or place as unseemly, invasive, or exploitative. That change in perception is the 

turning of the kaleidoscope of gaze.  

In 1816, Scottish physicist and journalist David Brewster was exploring color and light 

when he inadvertently invented the kaleidoscope. In his creation, a viewer squints through a lens 
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into a cylinder that contains two or three angled mirrors and small, shiny objects that tumble to 

form a pattern. By turning the tube, the shards shift in position, and the mirrors create new 

symmetries. The device shows its viewer an array of configurations. Brewster gave his invention 

a Greek name—“kaleidoscope” means beautiful image viewer—and patented it (Priddy, 2020). 

Even so, knockoffs proliferated. The kaleidoscope quickly became street-sellers’ hot toy of the 

early 19th century (Priddy, 2020; Gibbs, 2012). As a result, both elites and underclasses came to 

experience the revelation of pattern-making.  

Media have always acted as a kaleidoscope: Media have always shaped our world into 

patterns—and the patterns we are shown often are so familiar that we, the public, may not even 

recognize that the patterns have been chosen, or that the patterns we are shown are not the only 

way to see what is in front of us. That’s what the case studies in this dissertation do: Show us, 

the public, the patterns that have been put in front of us and, then go on to show—thanks to a 

digital turn—how the constituent elements of gaze, shame, and Othering can be put into a new 

pattern. This dissertation examines four case studies that cross time and place. Some have 

shaped law and policy; others are centered on an individual’s circumstances or reputation. 

These case studies showcase how restrictive patterns, small and large, can be disrupted. Rising 

polyvocality gives this work greater reach and effect. Individuals and groups have turned their 

proverbial kaleidoscope and showed those new patterns to the public. I argue here that —

repeatedly— there have been Others committed to breaking the old patterns and showing the 

public new ones. By design, the activism explored in the chapters that follow is different in each 

case: Each can be approached via multiple methodologies, and each has applicability in a 

variety of additional contexts. This dissertation makes sense of the disparate moments when the 
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kaleidoscope turns familiar patterns into new ones but also considers how we can recognize 

those moments. 

In its articulation of the theory of refractivism, this dissertation studies contemporary 

moments altered by both “new” and “legacy” media. Another way of saying that is to observe 

that our gaze on the world can be changed, and who controls the kaleidoscope alters what we 

see by rearranging the shards. The actors, however, do not retain full control of the pattern that 

emerges, any pattern features elements of previous patterns. Turning the kaleidoscope can 

confirm a perspective; another turn can prompt viewers to question what they have heretofore 

seen. This dissertation acts a bit like a kaleidoscope, one that discovers—and identifies—

patterns in disparate events. Certainly, there are other metaphorical tools of sight that scholars 

could reference to point out how what we see can be altered. For instance, binoculars and 

telescopes draw close that which is far afield. Microscopes bring the seemingly invisible into 

sight. Cameras freeze moments in time for later inspection and introspection. Prisms disperse or 

direct light into its rainbow components. Yet kaleidoscopes as metaphors do some heavy 

lifting.  

Consider society as the barrel of the kaleidoscope and power structures and meta-

narratives as the shards of glass within. In being online, users know what it is to be educated, 

entertained, and empowered, but they also know what it is to be disparaged, defamed, and 

downshifted. Until a reckoning, an act of refractivism, members of the broader audience can see 

only one pattern, one which shames those perceived as in some way different. Yet at agentic 

moments of resistance against the status quo, Others or their advocates can turn the barrel of the 

kaleidoscope, can turn society itself, to peer through the kaleidoscope’s lens and see new 
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patterns within. Guided, prompted, even forced, a viewer may at long last look through the 

metaphorical kaleidoscope and perceive what others have seen. “All” that is required is a turn of 

the gaze, a different source of light, a willingness to look. The next turning of a kaleidoscope’s 

barrel will tumble the glass anew. Yet that does not mean that the ephemeral pattern was not 

potent. 

 

Shifting a Theory: Shifting the Gaze 

Critical cultural theories and analysis help us understand the concept of “gaze.” In this 

dissertation, refractivism builds on that and other concepts. It is worthwhile to take this moment 

to consider what various theoreticians of gaze have had to say.  

A “gaze” is stronger and longer than a “glance,” more potent than a “look.” The term 

implies intention and focus, and a plethora of companies (including media), government 

offices, and elites of all kinds have seized on the idea of the “watching eye” as a synecdoche for 

what they do. On television, the first of the great TV news networks chose an eye as its logo; 

CBS’ journalists aspire to be America’s watchdogs. There is power in gaze. In J.R.R. Tolkien’s 

Middle-Earth, the Eye of Sauron the Terrible was the malevolent, rimmed-with-fire gaze of the 

dark lord who sought to control the ring of power (Tolkien, 1993). On the U.S. dollar bill, the 

glowing Eye of Providence gazes from atop a pyramid; a divine power is keeping watch over 

the nation (U.S. Department of State Bureau of Public Affairs, 2003). The European notion of 

the “peerage” reflects gaze in its name, albeit inadvertently; although the word appears to 

incorporate the verb to peer, it comes from an Old French word relating to rank or status. Even 

so, a system of hereditary rank and titles, upheld by notions of blood purity, is the very essence 
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of an entitled gaze in which one looks down one’s nose at others—or Others. American society, 

too, would not emphasize the value of climbing the social ladder if those on the lower rungs 

were not disparaged and disenfranchised.  

In literature, culture, and media, the metaphor of sight pervades because it is one way 

by which we comprehend. When we say, “I see,” we mean, “I understand.” At key moments, 

society sees itself anew. The old order can be shaken, realigning “forces, tendencies, forms of 

power, and relations of domination and subordination” (Clarke, 2014, p. 115, drawing on Stuart 

Hall). Among the case studies that follow, each provides an entry point into the idea of the 

public’s gaze, how it can be directed, and how that illumination can lead to change. For 

example, the coverage of Emmett Till’s 1955 funeral by Jet magazine wrought a moment of 

social realignment. The image spurred growing national consciousness that the racialized 

terrorism of the Jim Crow status quo was the nation’s shame. The horror of lynching was made 

visible via the imagery of the child, his mother, the thousands of mourners who lined up to 

view his body, and the tens of thousands who experienced the event via the magazine’s pages.  

Two hundred and fifty years ago, British slave trader-turned-abolitionist minister John 

Newton wrote the autobiographical verses of the Anglican hymn “Amazing Grace”: “I once 

was lost but now am found / Was blind but now I see” (Turner, 2002; Library of Congress, 

n.d.). For decades since the abolition of slavery in the United States, lynching stained the 

nation, and especially, the South. Jet, and Till’s mother’s decision to bring along the 

magazine’s photographer and reporter when she first saw her son’s corpse and later as she 

buried him, strong-armed the public to gaze on this reality. Newton’s conversion—the insight 

he experienced after surviving a tempest that swamped fellow seamen—came about because he 
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too shifted his gaze. He became a curate and a crusader, living to see Great Britain outlaw 

slavery (Turner, 2002). “Now I see.” 

There are many kinds of “seeing,” and many kinds of “gaze”: among them, the male 

gaze, the oppositional gaze, the civic gaze, social media’s “invitation to gaze” (Ibrahim, 2022). 

These concepts layer into refractivism—by using media tools to force a wider public to see 

things their way, refractivists challenge power and call for change. There is power in the idea 

of a watchful and even at times “activist” audience—even an imagined one. Each person has an 

internal gaze, a sense of self as if seen from outside or above. As Erving Goffman explored in 

his (1959) dramaturgical model of social life, it does not matter if anyone is watching: Even 

absent an audience, we are performers with an audience in our minds’ eye. As is said in As You 

Like It, “All the world’s a stage, and all the men and women merely players” (Shakespeare, 

1623/1939).  

 
In the 1700s, English philosopher Jeremy Bentham proposed a building design that leads 

its occupants to feel surveilled (Brunon-Ernst, 2016). In a panopticon prison arranged in a 

circular fashion, prisoners forever suspect but cannot see if they are being watched. Its 

architecture places a guard at the hub of a wheel, the cells arrayed surrounding it. The occupants 

of the cells cannot know whether the guard is observing them at any specific moment in time. 

The mere suspicion that someone is observing, nonetheless, leads the inmates to behave in self-

policed ways. Two-hundred years later, French philosopher Michel Foucault picked up 

Bentham’s panopticon concept and extended it as a metaphor of surveillance, a “mechanism of 

power” in society (Brunon-Ernst, 2016). People behave differently when they presume they are 

the object of someone’s gaze. 
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In the 21st century’s digitally omnipresent culture of self-commodification, Bentham, 

Goffman, and Foucault’s ideas retain salience, yet no longer is a watcher merely imagined. At 

any given time, unseen observers and sometimes-strangers really are watching lives performed 

online. Closed-circuit television cameras operate in airports, banks, stores, and intersections. In 

many public spaces, Americans today presume someone is watching. That eye of Providence 

on the dollar bill carries a new connotation when it is the state that is monitoring its citizenry, 

rather than a protective deity keeping watch over the people. Yet citizens enable and extend 

their own surveillance willingly, as well. Ring cameras record activity on porches, yards, and 

segments of residential streets. With watchers in mind, citizens behave in performative, 

affected ways their social media posts what culture and digital economy scholar Yasmin 

Ibrahim (2020) called an “invitation to gaze” (Ibrahim, 2020, p. 46). “The gaze of the stranger 

is … an integral part of our transacted lives online,” Ibrahim wrote (Ibrahim, 2020, p. ix). In 

being online, users know what it is to be educated, entertained, and empowered, but they also 

know what it is to be disparaged, defamed, and downshifted. Contemporary visual 

communication tools incorporate near-constant self-surveillance and drive participants to 

represent themselves on screen, at least partly, for the gaze of an imagined audience. 

Being “plugged in” has given us yet new ways to gaze. Just as the hegemonic White 

man is the vantage point from which deviance is measured, being “plugged in” is normed and 

unplugged, countercultural (Withers, 2017). Cellphones outnumber Americans, with 112 for 

every 100 people as of 2023 (US Mobile Subscription Penetration 2023, n.d.). Through them, 

our capacity to see from new vantage points continues to expand.  
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Meredith Clark, like Ibrahim, noted the catalyzing power of the gaze of the online 

stranger in her research about White digital allies who wanted to “recognize hegemonic racial 

hierarchies and their place in them” in civil rights movements (Clark, 2019, p. 520). Clark 

asserted that a White ally saw her position in the hierarchy, resisted it, and worked toward a 

new order in part because of an imagined online audience, as well as actual online conversation 

partners (Clark, 2019). This drove the White allies to navigate changing senses of themselves 

and society, joining Black Lives Matter’s “repertoire of contention” (Clark, 2019, p. 520). This 

was possible, in part, because of the bravery of cellphone-wielding activists “bearing witness 

while Black,” at great personal and emotional cost, as media scholar Allissa V. Richardson 

outlined in her genealogy of resistance to racial oppression from abolition to present (2020). 

Those witnesses harness and direct the gaze. 

 

The Male Gaze 

And exactly who is this imagined stranger? Argued art critic John Berger (1972) and 

film theorist Laura Mulvey (1975), it is a man. They described gazing as an act of power “of 

the observer over the observed” (Lutz & Collins, 1991, p. 135). Berger’s highly gendered and 

heterosexualized theorization casts the action of looking as masculine/active; the act of being 

seen as feminine/docile. “Men act, and women appear” (Berger, 1972, p. 47). This 

masculine/feminine binary reinforced historical notions of men’s virility and women’s 

passivity. When women think of themselves being looked at, Berger asserted, they imagine an 

internal man: “The surveyor of woman in herself is male” (Berger, 1972, p. 47). Even when 

alone, in Berger’s estimation, women perform for an imagined audience of men. The watching 

man is dominant even in absentia. This is the male gaze.  
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Mulvey considered Berger’s masculine/feminine concept in light of the masculine 

hegemony asserted by Austrian father of psychoanalysis, Sigmund Freud, and applied it to the 

cinematic screen. “Mulvey’s discussion of gaze laid the foundation for an entire field of critical 

inquiry,” wrote feminism and film scholar Corinn Columpar (2002, p. 27). The camera’s 

gaze—motion and still—captures, obscures, illuminates, and shields the viewer from the 

viewed. Voyeurism makes those who are viewed into Freudian objects of curiosity and sexual 

pleasure; said Mulvey, the gaze confines the viewed for the viewer’s pleasure or perversion 

(Mulvey, 1975). More recently, scholars have noted that just as movie-making seeks to create a 

version of reality in which viewer is voyeur, with all parties (usually) aware of and indifferent 

to the fourth wall, so too do (digital and social) media create a version of reality to which the 

consumer and the consumed constitutively consent, albeit with unequal power. All the world is 

a stage, indeed. 

This dissertation’s case studies regarding The Gray Book, Lizzo, and Britney Spears 

consider the male gaze. To what degree do the women in each accept and celebrate their 

appearance—Spears, chastened and legally corralled after mental health crises; Lizzo, pledging 

love for her plus-sized body; gray-haired women, ditching dye—for their own sake, and not as 

a contravention of the male gaze? How much do those who reject the norms of the male gaze 

still perform for an imagined male audience? On screens and on the street, the women draw the 

eye in an act of defiance of ableists, body shamers, and ageists who would shun them. 
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The Oppositional Gaze 

Hegemony, said socialist and New Left scholar Raymond Williams, “does not just 

passively exist as a form of dominance. It has continued to be renewed, recreated, defended, 

and modified. It is also continually resisted, limited, altered, challenged by pressures not all its 

own” (Clarke, 2014, p. 120, citing Williams, 1977, p. 112). Hegemony is lived. The refusal to 

renew hegemonic standards is the pillar of media scholar bell hooks’ oppositional gaze (1992). 

Black Americans from chattel slavery to the present have been penalized for the gaze they 

returned to a White society that would dominate them for daring to look oppression in the eye. 

The see-er stares as if to say, “I want my look to change reality” (hooks, 1992, p. 116). As poet 

Alice Walker advised, “Let them look askance at you / And you askance reply” (Walker, 1973, 

p. 37). hooks’ oppositional gaze in feminist film theory is a “site of resistance” that interrogates 

what it illuminates, critiquing cinema for its racism and sexism (hooks, 1992, p. 116). Rather 

than swallow whole the stories they hear, read, and see, members of the audience should 

question, critique, and reject that which is counter to their truth, hooks asserted. hooks would 

have media consumers spit out any media messages that contravene their lived experiences. 

Their scrutiny of Black women’s depiction in film is the oppositional gaze. 

The Civic Gaze 

Digital and social media are fresh arenas for scholars to interrogate whether old 

theories, applied to the virtual realm, have become new again. Stuart Allan and Chris Peters 

(2019) described online news consumers as having a “civic gaze” at journalism that invites the 

audience to see, to interpret and to understand a complex world, even as the technology falsely 

leads its audience members to believe they are seeing all of reality rather than a framed part of 
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the whole (Allan & Peters, 2019, p. 150). This dissertation’s case study about the news media’s 

changing policies regarding the publication of mug shots explores ways that some journalists 

have come to see these artefacts as a means of circumscribing their subjects and perhaps 

unfairly drawing the civic gaze. News routines have the power to propagate and perpetuate 

practices of gaze. 

Digital media further invites the public’s civic gaze to engage with and to question news 

choices and coverage. Hashtag activism has shown that a mobilized mass, given the tools, can 

alter the status quo. One saw this in action in the #FreeBritney campaign on what was, in 2020, 

known as Twitter (today’s X). A groundswell of attention wrought by hashtag activists led to 

mainstream media coverage, from cover stories to documentaries. This attention eventually was 

noted in the closed-door courtroom sessions that had created and maintained Spears as a 

conservatee. Critical media scholar Jessica Maddox’s (2019) interrogation of the viral BBQ 

Becky meme—also called “White Woman Calling the Cops” to report that Black people were 

grilling food in a public park—extended to meme-making hook’s oppositional gaze that was 

first explained in re: film. Memes—visual social commentary in a digital format—call out 

White fragility that objects when communities of color “take up public space in America” 

(Maddox, 2019, p. 152). 

As Berger, Mulvey, hooks, Allan and Peters, and other American public intellectuals 

assert, mediated technologies offer numerous ways for members of the audience to employ a 

civic gaze, to become content creators, and to challenge messages via an oppositional reading 

of the texts. To see oneself in media, or social media, does not mean that all parties are seen 

fairly or that their power is symmetrical. To consider gaze by itself is to consider who is 
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looking, and too often via media that “see” and decide what to show from privileged vantage 

points. People too rarely see their true selves in the media they follow. That is especially true of 

people who lack privilege. 

Applying sunlight, to borrow Supreme Court Justice Louis Brandeis’ words in a 1913 

Harpers Weekly article, is “the best of disinfectants” (Berger, 2009). The mediatized gaze is a 

commanding force in society. News routines powerfully shine a light in the darkness, as 

journalists are wont to boast. They also leave some in the shadows. That makes it the duty of 

“feminist cultural theorists and methodologists,” wrote researchers Erica B. Edwards and 

Jennifer Esposito, “to interrogate social media, because these sites shape the discursive realm 

and, thus, material lives” (2018, p. 345).  

This lineage of theoretical gazes brings us to the current moment, one in which various 

aspects of gazing collude. Layered, these gazes contribute to a fresh understanding of the power 

of the audience. In the digital media panopticon, citizens need not feel like prisoners under 

surveillance in the round. Thanks to their own civic gazes, they are acutely aware of the current 

events that shape their world and suspicious of media choices that curate it for their 

consumption. Further, they can respond to perceived injustice refractively, with their own 

media creations. An audience can imagine its own audience—often, one whose watching 

reinscribes the misogynist power of the male gaze—and look back with an oppositional gaze. A 

hegemonic gaze that would shame them for perceived deviance or difference can be leached of 

some of its power to make its subjects cower—in part because of the empowered gaze that the 

audience can give in return. In Walker’s parlance, “And you askance reply.”  
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Shame 

To these considerations of gaze, this dissertation adds the element of shame. Digital 

media is creating more powerful tools to shame others. Consider how AI is generating nudifying 

social media apps: The virality of such deepfakes can outpace the activism of individuals, 

groups, and at least in real time the platforms’ own monitoring. One major class-action lawsuit 

on behalf of underage women was filed in March 2026 against xAI, Elon Musk’s A.I. company. 

“The goal [of those who create nude deepfakes] is not always sexual gratification,” Wired 

magazine quoted one director of an organization working to prevent violence against women and 

children. “Increasingly, the intent is humiliation, denigration, and social control.”  

 
Gaze and the exercise of shame have always been expressions of power. Both have at 

their center experiences of seeing and being seen. The expressions used in American English to 

talk about shame often include nods to “the eyes” or to “sight.” It is a short step, therefore, to 

move from an exploration of gaze to a consideration of shame. When it comes to shame, the eyes 

have it. Our idioms reinforce the connection: It’s a crying shame. Hot with shame, its bearer may 

weep. The shamefaced avert their eyes. They are blinded by regret. They look down. They look 

away. They hide their eyes. 

Shame has long been an instrument of social control. Five hundred years before the birth 

of Christ, Chinese philosopher Confucius and Mencius, his philosophical successor, taught that 

moral opprobrium is a tool of virtue and righteousness: In avoiding shame, humans are 

compelled to choose right over wrong (Flanagan, 2021, p. 152). Twenty-first-century 

philosopher Owen Flanagan called “good shame” a tool to teach values (Flanagan, 2021, p. 134), 

yet, he noted, oppressors can weaponize shame as an agent of social control because of its “roots 



 

 

37 
 

in appeasing the dominant or more powerful” (Flanagan, 2021, p. 146). The case studies in this 

dissertation consider this reality. Women in American society may feel shame when they fall 

short of the male gaze. To avoid this, they spend thousands of dollars and hours in their lifetimes 

to have a “youthful” hair color; they face pressure to remain thin or to hide their shape when 

their bodies exceed a gaunt runway ideal. Those associated with criminality are publicly shamed 

for transgressing. And even as attitudes regarding mental health as integral to overall health 

evolve, stigma remains for those who publicly struggle. Humans are “socially dependent 

animals” who would avoid feelings of shame to prevent exclusion or castigation (Flanagan, 

2021, p. 145). Such is the outcome of the shame experienced by Adam and Eve in the Torah and 

the Old Testament Bible’s Genesis stories. The duo felt shame, their nudity becoming nakedness, 

after they violated God’s command to avoid fruit from the tree of knowledge. 

More recent scholarship has not altered these ideas about the causes of shame. The 

philosopher Cecilea Mun wrote in 2019 that shame is an emotional reaction to “the sudden 

realization (of which the subject may be unaware) that one is being seen (by the self or at least 

one other) as an aberrant member of one’s epistemic community” (Mun, 2019, p. 27). Mun 

argued that one could accept this judgment, reject the notion that one is out of bounds, or reject 

the legitimacy of the judgment altogether (Mun, 2019, p. 28). Refractivists are wont to reject 

judgments that would shame them. Brené Brown and Rebecca Meisenbach have spoken on 

reactions to shame, Brown via her shame resilience theory, and Meisenbach through her theory 

of stigma management. Said Meisenbach, one might embrace, reject, or ignore a stigmatized 

identity (Meisenbach, 2010). For Brown, women are shame-resilient when they leverage 

knowledge that they are vulnerable; a critique of society’s judgment; empathetic connections 

with others who are similarly judged; and the ability to verbalize and deconstruct their shaming 
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(Brown, 2006, p. 47). Shame resilience theory defines shame as “an intensely painful feeling or 

experience of believing we are flawed and therefore unworthy of acceptance and belonging” 

(Brown, 2006, p. 45). Women, Brown writes, feel most shamed in the categories of body 

image/appearance, sexuality, family/motherhood/parenting, professional identity, mental and 

physical health, aging, faith, speaking out, and trauma survival (Brown, 2006, p. 48). Several of 

these categories run through the case studies explored in this work, in particular those that 

address aging, body image, and mental health. As a “psycho-social-cultural construct,” women’s 

shame comes from a discordance in the “narrow interpretations of who women are ‘supposed to 

be’” (Brown, 2006, pp. 45-46). 

 
Women are “supposed to be” diminished when they are victimized sexually. At 71, 

Pelicot survived sexual trauma and became a role model during the trial of her husband and 50 

men he had recruited over the course of a decade to rape her, on camera, while she was drugged 

and unconscious (Chrisafis, 2026). Pelicot chose to go public. Her shame resilience was 

demonstrated as she rebuked her assailants from the stand. As the victim of those crimes, she 

argued, she is not the one who should feel ashamed of them. Pelicot’s bravery was an act of 

refractivism: Othered by predators who accepted that her harm was less important than their 

pleasure, she broke the silence of a close-door trial, speaking internationally to the media about 

what happened to her, and later writing a book about it. She changed the media ecology in 

France with her public action. In the aftermath, French authorities re-examined laws regarding 

the language of consent and “chemical submission” (Chrisafis, 2026). “My decision to make it 

public lifted the veil on the evils in society, because our society fosters denial,” Pelicot said 

(Chrisafis, 2026). 
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Shame is often, though not only, associated with misogyny. In Nathanial Hawthorne’s 

The Scarlet Letter, Puritan protagonist Hester Prynne’s punishment for bearing a child outside 

marriage is to bear, affixed to her chest, a red-and-gold stitched letter A, for adultery. She must 

publicly wear her shame, while the father of her child remains anonymous and unpunished. 

American women too are shamed for appearances that fall short of pleasing the perceived male 

gaze, whether by size, age, or other physical qualities. 

Members of the Facebook group “The Gray Book” joined the microsite to reconsider 

whether it was shameful to have gray hair, to visibly age as women. The women of The Gray 

Book shared stories of would-be shamers who criticized their hair or mistook mothers for 

grandmothers. A burden shared is a burden lessened. Society penalizes adults, particularly 

women, who deviate from what is considered the ideal type via body shaming. Neither Gray 

Book members nor body-positive Lizzo accepted the shame that would be theirs if not for their 

resistance and rejection of the same. And in today’s media ecology, there is some ability to 

respond and resist on digital and news media platforms; those being victimized can fight back, 

oftentimes by finding or creating a community of others, as in the case of the Gray Book 

members, or in the #FreeBritney fangroup. 

In our networked society, a form of public “Shame 2.0” takes place in the actual and 

online worlds (Moshe, 2020, p. 8). When digital shaming goes viral, the person in the spotlight is 

cowed and corralled by the virtual gaze of a society that reinforces its power over the individual. 

Shame can be rejected, and it can be turned on those who would oppress, as well, asserted 

sociologist Mira Moshe. “The social mirror no longer hangs on a domestic wall, but in a virtual 

city square that imposes rebuke, but also might be smashed to pieces by those looking into it, 

who then hang up an alternative mirror in an attempt to reflect a more attractive image of 
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themselves” (Moshe, 2020, p. 17). Lizzo hangs an alternative mirror of herself as she posts about 

self-love and rejects sizeist judgment. As American poet laureate Maya Angelou wrote, “Out of 

the huts of history’s shame / I rise” (Angelou, Still I Rise.) Shame in the United States has come 

to have a “negative valence” as the emotional response to feeling “judged by actual others or by 

oneself to have violated an accepted… social and/or moral norm” (Flanagan, 2021, p. 134.) Yet 

in rejecting the legitimacy of shame, refractivists can and do use media tools to tell a different 

story about themselves: one that is not cowed, but proud. 

In media coverage, there are few more potent images of public shaming than the booking, 

jail, or police mug shot. Mug shots—one frontal image, one taken in profile, devised by late 

19th-century Parisian criminologist Alphonse Bertillon—once were the vanguard of public 

safety technology, a tool of identification on wanted posters and more (Stelloh, 2017). For those 

accused or convicted of crimes, the mug shot has become a tool of reputational damnation. In the 

century-plus since famed detective Alan Pinkerton popularized the mug shot, a cottage industry 

of mug shot exploitation websites—and internet-takedown shakedowns of those who would have 

their pictures removed—emerged in recent decades (Stelloh, 2017). 

Reputation, especially the pervasiveness of past criminality (or the accusation thereof), is 

stickier thanks to the internet. No longer is an embarrassing mug shot seen in newspapers on one 

day, proverbially lining bird cages and wrapping fish the next. The search engine has rendered 

the past never truly lost to the present. In a July 14, 2016, opinion, federal appeals court Chief 

Judge R. Guy Coles Jr. wrote: “Mugshots [sic] now present an acute problem in the digital age. 

These images preserve the indignity of a deprivation of liberty, often at the (literal) expense of 

the most vulnerable among us” (Stelloh, 2017). A mug shot’s prolonged availability, outside the 

bounds of the news cycle, is one consideration in the conversation surrounding news outlets’ use 
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of them. The shame they invoke is persistent. But while digital markers of shame are harder to 

shake, digital tools give those who would bear them means of responding, of refracting the view 

of their worth and worthiness. 

Criminologist David Shepherd explored the lingering, digital shaming wrought by web 

permanence of news coverage of criminals. His 2020 thematic analysis of post-carceral 

interviews with 17 white-collar offenders in England documented how news media create 

“personal digital criminal legacies.” News coverage emphasizes the maintenance of social order 

and the punishment of deviance via “socially constructed morality plays which incite collective 

outrage and affirm the individual reader’s membership of society” (Shepherd, 2020, pp. 1, 5). 

The way news coverage lingers online, he wrote, deepened the offenders’ punishment, 

contributing to stereotypes, stigma, and prejudice, “exposing offenders to the globalized public 

sphere and the search engine” (Shepherd, 2020, p. 7). 

In America, people of color are disproportionately policed. The preponderance of people 

of color in the American criminal justice system reveals the carceral state—the intergenerational 

trauma of state-sanctioned, mass Black incarceration and capital punishment in the United States 

(Echebiri, 2019). One in 3 U.S. adults has a criminal record, including arrests that don’t lead to 

charges or convictions (Rink, 2021). Who is arrested, what laws are on the books, and how and 

where those laws are enforced reflect racial bias in the judicial system. As a 2024 report from 

Stanford Law School noted in its Introduction (National Immigration Project & Stanford Law 

School Immigrants’ Rights Clinic, 2024): 

 
Racial bias exists at each stage of the criminal process—from stops and arrests through to 
charges and convictions. As [then-] Attorney General Merrick Garland explained, “there 
is discrimination and widespread disparate treatment of communities of color and ethnic 
minorities in this country,” and it is “plain” that the legal system does not “treat people 
equally.” 
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The repeated news publication of minority group members’ mug shots directs the 

audience’s gaze to faces of color in association with crime. In other words, journalism that uses 

mug shots to illustrate crime stories encourages a meta-narrative that supports racism and racist 

assumptions of criminality and danger. Cultivation theory posits that repeated exposure to certain 

images contributes to viewers’ internal narratives and can lead to “mean world” syndrome, 

where viewers perceive a more dangerous world than exists in reality (Gerbner & Gross, 1976). 

Likewise, the disproportionate appearance in news coverage of mug shots of people of color 

contributes to their Othering. The spectacle of jailhouse mug shots directs the civic gaze and 

invokes shame in those pictured. Shame is a powerful instrument of public pressure, of 

behavioral inducement, and of punishment for transgressions. Those whose police mug shots 

appear in news media are shamed publicly, with long-lasting digital tentacles to evidence their 

pillorying. 

Members of Spears’ fandom invoked moral opprobrium, as well, when they challenged 

the star’s conservatorship—in which she was declared legally incapable of her own 

independence. Their use of the #FreeBritney hashtag drew attention and scrutiny of her legal 

shackles, alleging her legal status seemed at odds with her career: As she performed at a high 

level, she earned the millions of dollars that paid her custodians and the lawyers enriched by her 

confinement. In other instances, those who would be shamed cast off that status. As members of 

The Gray Book and as Lizzo exemplify, one does not have to accept the mantle of shame, nor 

should journalists assign shame via the use of mug shots. Those who would be shamed can at 

times reject stigma. Shame is a mainstay of the powerful. Onto this understanding of gaze and 

shame, I next add the lens of the Other and Othering. When the Othered—or their allies—turn 
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the kaleidoscope of gaze in acts of refractivism, they subvert public shaming and, at times, 

shame the hegemon in return.  

The Other/Othering 

When I consider on whom a gaze is leveled, who would be shamed, the answer, often, is 

the Other. But who is the Other? Is this label fixed or fluctuating? Who decides? French 

psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan (1981) considered the idea of gaze vis-à-vis the Other: “Our image, 

which is equal to ourselves, is mediated by the gaze of the other. The other, then, becomes the 

guarantor of ourselves. We are at once dependent on the other as the guarantor of our own 

existence and a bitter rival to that same other” (Lacan, 1981, p. 26). Defining what a group “is” 

necessarily means excluding what it is not—or as cultural studies vanguard Stuart Hall put it, 

pushing the majority “through the eye of the needle of the other before it can construct itself” 

(Hall, 1991, p. 21, as cited in Grossberg, 1996, p. 89). 

The idea of the Other stretches at least to Plato, who wrote about the Self as an observer 

and the Other as the observed (Riggins, 1997). In the public sphere, derogatory epithets related to 

race, class, gender, religion, nationality, and more are ways the hegemonic public Others, 

alienates, or excludes people from power. Scholars have used a variety of vocabularies to 

describe those who are not the hegemon, who are not in the more powerful positions of society. 

Alterity, subaltern and subaltern public, counterpublic, and Other are academic terms that denote 

the have-nots from the haves, who: 

• Differ from what is prized or normed;  

• Sit socially and economically sub, below, the hegemon;  

• Appear as a contrast to the ruling class. 
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The concept of the “subaltern”—from the Latin words “sub,” below, and “altern,” all 

others—speaks of power and powerlessness. The term describes subalterns as a class of people 

subject to societal powers wielded over or against them. Strictures outside those subalterns’ 

control and creation curtail their ability to resist. Subalterns are pinioned by, and sometimes 

shamed by, the gaze of those who Other them—those who cast (and caste) them as apart, as less-

than. I choose in this work to use the word “Other” rather than “subaltern,” though I note the 

presence of both terms in literature because they sometimes appear there interchangeably. 

Inherent in the word “subaltern” is an implication of lesser value, positioning non-White, non-

males as deviant. A “counterpublic” (in the plural, “counterpublics”) is a group (or groups) that 

challenges and reclaims dominant messaging about itself and society by its resistance. Counter, 

to me, carries a more positive emotional valence than “sub.” The creation of in- and out-groups 

forms the hegemonic logics whereby “difference” becomes “otherness” (Hall, 1997, p. 234). To 

clarify the differences using Dr. Seuss’s characters, counterpublics or Others are the Plain-

Bellied understudies of the Star-Bellied Sneetches, a children’s storybook satire of antisemitism 

(Seuss, 1961; Smith, 2004).  

In this dissertation’s case studies, the Othered include those entangled in the legal system 

(Britney Spears during her conservatorship; criminal suspects in news coverage) and the 

misogyny of the patriarchy (so-called fat or old women who resist notions that looking thin or 

looking youthful determines their social worth). To be Othered does not have to mean exclusion 

in every aspect of one’s existence. Consider for example the two performers among my case 

studies. Are Britney Spears and Lizzo—famous, Grammy-winning, and wealthy—Others? I 

argue that even those persons who are renowned can be Othered. Questions about Spears’ mental 

health led the courts to legally infantilize her; even as she headlined a lucrative Las Vegas 
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residency credited with revitalizing the Sunset Strip, she remained her father’s daughter to 

control (McIntyre, 2023). She was Other than the prized ideal of mental stability. As a plus-sized 

performer, Lizzo resisted sizeism that threatened to overshadow her talent. She was Other than 

the idealized dress size of fame. 

To be Othered is not to be less. Hall admonished against this, aware that though 

hegemonic society makes value distinctions, a simple fact of difference from a perceived 

standard—such as male, White, mentally sound, young, slender—is not a deficiency. Consider 

Frederick Douglass: He escaped from chattel slavery and became an international intellectual, a 

newspaper publisher, an author, and the most photographed person of the 19th century in the 

United States, Black or White (Bernier et al., 2015). Douglass experienced acclaim, in large 

measure owing to hard work, his intellect, and his media-savvy. Yet he was an Other. He 

counseled presidents from Abraham Lincoln to Grover Cleveland, but he could not vote for 

them. One’s success in some arenas is not a prophylactic against unequal treatment in others. 

Who is an Other? Who is Othered? Can it be anyone, depending on the circumstances 

and depending upon the individual or group deemed the elite? Identity is a multiplicity 

encompassing such nonexhaustive aspects of being as race, culture, gender, sexual identity, 

economics, education, and religion. Argued media theorist Lawrence Grossberg, identity is an 

“entirely cultural, even an entirely linguistic, construction” (Grossberg, 1996, p. 89). For 

outsiders, identity can be posited by its presumed opposite; the multiplicity can be subsumed in 

the binary. Dominant and counterpublic identities are “mutually constitutive,” he argued 

(Grossberg, 1996, p. 90). One cannot understand or study one without recognizing that there is 

(or could be) another. Modernity has been “a particular kind of binary-producing machine” in 
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which the Other is the corollary; Othering positions those who “see” as those who have power 

(Grossberg, 1996, p. 94).  

One finds the term “hegemonic society” in literature and argument. Yet what is society, if 

not hegemonic? Hegemony, from the Greek for capable of commanding, is the condition of one 

exercising power over another. Politically, hegemony could relate to the dependence of states on 

the federal whole. Karl Marx wrote that cultural hegemony describes the way the preferences 

and tastes of the ruling class dominate society. Historically, members of any class or system can 

challenge the balance of power and the hierarchies therein, although counterpublics may have 

less access to the levers of power, and thus less likelihood of prevailing. Members of society 

from any caste or class, dominant or dominated, do not calmly accept the status quo. Meantime, 

those in power seek to retain and to expand their power. Those without power seek to claim it for 

themselves. An idealized, idyllic, edenic society in which all have value, are valued, and create 

value is a fiction. 

Most academic research examines Othering, typically perpetrated by majorities, as an 

apparatus of power (Riggins, 1997). As Riggins noted, “the rhetoric of Othering dehumanizes 

and diminishes groups, making it easier for victimizers to seize land, exploit labor, and exert 

control while minimizing the complicating emotions of guilt and shame” (Riggins, 1997, pp. 9-

10). Yet a member of a minority or an underclass also can “Other” another group or individual, 

even if the balance of institutional power generally favors the majority (Riggins, 1997). To 

construct identity around the default, the hegemon, and the Other is, as Grossberg argued, a 

“historical product of modern power” (Grossberg, 1996, p. 92). For theories of difference, 

identity and meaning emerge from what is and what is not (Hall, 1997). For theories of 

Otherness, Grossberg (1996) asserted, “the other exists, in its own place, as what it is, 
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independently of any specific relations,” and the very idea of difference is a production of power 

acting upon what exists in reality (p. 94). The Other, in this sense, “can be defined by its 

particular (contextual) power to affect and be affected” (Grossberg, 1996, p. 94). Building on 

this, we can understand the Other as often occupying an intersectional position with less access 

to power than the hegemon, a kind of landlocked presence within the larger society—the Vatican 

to its Italy—that creates conditions for tension, power jockeying, subjugation, and resistance 

(Crenshaw, 1991; Collins, 2009). 

The writings of Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci appeared in English in the late 1960s 

(Gramsci, 1971). Gramsci described hegemony as the domination of a ruling class over subaltern 

classes, with the crucial distinction that both sides participate in making this domination possible 

and real, even amid ongoing resistance (Gramsci, 1971; Hall, 1986). Hegemony “is a moment of 

power which is always contestable and has to be constantly re-won” (Davis, 2004, p. 46). Power 

is negotiated, and in this negotiation, the parties come to act as if the same interests serve all, 

even while, in reality, some are privileged and some are penalized (Gramsci, 1971; Hall, 1986). 

These notions unfold poetically in capitalism, where consent, so-called common sense, and 

coercion are tightly interwoven (Hall, 1986). Edward Said, drawing on Gramsci and Foucault, 

offered a related and in some ways corrective emphasis: To name the Other as if its social 

position were immutable is a fallacy; it is “manmade,” much as the British Empire coined and 

consolidated the geographical imaginaries of the “Orient” and “Occident” (Said, 1979, p. 5). For 

Said, the power structure of hegemonic society is neither natural nor self-sustaining; it must be 

continually reinscribed and reproduced by its constituents through discourse, institutions, and 

everyday practices (Said, 1979). 



 

 

48 
 

For Stuart Hall, an avid reader of Gramsci, being deemed an “Other” did not perforce 

mean lower status; it is society that imposes such valuations (Hall, 1997). The mere fact of 

difference, of supposed “Otherness,” is not in itself a negative (Hall, 1997). Hegemony, for Hall, 

is a creation of asymmetrical consent: for elites and their interests to dominate requires the 

acquiescence—often unconscious—of the oppressed (Hall, 1986). Those with and without power 

must come to some level of “agreement” about the social order for it to be maintained; they may 

simply see it as inalterable or be taught to experience it as natural (Hall, 1986, 1997). 

Alternatively, they may resist, and struggle over meaning and power (Hall, 1986). When the 

Othered use digital tools to amplify their resistance to a status quo that harms them, they direct 

the gaze and can create a shifted media ecology. This is refractivism. In the digital sphere, we 

can see those who have been Othered speaking back with greater amplification than they have 

heretofore had at their fingertips, insisting: We do not consent. We are unashamed. 

Taken together, Riggins, Grossberg, Gramsci, Said, and Hall offer a layered account of 

how Othering and hegemony work through power, consent, and representation (Davis, 2004; 

Gramsci, 1971; Grossberg, 1996; Hall, 1986, 1997; Riggins, 1997; Said, 1979). Riggins and 

Grossberg help foreground the affective and material stakes of Othering as an apparatus of 

power, while Gramsci and Hall theorize how domination depends on negotiated, asymmetric 

forms of consent rather than brute force alone (Davis, 2004; Gramsci, 1971; Grossberg, 1996; 

Hall, 1986, 1997; Riggins, 1997). Said extends this lens to imperial discourse, showing how 

categories like “Orient” and “Occident” are historically produced constructions that naturalize 

unequal relations (Said, 1979). Read in concert, these theorists illuminate how the figure of the 

Other is both made and contested, and how the conditions of its making are always open to 

struggle and transformation (Davis, 2004; Gramsci, 1971; Grossberg, 1996; Hall, 1986, 1997; 
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Said, 1979). Building on this foundation, the following sections trace how racialized and 

gendered forms of Othering shape women’s bodies and lives, and how those who are Othered 

contest and rework these terms of visibility and value (Collins, 2009; Crenshaw, 1991; hooks, 

1992). 

The ‘Other’: Non-White 

Race is among the social constructions used to Other (Brooks & Hébert, 2006). Othered 

identities, like all identities, are social constructs, produced and reproduced through discourse 

and power (Hall, 1997; Van Sterkenburg, Knoppers, & De Leeuw, 2010). Critical race scholar 

Kimberlé Crenshaw’s theory of intersectionality situates Black women and their experiences as 

worthy of their own feminism, demonstrating how they have been poorly served by feminist and 

antiracist frameworks that treated gender or race as separate, single-axis categories (Crenshaw, 

1989, 1991). As Crenshaw wrote, “contemporary feminist and antiracist discourses have failed to 

consider intersectional identities such as women of color” (Crenshaw, 1991, pp. 1242–1243). To 

consider Black women’s experiences intersectionally is to recognize the ways that gender and 

race interplay to create a lived reality that is not addressed fully when one takes a vantage point 

solely of gender or solely of race (Crenshaw, 1991). 

 
Although race is a social construct, “it is pointless to pretend that it doesn’t exist—merely 

because it is a lie,” wrote playwright Lorraine Hansberry, underscoring how racial categories, 

however fictive, have real effects (Hansberry, as cited in hooks, 2006, p. 371). Crenshaw 

similarly cautioned that to say a category such as race or gender is socially constructed is not to 

say that the category has no significance in our world (Crenshaw, 1991, p. 1296). The shifting 

lines of gender and race reflect lived realities blown about by prevailing social, geographical, and 
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political winds, not by immutable biological facts (Hall, 1997; Van Sterkenburg et al., 2010). 

Language does not merely reflect the world as it is; it interprets, organizes, and classifies that 

world, embodying theories of how that world is arranged from an ideological perspective 

(Conboy, 2007, p. 4). Cultural studies, per Hall, assumes that race and ethnicity are social 

phenomena that are constructed and reconstructed in and through discourses that “construct the 

topic, define and produce it,” allowing some lines of thought and excluding others (Hall, 1997, 

as discussed in Van Sterkenburg et al., 2010, p. 821). While Hall looked to Gramsci for his 

attention to social forces and the making of political classes, Hall also examined gender, race, 

and Othered experiences—from subjugation to the ways class itself is contested (Clarke, 2014). 

Representation of difference is a critical component of Otherness—meaning is made 

when the Other is said to be not-this-but-that (Hall, 1997, p. 234). Like gender, race is a cultural 

discourse that defines the struggle to embody and become what one perceives one is meant to be 

(Brooks & Hébert, 2006). The lines, unfixed and elastic, bound the in- and out-group and shift 

over time (Hall, 1997). The term “intersectional,” at first used to describe the dual identities of 

Blackness and womanhood, has broadened to apply to any sort of overlapping or multiplicity of 

identities, interpolated in ways perhaps unforeseen by Crenshaw and, some argue, a dilution of 

her premise (Crenshaw, 1989, 1991; Steele, 2021, p. 53). Patricia Hill Collins’ matrix of 

domination theory addresses how the environment, inequality structures, and the systems 

surrounding Black women work to oppress them, even as this framework of oppression catalyzes 

their acts of resistance, reclamation, and ingenuity (Collins, 2009). “The modern makes identities 

into social constructions,” wrote Grossberg (1996, p. 93), a claim that intersectional and Black 

feminist theorists complicate by showing how those constructions are unevenly distributed 

across bodies and communities (Collins, 2009; Crenshaw, 1991). 
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Paulo Freire’s theory of antidialogical action (1970/1996) explored how the powerful 

maintain oppressive control of marginalized groups by giving them no voice. Antidialogical 

action may blinker the oppressed to their condition (Allen & Bruce, 2017). It is this painful 

reality that twentieth-century American essayist James Baldwin observed in his own father, who 

“was defeated long before he died because, at the bottom of his heart, he believes what white 

people said about him” (Baldwin, 1963, p. 15). Even should awareness be present, the theory 

espouses, counterpublics do not have the means to respond to a conversation that is about them, 

without them. In this dissertation, however, I argue that this is no longer entirely true. Breaks in 

the media ecology have created some means for Others to resist shame.  

The work of this dissertation takes up Othering in some of its forms. It brings together 

considerations of the power of gaze over those who are Othered and considers increasing ways 

that Others might reclaim some of that power, drawing on the Gramscian–Hallian understanding 

of hegemony as negotiated, Said’s attention to racialized and colonial discourse, and 

intersectional and Black feminist critiques of how race and gender are lived and resisted in 

everyday life (Said, 1979; Crenshaw, 1991; Hall, 1997; Collins, 2009; Steele, 2021). 

 

The ‘Other’: Woman 

Within this intersectional terrain, a woman’s social and political inequality is reflected in 

her objectification: her body is someone else’s to admire, to use, to fetishize, to control, to reject 

(Brooks & Hébert, 2006). Feminist media scholars such as bell hooks and Chandra Talpade 

Mohanty have long challenged the default cisgender White male gaze as the hegemonic point of 

departure in the United States, naming how what hooks calls “white supremacist capitalist 

patriarchy” shapes who is seen, how, and to what ends (hooks, 1992; Mohanty, 2003). In this 
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sense, the female body becomes a primary site where hegemonic norms about beauty, sexuality, 

and value are inscribed and policed, echoing Hall’s insistence that representation is a central 

arena where power and difference are made meaningful (Hall, 1997). Women’s positionality 

powerfully informs their experiences, and the plural is manifold—many women, varied 

experiences—such that there is not a single monolithic feminism but multiple socio-cultural 

movements reflecting varied lived encounters with Othering (Collins, 2009). 

Gray Book members banded together to resist social pressure to appear youthful or risk 

sidelining, to be Othered as grandmother or crone, thereby contesting ageist and sexist scripts 

that render older women invisible or grotesque (Brooks & Hébert, 2006). For singers Lizzo and 

Britney Spears, appearance too is a form of currency, a medium through which their status is 

negotiated (Fikkan & Rothblum, 2012). As Spears was placed under conservatorship, she moved 

from powerful pop diva to mental health patient in the public narrative, illustrating how women’s 

perceived mental fitness and agency are often read through the optics of femininity and 

compliance (Daniels, 2015). Questions about whether Spears was in command of her mental 

faculties became entangled with assessments of how she looked and behaved in public: if she 

appeared pretty and composed—and hid the rest—her guardianship may have seemed more 

palatable to the public, echoing long-standing tropes of the madwoman contained through 

paternalistic control (Thelandersson, 2023). 

Lizzo, too, understood that her nontraditional size for the pop music stage would attract 

attention (Fikkan & Rothblum, 2012). She defused and redirected that scrutiny by countering it: 

this size is a healthy size; this body is worthy of joy and desire (Lizzo, 2019). Lizzo waged a war 

for acceptance—discussing how she fought those narratives internally by challenging her own 

inner critic, as well as externally by singing and posting about her plus-sized body (Lizzo, 2019). 
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In doing so, she inhabits what hooks (1992) describes as an oppositional gaze, refusing the terms 

of a dominant gaze that would render her either a desexualized “mammy” or comic spectacle 

(hooks, 1992). Yet the very need for such performances underscores a limitation of 

empowerment avenues and narratives: the need places the burden of resistance on individual 

women to “brand” their way out of oppression, even as structural fatphobia and racism persist 

(Fat Underground et al., 1973; Fikkan & Rothblum, 2012). 

Social media sites including Facebook and Instagram present a space of self-expression 

as well as serving as powerful mediators that can uphold systems of domination (Edwards & 

Esposito, 2018). It is our “social structures” that “defined and supported mediated spaces [italics 

original], through which symbolic reality is formed and expressed—a discursive space” (Reese 

and Shoemaker, 2016, p. 407). As the case studies will explore in greater detail in the chapters to 

come, the reception these women experienced online was not universally welcoming, 

encouraging, or kind (Massanari, 2017; Florini, 2014). Bodies are themselves a text, a site of 

resistance, a “contested terrain,” and platforms like Instagram and Twitter become contemporary 

stages where the politics of visibility, shame, and pride are played out (Edwards & Esposito, 

2018). Lizzo has asserted as much about her own body, positioning it online as a battle site in 

which beauty norms and body shaming collide (Lizzo, 2019). Amplifying her voice, she has 

placed a finger on the scale toward more than mere acceptance—toward celebration—but she 

does so within platform architectures that, as Adrienne L. Massanari and Sarah Florini show, are 

also shaped by racist and sexist logics, harassment cultures, and corporate imperatives that can 

re-center hegemonic norms even as they host resistance (Florini, 2014; Massanari, 2017). 

Lizzo’s fat feminism, as enacted via her own Instagram account, turns the kaleidoscope 

of gaze on misogyny and racism and resonates with the Fat Liberation Manifesto, published in 



 

 

54 
 

1973 by activists of the Fat Underground (Fat Underground et al., 1973). “We are angry at 

mistreatment by commercial and sexist interests,” the manifesto declares; “these have exploited 

our bodies as objects of ridicule, thereby creating an immensely profitable market selling the 

false promise of avoidance of, or relief from, that ridicule” (Fat Underground et al., 1973, para. 

X). Weight-based stigma is a feminist issue, argued scholars such as Orland and Susan Wooley 

and Sue Dyrenforth (1979), in that women experience greater societal shaming for size that 

deviates from aesthetic ideals than do men and pay a higher social cost (Fikkan & Rothblum, 

2012). Contemporary body-positivity and fat-acceptance campaigns extend this critique into 

digital culture, but like intersectionality discourse, they sometimes travel in ways that flatten 

differences of race, class, and disability, risking a universalized “girl power” that underplays 

structural inequalities (Collins, 2009; Crenshaw, 1991). 

Seen through the combined lenses of Gramsci, Hall, Said, and Black feminist and critical 

race theoreticians, these examples illustrate how hegemonic power over the Othered body is 

continually negotiated and re-won rather than simply imposed (Said, 1979; Crenshaw, 1991; 

Hall, 1997). The work of this dissertation takes up Othering in some of its forms, bringing 

together considerations of the power of the gaze over those who are Othered and examining 

emerging ways that Others might reclaim some of that power—including through digital self-

representation and everyday acts of refusal and re-signification (hooks, 1992; Collins, 2009). 

Research Questions 

This dissertation’s research is, in part, critical cultural work. “Critical cultural work” is 

academic shorthand for what scholars do when they illuminate and query structures of power and 

powerlessness. Stuart Hall asserted that meaningful research should use any and all means to 

expose, implicate, and catalyze societal self-awareness and improvement (Clarke, 2014, p. 114). 
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Research on gaze, shame, and Othering aligns with the journalistic impetus to seek truth and 

report it (Society for Professional Journalists, 2014). Cultural studies asserts that analytical work 

can and should be a force for change; it is “an activity of critical theory that directly decodes the 

hegemonizing messages of the culture industry permeating every nook and cranny of lived 

experience, from entertainment to education” (Agger, 2014, p. 5). Cultural studies takes 

“culture—and popular culture in particular—as a site of political struggle: the domain through 

which forms of domination and subordination, inclusion and marginalization, and hierarchical 

relations [can] be organized and ordered” (Clarke, 2014, p. 113). Cultural studies is intentionally 

interdisciplinary and decentered (Clarke, 2014; Agger, 2014). Its affordances are its 

boundlessness, its interdisciplinary utility, its openness to various methods, and its multiple 

valences. 

In this dissertation, I draw together the theories of gaze and Othering to consider their 

interplay in a fresh way as components of refractivism. Research into gaze and Othering is long. 

There is something new to say about it when we bring the two into conversation, then layer on 

shame, given the expanding and often digital ways that Others have to respond to and live in 

culture. The social historical context of the present, the digital, allows us to ask different 

questions of these theoretical traditions. The first and second case studies that follow explore 

moments when the Othered committed acts of refractivism, on their own behalf. The third and 

fourth case studies address instances when that action was taken on the behalf of Others, often 

Others who did not have the same means to direct the gaze. 

 
RQ1: How does refractivism—defined as the use of media by Othered individuals and 

their allies to redirect the public’s gaze—complicate existing theories of gaze and Othering in 
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media studies, and how do different methods and cases illuminate refractivism’s implications for 

power, shame, and resistance? 

 
RQ2: Case Studies 

 
RQ2a: How do women in “The Gray Book” Facebook community use digital practices of 

self-presentation and mutual support to resist ageist and sexist beauty norms, and in what 

ways can their actions be understood as refractivism rather than simple “shifts” of the 

gaze? 

 
RQ2b: How does Lizzo’s fat feminism, across Instagram and press coverage, enact 

refractivism in relation to dominant body norms, and where does celebrity and the 

introduction of weight-loss drugs complicate that refractivism project? 

 
RQ2c: How have U.S. newsrooms’ evolving policies on mug shots reflected refractivist 

pressures from communities and journalists themselves, and how do these policy shifts 

redistribute shame and visibility within the criminal justice news beat? 

 
RQ2d: In what ways did the #FreeBritney hashtag campaign function as refractivism on 

behalf of a legally Othered celebrity, and how did discourses of gender, mental health, 

and fandom converge to challenge judicial and familial authority?   
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

This dissertation examines a range of ideas, events, and cases and considers how those 

who have been Othered or marginalized can, via the academic concepts of gaze and shame, 

prompt a reconsideration—and at times even a reevaluation—of what is and is not just. Bringing 

these ideas, each of which has been explored and researched in their own right in prior 

scholarship, into conversation with one another illuminates a way of observing, understanding, 

and applying how the digital turn of the media ecology has fundamentally altered communicative 

practice and considerations of shame in society. 

As philosopher Gilles Deleuze said, “A theory is exactly like a box of tools. … It must be 

useful. It must function. And not for itself. If no one uses it, beginning with the theoretician 

himself (who then ceases to be a theoretician), then the theory is worthless or the moment is 

inappropriate. We don’t revise a theory but construct new ones. We have no choice but to make 

others” (Deleuze & Foucault, 1972).  

The intent of this dissertation’s case studies is to illustrate differing instances in which 

Others or their advocates operationalize the concept of refractivism. Gaze itself is not wedded to 

a particular method; researchers from a variety of disciplines employing a multiplicity of 

approaches may conduct research that addresses the turning of the gaze to challenge and 

reconfigure hegemonic power. This dissertation deploys methods as appropriate to the varied 

nature of each exemplar.  

Approaches to the critical-cultural research in this dissertation include thematic content 

analysis, metajournalistic discourse analysis, and post-structural feminist discourse analysis, 
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which allowed me to incorporate my subjectivity, to note discursive strategies and power 

relations, and to support multivocality (Lane, 2022). Feminist discourse analysis is a branch of 

social constructivism in which, “rather than starting with a theory (as in postpositivism), 

inquirers generate or inductively develop a theory or pattern of meaning” (Creswell and Poth, 

2018, p. 25). I use the first person in alignment with this method, in which I acknowledge and 

consider my own subjectivity, rather than employing the obscuring third-person phrase “this 

researcher.” While other lenses could be employed, post-structural feminist discourse analysis 

acknowledges how neoliberalism places a woman’s body as a site of contest as women resist 

and acquiesce to hegemonic discourses about their position, potential, and purpose (Lane, 

2022). Below, I introduce the methods used to conduct contemporary digital ethnography and 

content analysis. Work with human participants was overseen by the University of Maryland, 

College Park, Institutional Review Board—approval 1880437-1 for The Gray Book case study 

and 2142249-1 for the case study regarding mug shots in the news. 

Further, the case studies are widely disparate, in terms of degree of harm and resulting 

change. They are not intended to be identical in weight, scope, approach, or injury. This is a 

feature, not a flaw, of operationalizing the concept of refractivism. The case studies explore 

personal and social harms. In all, shame would be a cudgel of control, if not for the resistance of 

those who act boldly to shift the gaze. The outcomes range from legislation to reputational 

repair. These differing examples of this concept in action make the case that the overarching 

concept has value. The methodologies applied in each instance—parsing social media posts, 

interviewing news professionals, conducting content analyses of news articles—vary based 

upon the cases themselves. There are still more ways of probing these examples, and there are 

other moments in which refractivism is practiced. Whenever shame is used as a tool of social 
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control, counterpublics can gain visibility and freedom from shaming when they use media to 

retell their own stories, in their own words. 

Othered and excluded from some aspects of power, individuals and groups have 

discovered how to use media videos, photos, memes, text, posts, comments, and so on to 

redirect the narratives and the framing of power. Their intent is to alter the public narrative. 

Each case study that follows provides an example that other researchers might follow, a 

template for future scholars to consider. 

Case studies in chapters 4 and 5—The Gray Book and Lizzo—address instances when 

individuals take up the tools of media creation on their own behalf, resisting others’ control and 

their own shaming. Case studies in chapters 6 and 7—regarding mug shots and #FreeBritney—

focus on situations when those tools are used by allies on the behalf of Others to alter the 

narrative about those Others. 

 

Digital Ethnography 

Facebook and The Gray Book 

Modern counterpublics both experience oppression in social media spaces and find utility 

in leveraging social media’s (at times unintended) affordances to redirect narratives, including 

about themselves. As researchers Erica B. Edwards and Jennifer Esposito explored (2018), social 

media provides researchable sites of “cultural production” (p. 346): “Social media is a point 

where the discursive meets the material; where meanings are articulated and re-articulated and 

bodies that are physically/materially/actually oppressed within a sexist-racist society may be 

interpreted in multiple ways” (Edwards & Esposito, 2018, p. 341). “It is our responsibility to 
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interrogate social media, because these sites shape the discursive realm and, thus, material lives” 

(Edwards & Esposito, 2018, p. 345). Edwards and Esposito took up and discarded the notion that 

society has achieved gender equality described in post-feminism, in which a woman may be a 

sexual object and also may use her “beauty in the exchange of power” (Edwards & Esposito, 

2018, p. 342). The world, they asserted, “is neither post-racial nor post-sexist,” and media 

including social media are sites of contestation with hegemonic oppression (Edwards & 

Esposito, 2018). The body is a text, a site of resistance, and “contested terrain” (p. 344). The 

Gray Book, as described below, then, is a researchable site of resistance to ageist and misogynist 

narratives about women and youth. 

Facebook Groups forge a special space on the internet: Like-minded individuals create 

semi-private forums in which to talk about common interests (Pi et al., 2013). In these online 

communities, participants gain and share knowledge and represent themselves, including when 

subaltern publics—those who have been in some way Othered—challenge gendered hegemony 

(Radsch & Khamis, 2013). Like Instagram, as described below, Facebook can be a hostile place 

of social surveillance and sexist treatment (Lane, 2022). Yet social media also provides space for 

acts of reputational management, socialization, resistance, and advocacy (Sutherland, 2019). 

Digitized counterpublics amplify resistance to hegemonic messages that would subjugate them, 

empowering an alternate presentation of self (Goffman, 1959; Clarke, 2014; Jackson, 2016). 

Digital ethnography is a powerful research tool for considering refractivism in this context. 

Data for this deep-dive digital ethnography of The Gray Book included Facebook posts 

for each week of the first half of 2022 (N=25), comments numbering in the hundreds from those 

posts, 104 member surveys conducted using Qualtrics, a semi-structured interview with the 

Group administrator and founder, and a review of site rules. I earlier mined this data for a 
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research paper about reputation management and ageism and presented it at a conference in 2023 

(Friedman & Anderson, 2023).  

 

Content Analyses 

This dissertation includes two content analyses of digital discourses, conducted on 

Twitter (today known as X) and Instagram. The Twitter data carries the hashtag #FreeBritney, 

while Instagram data comes from the verified account @Lizzo. Each is described in detail below. 

Each analysis varies depending on the case.  

To evaluate the articles, tweets, and Instagram posts and comments, I followed the three 

steps of content analysis outlined by Thomas Lindlof and Brian Taylor (2002): manage the data, 

reduce it, and develop concepts. After soaking in the “mass of the material,” I interpreted, 

analyzed, and hand-coded articles, posts, and comments to reveal repeated, overarching themes. 

Hand-coding was essential; the “argot” of Twitter and other social platforms changes rapidly; 

meanings and references need to be excavated with an active understanding of the political, 

social, cultural, etc. contexts of the times in which they were created. When quotations of social 

media posts contain grammatical or spelling errors or argot, those deviations from standard 

English are not noted with [sic] because social media is an informal medium; to highlight casual 

writing as if assuming it was unintentional or was incorrect is an inappropriate judgment of the 

communicator. 

 
 

Twitter and #FreeBritney 

Hashtags allow for immersion into a trending conversation. Hashtags are a fertile digital 

field site for research because of the way they allow for greater understanding of cyber publics 
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(Bonilla & Rosa, 2015) and because of how they collect de facto groups within and across 

platforms (even at times spilling out beyond the online ecosystem). For so long as the private 

company Twitter granted researchers access to this data, anthropologists delved deeply into its 

data. As ethnologists Yaramar Bonilla and Jonathan Rosa observed, Twitter was [is?] a 

“mediatized place” to curate conversation (Bonilla & Rosa, 2015, p. 6) — an observation 

particularly true of tweets grouped by hashtags. The indexable nature of hashtags creates a 

searchable location of conversation; scholars are able to filter a hashtag topic from the masses of 

other tweets in the Twittersphere. 

Twitter allowed developers access to its data starting six months after its July 15, 2006, 

launch. Four years later, in October 2020, the company created an academic track in its 

application programming interface, or API, which allowed users to access and download data at 

no cost (Blakey, 2024). Twitter fully opened its academic track to public research in January 

2021 (Blakey, 2024). In spring 2021, I obtained academic keys to Twitter by verifying my 

university affiliation and describing my intended research. Datasets for this case study—one of 

past tweets, another of contemporaneous ones (N=75,523 and N=72)—were collected during this 

time using the API and public-facing search results. This data draw contributed to a conference 

paper I authored that contrasted three hashtag campaigns that used the #Free convention 

(Friedman, 2021). 

In October 2022, Elon Musk purchased Twitter, renaming it X. Researchers retained 

access to its data via Academic Track API until June 23, 2023, “the day transparency died at 

Twitter” (Blakey, 2024, p. 33). High-cost, paid APIs replaced free academic access, in particular 

for historical datasets and those larger than a few hundred tweets.  
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Instagram and Lizzo 

Digital spaces are precarious for women because of the numerous ways in which women 

there can be surveilled, celebrated, shepherded, and shunned (Lane, 2022). Lizzo as a wealthy 

and successful performer has her own power to resist this: She is a multi-hyphenate public 

figure, a musician, a performer, an artist, an activist, an influencer. She uses the social media of 

her own creation and the media that she appears in (e.g., her appearance on the cover of Vogue), 

to redirect the public’s gaze toward body acceptance and rejection of size-related shaming.  

Data for this case study came from a purposive draw of entertainment press articles 

culled monthly from 2020 to 2023 (N=48); Instagram posts, one per month from January 2020 to 

December 2023, from the verified account @lizzobeeating (N=48); and associated user 

comments (N=240). Lizzo created the Instagram account in March 2013; the account was 

verified in October 2015. “Verified” is an online indication, shown on Instagram with a blue 

checkmark next to the user’s name or handle, that the person posting is who she says she is. This 

is an account of Lizzo’s creation and use, and not one by other web users created about her, 

without her. 

I used post-structural feminist discourse analysis to guide my examination of these digital 

artefacts. Post-structural feminist discourse analysis explores the “ways women negotiate 

discourses of beauty, heteronormativity, and professionalism” (Lane, 2022). I follow Lizzo on 

Instagram and, as a site user since July 2016, am at ease with the platform’s affordances. Lizzo 

also uses the platform TikTok, which remains a direction for future research. She does not have 

an active account on X. 
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Metajournalistic Discourse Analysis 

The chapter about changing standards among news outlets regarding the publication of 

police mug shots employs metajournalistic discourse analysis—the study of how news 

professionals talk about themselves and their craft. This method of exploring the shifting gaze 

provides a fresh way of understanding how the mediated discourses of Others can and do 

change what seems appropriate. Reading about how journalists make the news, as well as 

listening to them make the case for the status quo or for changes in their news practices, is 

especially fruitful. 

This case study combined and compared two sources of data: The stories that working 

journalists told me as a researcher about mug shot use, and what news publications told the 

general public about those policies. I thematically analyzed twenty-three (N=23) 

metajournalistic articles published between 2017 and 2023. Examples of these include letters 

from the editor, columns that sought to explain changing mug shot policies to subscribers, and 

articles written for an audience of other journalists about media trends. While news media often 

uses “mugshot” as a closed compound word, I defer stylistically to the Merriam-Webster 

Dictionary’s adherence to “mug shot” as two words, except in quotations of published materials 

where it is a single word. Through my analysis, I calculated that more than 400 newsrooms 

reconsidered the way they used mug shots in their coverage, including whether to publish them 

at all, within a five-year span, from 2019 to 2023. In addition, I conducted a dozen semi-

structured qualitative interviews with news professionals (N=12), chosen via purposive and 

snowball sampling. Journalists chose their own pseudonyms to preserve their professional 

privacy; the first introduction of each participant via pseudonym is denoted with an asterisk. 
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These journalists collectively described experiences in careers that spanned work in forty 

newsrooms across sixteen states and the District of Columbia, representing every U.S. Census 

region in the country. 
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Chapter 4: The Gray Book 

Look young. 

 Women who dare to age publicly can face shame, censure, erasure. 

 •    •    • 

Looking at themselves in the mirror and online at one another, they change what they and the 

world sees. 

— — — 

  

“I love your hair,” Lisa Nolan Fennessy, an online influencer in her late 30s, blurted to a 

woman sitting with her husband at a restaurant table across the way from her. The other 

woman’s gray hair shone in the dim light. “I had never said that to anybody in my entire life 

with gray hair, so it was like, woof,” Fennessy recalled. “I surprised myself that I actually liked 

it.”  

 
The two women briefly spoke. The stranger responded to the compliment warmly and 

candidly: She was 45, a few years older than Fennessy. At first, the woman said, her kids hated 

her gray, but then the family came around. 

 
“That memory stands out to me as being super influential, like it planted a seed, or was 

probably way bigger than a seed,” Fennessy later recalled. 
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A year passed. She continued to use dark brown dye to touch up her gray roots every four 

months. As she wrote in her blog: Over the past 20 years, I figure I’ve spent almost $17,000 and 

just about 30 entire DAYS in the salon chair getting my hair dyed.  

 
Fennessy told her husband how she imagined quitting the entire routine. And then she 

did.  

Today, silver hair brushes Fennessy’s temples, highlights the mass at her crown, threads 

into the strands tucked behind her ears, and brightens her naturally wavy locks. Fennessy now 

finds herself on the receiving end of blurted compliments about her striking and graying long 

hair—and not just from other women hoping to save time and money. One day, she remembered, 

a man’s voice rang out from a downtown side street she had just walked past: “Love your 

hair!”  

 
“Never even saw the guy,” Fennessy mused. “I actually think people love gray hair more 

than they even realize. … You think gray hair is old and ugly, but, like, actually, you guys don’t 

know that you really love it more.” 

 
 

Research 

The first case study of this dissertation is a digital ethnography of The Gray Book, a 

Facebook Group that is a members-only space for digital conversations about the struggles and 

satisfactions of choosing to have gray hair. The site is rife with head shots. Members post 

Befores and Afters. They also share the process of “going grey,” illustrated with sequences 

showing incremental change, pointing out the changing location of the “line” of new growth, 

featuring presumably more gray, silver, or white hair, and the dyed hair that remains. To stop 
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dyeing one’s hair and allow natural color to grow in can feel like a bold act. Group members 

share stories of being shamed for showing their grays, and they tell of resisting pressure to dye 

their hair once again. Their membership in this online space creates a safety zone—they second-

guess their choice to quit hair dye, they celebrate their progress, and they reconsider long-held 

notions of how they want to spend their time and their money. Behind it all is the consideration 

of what it means as a woman to age in public.  

As a Facebook Group, this closed microsite allows its own members to engage in digital 

discourse apart from the broadly visible social media site. I have been a member of Facebook 

since March 2009. I became a member of The Gray Book in 2021. My membership began 

because I was curious and cautious about discontinuing the highlights-lowlights dye cycle, and I 

sought online support as I explored questions about that transition. I—like many members in the 

Group at that time—had last dyed my hair in a salon before the 2020 coronavirus pandemic. 

Shut-down, stay-home/stay-safe orders prompted introspection: At what potential health risk, for 

whom, for how much money and time, and for how long would I continue to obscure my natural 

hair color. I conducted early research into this Facebook Microsite and presented a conference 

paper about it (Friedman & Anderson, 2023). Data in this deep-dive digital ethnography included 

the following: 

• 25 Facebook posts, one for each week, from January to June, 2022, derived using 

keyword searches drawn from the learned language of the group borne of close 

familiarity as a researcher: gray, grey, line [a term group members use to describe the 

visible progress of pre- and post-dyed hair growth], dye, and silver comments from 

said posts numbering in the hundreds 
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• 104 member surveys conducted using Qualtrics. The survey included 12 open-ended 

and six demographic questions, coded thematically. Of the 87 survey-takers who 

disclosed their ages, the average age was 55, with the youngest 38 and the oldest 73; 

75% described themselves as some variation of White/Caucasian, while 10% were 

non-White, and 11% were indeterminable—using ambiguous descriptors such as 

heritage or nationality (e.g., Polish, British, European, to name a few.) Seventy 

percent were married, 14% divorced, 9% single/not married, 5% cohabitating, and 

2% widowed. Most of the survey respondents—79%—lived in the United States, and 

44% reported incomes of $50,000 per year to $149,999. There were 16% who 

described incomes exceeding $200,000 per year. Twenty-six percent declined to 

share. From this data, which positions most members within the United States middle 

class, one can reasonably conclude that members can afford to dye their hair, and to 

do otherwise is not a choice borne of financial necessity.  

• A semi-structured interview with the founder/administrator of the site conducted via 

Zoom teleconferencing software. This 80-minute interview yielded a 37 single-spaced 

page transcript, analyzed thematically via grounded analysis as used by Charmaz and 

Belgrave (2015), drawing from Glaser and Strauss’ work refined in 2004 (Glaser & 

Holton, 2004). 

• A review of “Group rules from the admins” for the site. 

• Members most frequently described the site as positive, noted by 33% of respondents, 

followed by inspiring, supportive, practical/helpful, and empowering. 

 
This case study addresses RQ1: How does refractivism—defined as the use of media by 

Othered individuals and their allies to redirect the public’s gaze—complicate existing theories of 
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gaze and Othering in media studies, and how do different methods and cases illuminate 

refractivism’s implications for power, shame, and resistance? Further, it drills into an aspect of 

shame related to ageism and misogyny, leading to this subquestion: 

 
RQ2a: How do women in “The Gray Book” Facebook community use digital practices of 

self-presentation and mutual support to resist ageist and sexist beauty norms, and in what ways 

can their actions be understood as refractivism rather than simple “shifts” of the gaze? 

Table 1: The Gray Book Survey Participant Demographics 

Race 
 

 

Income 
 

 

Marital Status 
 

White 78.10% $50K-$99K 24.40% Married 70% 

Non-White 10.40% $100K-$149K 26.70% Divorced 14% 

Indeterminate 11.50% $200K+ 18.60% Single/Unwed 9% 

  
no answer 30.20% Co-Habitating 5% 

    
Widowed 2% 

 

 

‘Eternally Virginal:’ Identifying a Hegemonic Narrative 

Hair dyeing is age-old, recorded in the histories of ancient Greece and throughout various 

societies. The London publication The Ladies Dictionary in 1694 offered a toxic prescriptive to 

gray hair: the use of lead combs to deposit color on individual strands (Ser Ling & Levell, 2005). 

Yet the overarching norm in early American society was to allow age to lighten one’s crown as it 

would. French chemist and Loreal founder Eugène Schueller invented synthetic colorant in 1907, 

with advertising popularizing it in the 1920s (Ser Ling & Levell, 2005). Miss Clairol introduced 
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its seminal at-home box hair lightener in 1956. By 2023, the beauty industry was estimated to 

surpass $40 billion per year in the United States (Gladwell, 1999; Petruzzi, 2022). As a Facebook 

Group member lamented: “...So much money being spent to remain eternally ‘virginal.’” 

Changes in hair color are akin to the changing of the leaves: Brilliant fall colors are 

revealed when trees cease to produce the green chlorophyll that gave leaves their signature 

summer shade. Similarly, hair color comes from the presence of melanin-producing cells in hair 

follicles; those cells decrease as people get older, and the lack of pigment gives the impression of 

gray, white, or silver hair (Weintrob, 2022). While rates of graying vary by individual, on 

average, melanin in hair drops 10% to 20% per decade starting after age 30 (Weintrob, 2022). By 

age 50, as many as half of men and women will have at least a half-gray head of hair (Weintrob, 

2022). Going gray is a natural process, but capitalism offers a costly corrective. Women navigate 

gendered pressure to “age well” or risk social invisibility (Pilcher & Martin, 2020, p. 698). With 

hair dye available to repigment a woman’s strands, why should she show her age?  

Just as society shames adults, particularly women, who don’t have idealized bodies, so 

too does it censure and shame women who age in public. Visible gray hair marks a woman in 

stereotypical ways. Hair, that biblically acclaimed crowning glory, symbolizes women’s allure to 

men. And Just Like That, a 2022 reboot of the 1999-2004 HBO television series Sex and the City, 

revisits the friendships and love lives of three women navigating their 50s. Despite their ages, 

only one of the trio has gray hair. As she explains to the ponytailed friend who has worn her 

brown hair essentially the same way for twenty years, “There are more important issues in the 

world than trying to look young” (Sibonney, 2022). Yet by the season’s end, the gray-haired 

character returns to her signature red bob (Sibonney, 2022). Going gray is hard. Staying gray is 

hard, too. A virtual network of supporters can help. 
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Before Lisa Nolan Fennessy led an international Facebook community of gray-hair-

loving women, she was one woman alone, looking in her bathroom mirror, scrutinizing her roots 

and two decades of hair-dye decisions. White hairs began appearing in her dark tresses when 

Fennessy was 19. She plucked them with tweezers, then later turned to chemicals to keep the 

evidence at bay. In her 40s, tired of the expense and the time and the expectation, she started 

asking herself, why? Why was she hiding her natural hair color? From whom? Was she 

ashamed? Professionally, Fennessy runs a natural lifestyle blog. Yet her use of chemical salon 

dyes did not align with those values. When she switched to do-it-herself natural dye, the change 

alleviated her chemical concerns yet did nothing to slow the dye-regrowth-more dye treadmill. 

Finally, Fennessy decided she was done. She would not dye her hair anymore, yet she felt alone 

in her choice. Was anyone out there?  

 

Agentic Moment, Media Resistance 

Fennessy in 2019 formed a Facebook Group. Maybe there were other women, she mused, 

who wanted to talk about ditching hair dye. She named it The Gray Book – Inspiration for Going 

Gray! Like Fennessy’s hair, the group grew. In five years, the Facebook Group had 25,000 

members; it remains active. While members are primarily based on the United States, they also 

hail from other countries and continents. 

In the Gray Book, members reject popular assumptions of what gray hair means to a 

woman’s relevance and appeal. They join the site to observe and to be seen, to encourage others 

and to feel emboldened. This contrasts with their occasionally vitriolic experiences in the real 

world and toxic ageism they encounter on the open internet. “It’s really a relief from the rest of 
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Facebook,” wrote one member. “I never imagined I’d spend so much time on a peaceful page 

about hair care!”  

Activity on the members-only microsite is vigorous—membership grew from 15.6K 

members in February 2022 to double that (31.4K) as of April 2026. An average of 10 posts are 

shared per day. Members document their hair growth, seek hair-care advice, and talk about their 

offline experiences. Their gray-hair journeys vary from going “cold turkey”—discontinuing the 

use of hair dye and letting hair grow in as it will—to salon-aided “gray blending” and “strip 

dyeing,” to demi-permanent rinses in pastel colors. On occasion, a member announces that she is 

resuming traditional hair dye. 

Content moderation and enforcement of Group rules and norms stymies trolling. 

Responses within the Facebook Group are largely encouraging. “We want to be told stories as 

adults,” as Fennessy said. The Gray Book is a place where members are free to tell one another 

their stories. Explained the founder:  

 
This is feeling seen by other people and actually being seen by other people; it’s a two-
way street that we’re gonna go up and down, and … part of that is, if I’m telling a story, 
and you can hook into that and feel something, like, oh, I felt that, too. Now I feel 
validated. Guess what? You’ve just pushed a little bit more fear aside. You’re vulnerable 
in a way that you put that out into this space. And this is not me … exaggerating. This is 
legit. What happens? Five hundred women come to your side and tell you, assure you, 
not to lean into that... they assure you of the opposite. So in this situation, it’s like, ‘Oh, I 
feel nervous about going gray. I don’t know if I should do it,’ or, ‘Here I am three months 
in. Should I keep going?’ Pictures like that. We’ll get 500 comments, like, ‘You keep 
going. You look beautiful,’ and all of them just positive affirmation after positive 
affirmation. Just, ‘You can do it.’ ‘Yeah, I felt the same way.’ ‘Keep going.’ … It makes 
me cry sometimes when I read these. I’m so proud. I’m so proud of these women who 
come out and support other women like this, because it really does make a difference. 

 
Shared one member in response to my survey: “I feel an awakening of realization of the 

years of shame that I and my female friends and colleagues have in constantly having to fit a 

societal ideal of beauty. At 55, I have had enough.” Members withdrew their consent to run on a 
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beauty treadmill that they no longer feel serves them. In joining The Gray Book, they found 

support for a new way of looking at themselves. 

Shifts in the Media Ecology 

Fennessy’s creation grew from one woman looking for a virtual support system into an 

international network of women. What started as one woman seeking online support evolved into 

refractivism that supports both her and tens of thousands of others. Members turned their gaze to 

this group because they sought examples and encouragement. Participation is free. Requests to 

join are so numerous that Fennessy assigned part-time help—about 30 hours per month—via her 

blogging business to manage the flow. Some surveyed members described waiting days or weeks 

to gain admittance. At one time, Group members may have felt obliged to spend time and money 

to look young, yet within the Group, members expressed a revised perspective: curiosity, 

acceptance, and celebration. Said Fennessy of how her site helps to shift the gaze of its social 

media users:   

What if every third picture is a picture of a woman who looks beautiful with gray hair? 
Guess what that’s gonna do? It’s gonna change my perception of reality, and what’s real 
to me, and what my absolute truths are, and I think that can be one of the most powerful 
tools. It’s just like, before, you were seeing ‘kindergarten, best friend’s wedding, you 
know, girls night out,’ and now you’re seeing ‘beautiful woman with gray hair, best 
friend’s wedding, beautiful woman gray hair, girls night out,’ and all of a sudden it just 
becomes less and less scary over time.  
  

The Gray Book is a social media safe space where members support one another as they 

intentionally allow their gray hair to grow. To join, prospective members answer filter 

questions—are they interested in growing out their gray hair? Do they identify as women?—and 

wait. The semi-private strand is open only to Facebook users who have been granted access. 

Once admitted, one can create posts, scroll content created by fellow members, and leave 
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reactions or comments. Members can toggle directly on Facebook to The Gray Book page and 

look at messages posted on its wall. Members also may come across Gray Book posts sprinkled 

amid what Facebook calls the user’s “home feed,” a continuously unfolding stream of 

algorithmically targeted advertisements and posts from social media “friends.” Most Gray Book 

posts feature pictures: among them, self-portraits of hair at the start of the growing journey, 

selfies taken again at the end, photos of favorite hair products, professional portraits, and advice-

seeking posts about hairstyles, eyeglasses, and lipstick. Each image garners hundreds of 

responses, from thumbs-up and heart emojis to compassionate heart-hugs, as well as comments. 

As they choose to visibly get older in a society that invisibilizes women past the bloom of youth, 

its members have found a virtual place to see and be seen. 

The Gray Book shifts members’ gaze about women aging by altering messages that its 

members receive when they participate in the Group. It also alters their view of women’s hair via 

the messages they receive in other online spaces, thanks to the hidden algorithms that feed them 

advertising and entertainment content in line with topic areas on which they have clicked or 

engaged before. In both the metaphorical and actual sense, as astrophysicist Max Planck once 

said, “if you change the way you look at things, the things you look at change” (Sturmberg, 

2019). In psychological theory, one may call this confirmation bias, the human behavior of 

interpreting data that supports one’s views and negating contrarian information (Nickerson, 

1998). Digitally, in the ad-saturated and consumer-tracked web, this is more than a metaphor. It 

may work like this: A Group member shares a link to an InStyle article—“Andie MacDowell 

Knows Her Gray Hair Belongs on the Red Carpet”—about the 65-year-old actor who at the 2021 

Cannes Film Festival premiered an erstwhile brown curly mane streaked with silver (Giesey, 

2021). Other group members click on the article, and the algorithms of Facebook, Google, and 
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other ad tracking services note the direction of their interest. Soon, seemingly organically, their 

news feeds begin to include similar news. Ads for menopause supplements, retirement planning, 

and living as an empty-nester filter into their online world, with attendant pictures of virile and 

fashion-forward women aglow with gray, silver, or white hair.  

Members of the Gray Book may have sought to join the group so they could see how 

other women might choose not to hide their gray hair. Now, as they move about the internet, 

those messages seek them, find them, follow them, and reinforce their choices. Fennessy is 

careful to say she did not create The Gray Book to proselytize. She elected to go gray out of twin 

desires for convenience and less reliance on chemical coloring. There is no one way to go gray, 

and going gray at all, thanks to hair dye, is not an obligation. At age 44, Fennessy created The 

Gray Book to find community, to know if others were experiencing the physical transformation 

and mental shift that she was experiencing. Yet over time, she also has observed the power of an 

idea that starts like a seed. Changing one’s algorithm, metaphorically and digitally, provides the 

sunshine and water needed for an idea to germinate. 

 
If they’re like, ‘I don’t know if I should do it,’ I’m like, ‘Just wait, give it time,’ you 
know. Think about it, you know. Follow some gray hair hashtags, change your social 
media reality, sit on it, and … you will know when the right time is because the voice in 
your head will just get too loud. We could just be like, ‘Shut up, already! All right. I’m 
doing this.’ 
  

Surveyed members noticed how their digital window on the world changed. They had 

shifted their media ecology. The women’s digital practices of self-presentation and mutual 

support create a new online reality. “As a member of this group,” wrote one member, “...my 

social media feed has changed, and I’m seeing less ads for root touch-up products and more 

women in fashion and beauty spreads that are grey or transitioning to grey.” A change in 
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advertisements was noted by another member: “Have only recently been seeing ads for special 

shampoo for women who are graying- probably FB listening to our convos :-)” 

The group’s existence and example, Fennessy hopes, will help change negative self-talk 

and erase the stigma that a woman with gray hair has “let herself go,” as one survey taker 

described it. In the real world, some women say having gray hair makes them an invisible Other. 

Inside The Gray Book, gray hair is pleasing—even preferred. The wider world’s messaging 

about gray hair is slower to change, less often showing women who are in their 40s rather than 

their 60s or older embracing gray hair. “The message seems to be turning a little, depending on 

where you live and who you associate with, grey as empowering... but it’s still not a popular 

message,” a group member concluded. Echoed a second participant: “I see a few cosmetics ads 

with ‘older, graying women’. They don’t show ads with women who appear younger and gray. 

It’s like they two are mutually exclusive—gray=old/no gray=young and more vibrant.” 

Reactions to allowing gray hair to grow in real life are mixed. They include strangers’ 

compliments, family/partner censure, job pressure, mothers mistaken for their children’s 

grandmothers, and offers for senior discounts. 

Why does an accepted “truth” become a question, then a rejection? Some surveyed 

members cited jarring experiences during the COVID-19 global pandemic, with its attendant 

fears of mortality, lack of access to salons, and lockdowns that decreased in-person socialization 

and normed relaxed grooming behaviors (e.g., the rejection of “hard pants” and neckties; an 

embrace of facial hair among men executives; the Zoom uniform of business-on-top, sweatpants 

below). Said one survey taker: “I see more and more positivity towards women with grey 

especially on mainstream media, and I think that COVID-19 has had a lot to do with the 

change.” 
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The lockdowns may have catalyzed some women to take the leap, but the groundwork in 

which gray was an option was laid prior to the pandemic. As documented on red carpets in 2018 

and in the fashion industry in 2019, women in their teens and twenties paid salons for multi-step 

processes of stripping their natural hair color from their strands, depositing a gray dye on them, 

and applying hair toner to keep brassiness at bay. In so doing, they endorsed gray as a color, not 

an age. They cast aside pressures for women to appear youthful while mature men become 

distinguished “silver foxes” (Pai, 2019). The hashtags #silversister and #grombré, a portmanteau 

reflecting the gray ombré of the grow-out process, reflected changing mores (Pai, 2019). 

Hegemony is a group project: Those in power and those from whom agency is withheld 

agree—perhaps without conscious consideration, likely with varying degrees of satisfaction as 

those with less power have fewer means to resist—to the social order. Yet the women of The 

Gray Book do not consent. They, as with hooks’ oppositional gaze, spit out messages that would 

make them feel embarrassed to be seen without their hair dyed in a “youthful” color from root to 

tip. When social forces and forms of power abut—in this case, when women who dyed to 

conform instead negotiate a shifting desire to embrace gray as desirable—they form rifts at 

which the realignment of societal power is possible (Clarke, 2014).  

 
Hegemonic norms sideline American women who age visibly, treating the signs of aging 

as a disease and its sufferers as unequal to their men counterparts. Women with gray hair in The 

Gray Book are rejecting grandmother-or-crone tropes. Via group membership and their 

embodied resistance to those pressures, The Gray Book participants are exercising power and 

shifting their gaze. They commit unwitting acts of algorithmic warfare against prejudicial 

stereotypes when, via their own keystrokes, they serve themselves increasingly frequent digital 

helpings of gray-haired women cast as stars rather than as women sidelined by society. In 
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ditching dye, they embody resistance to beauty norms that sell the ideal of eternal youth, bolster 

one another, and encounter an affirming internet. The shifting reflections in the mirrors of 

members of The Gray Book reflect a changed state of mind. They become walking 

advertisements for a counter-cultural decision to define and embrace beauty their own way. 

RQ2a asks, How do women in “The Gray Book” Facebook community use digital 

practices of self-presentation and mutual support to resist ageist and sexist beauty norms, and in 

what ways can their actions be understood as refractivism rather than simple “shifts” of the gaze? 

For the members of The Gray Book, joining and participating actively in this Facebook 

community is one way to shift their own internal narrative. They post photos of themselves—the 

site sees an average of 10 posts each day, with reactions and comments into the hundreds—react 

to others’ images, share beauty news and tips and offer encouragement to their “silver sisters.” In 

doing so, they empower themselves to take action in their off-screen lives. They become walking 

advertisements for changed beauty standards. The act of resisting action—not covering their 

gray, silver, or white hair with chemical colorants—is activist. Visibly aging feels radical in a 

society in which women who age in public are critiqued and sidelined. Rather than express 

remorse or shame for not dyeing their hair, they cheer each other on through the grow-out 

process and share before-and-after pictures of their transformations.  

 
It’s just hair. But is it ever just hair? On The Gray Book, members shed the idea that 

women should cling to the trappings of youth in favor of celebrating natural hair color, especially 

gray. The group, while open to women of all racial backgrounds, is a majority White space—

about three-quarters of survey respondents identified as White or some variant of White, such as 

Caucasian. Women across races continue to push against beauty norms and societal messages 

about how they “should” wear their hair. The term “natural” hair has different meanings in 
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different contexts. Women should feel free to style themselves, for themselves—not for an 

imagined man, not out of pressure to meet another’s idealized view of femininity. 

By joining and participating in the group, members change the way they see themselves. 

Their gray roots are no longer a source of shame, a sign that the women are failing to uphold 

public standards of grooming and self-care. Instead, gray roots represent progress, in both 

perspective and objective. The kaleidoscope of their own gazes has turned to reveal a fresh self-

image. Rather than feeling ashamed of their graying hair, members say they wish their gray hair 

would grow faster. They are, with the encouragement of their online silver sisterhood, seeking a 

more authentic representation of themselves. By engaging online, they alter the mediated 

messages they receive across the Internet. And by going about their daily, actual lives, they 

change what others in society see. They become the silver-haired stranger in a restaurant, 

unwittingly planting seeds of inspiration in other “dye-hard” patrons. The members may not have 

set out to practice refractivism, to make these turns of the kaleidoscope. Even so, their actions, 

virtual and actual, contribute to altered personal and societal narratives of women and ageing. 

Not only will they be the change they want to see in the corporeal world; they see that change in 

their virtual world, as well, all thanks to a few keystrokes and some ad-tracking training. Using 

The Gray Book as their guide, members are redirecting the gaze—their own and that of those 

around them—to a revised view of beauty, femininity, and maturity. 
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Chapter 5:  Lizzo 
 

Look skinny. 

Women are shamed when their bodies displease the male gaze. 

 •    •    • 

Women shift that misogynistic gaze when they celebrate themselves at any size. 

— — — 

Singer/rapper Lizzo turns for an unseen camera as a montage of spliced videos flicker past—in 

some she wears a bra and underwear, in others, she is topless or nude. She stands, turns, 

stretches, showers, sits.  

The Instagram caption dedicates her post “To Every Body, with love”. Her soft contralto 

voiceover in the video asserts: 

Your body is perfectly yours, even if it ain’t perfect to anybody else.  
 
If you only knew the complexities your body possesses, you would be so proud of it. I’m 
so proud of you, for making it this far in a society that gives us a head start into self-
loathing, that hands us a dysmorphic mirror and leaves us desperate to catch up with 
who we think we should be. 
 
I’ve spent so much time in this body, and I am no different than you—still struggling to 
find balance, still trying to mend my relationship with food, my anxiety, my back fat. It 
gets easier. I’ve spent my hardest days trying to love me. 

 

Research 

This case study addresses an aspect of shame related to women and their weight, leading 

to RQ2b: How does Lizzo’s fat feminism, across Instagram and press coverage, enact 

refractivism in relation to dominant body norms, and where does celebrity and the introduction 

of weight-loss drugs complicate that refractivism project? 



 

 

82 
 

 
While an artist across the musical genres of R&B, pop, and hip-hop, Lizzo is arguably 

best known for her joyful lyrics that challenge hegemonic narratives regarding women’s bodies. 

Society shames adults, particularly women, who deviate from what is considered the ideal body 

type. Black women experience an additional layer of misogyny that incorporates racism. In 

response to misogynoir, Lizzo weaponizes her lyrics, her social media, and her attire, both on- 

and off-stage. The majority of her Instagram posts address her perceptions of herself, with 

verbiage including body-positive/positivity; self-love; self-acceptance; empower/empowerment; 

and/or inclusive/inclusivity. In interviews in the entertainment press, she furthers the goal to 

counter fatphobia with body acceptance and racism with social justice. Lizzo rejects notions that 

she should cover up or apologize for how she looks. She speaks, posts, and sings about how she 

has worked inwardly to shift how she sees herself, outwardly to reflect how she views beauty, 

and manifestly to be the example of the change in size acceptance she wants for society. 

The qualitative research for this chapter employed digital ethnographic methods to 

consider three streams of data: @lizzobeeating Instagram posts shared monthly from 2020 

through 2023 (N=48), the first five comments on each of those posts (N=240), and news articles 

about Lizzo published each month over the three years (N=48). See Table 2 below for a 

breakdown of themes identified in posts and articles. The performer left Twitter in 2020, posting, 

“Yeah I can’t do this Twitter shit no more.. too many trolls… I’ll be back when I feel like it” 

(Lizzo [@yitty], 2020; Meisenzahl, 2020).  

Regarding self-reflexivity, I as the researcher am an American whose weight exceeds the 

Centers for Disease Control’s reported American (National Health Statistics, 2023). I have 

experienced diet culture, weight shaming, and critical self-talk.  
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Instagram Posts and Comments 

In November 2025, the account @lizzobeeating had 11.6 million followers. Lizzo’s 

digital reach ranked 30th among music influencers in 2023, according to the tracking site 

FeedSpot for Influencers (Top 70 Music Influencers in 2023, 2024). Lizzo’s biography on the 

account reads “Bop Star” and “CE-HO OF YITTY,” her shapewear line that shares another of 

her childhood nicknames (like her stage name, Lizzo). In her profile photo, the singer wears a 

black bodysuit, heels, and a smile as she bends at the waist, her right and left hands outstretched 

with her middle fingers raised. Mirroring the timeline applied in culling news articles, I selected 

48 Instagram posts, one per month, from January 2020 to December 2023, from the verified 

account @lizzobeeating. “Verified” is an online indication, shown on Instagram with a blue 

checkmark next to the user’s handle, that the person posting is who she says she is; this is an 

account of Lizzo’s creation and use. 

Table 2: Lizzo Instagram Posts and Article Themes 

Percentage 
of Instagram Posts Theme Percentage 

of Articles Theme 

37.50% Perception of Self 44% Perception of Self 

16% Lifestyle 33% Resistance/Activism 

12.5% Commerce 12.5% Confidence 

12.5% Career   

10% Activism/Resistance   

10% Mental Health   
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Of the singer’s total posts in my sample, more than two-thirds were videos (N=30 videos, 

18 photographs). I scraped posts dated as nearly as possible to the 1st, 15th, or 30th, of each month, 

an approach intended to account for a pattern I observed in which Lizzo reserved the end of each 

month for promotional photos and videos of “Yitty hauls”—modeling the attire of her Yitty 

clothing label. Those posts were not excluded—seven of the 48 posts featured Yitty products in 

which Lizzo showed off her fashions in still images and videos. The date variety attempted to 

correct for a dominance of Yitty posts in the total sample. In addition, I manually collected the 

first five comments on each sampled post, then I charted those as positive, negative, or other. To 

evaluate the articles, the Instagram posts, and the comments, I followed the three steps of content 

analysis outlined by Thomas Lindlof and Brian Taylor (2002): manage the data, reduce it, and 

develop concepts (Lindlof & Taylor, 2002). After a long soak in the material, I interpreted, 

analyzed, and hand-coded articles, posts, and comments to reveal repeated, overarching themes. 

Like the majority of news articles (described below), Lizzo’s @lizzobeeating posts most 

often reflected Perception of Self, including the ideas of self-love and acceptance, 

empowerment, inclusivity, and body-positivity. That theme accounted for 37.5% of the posts. 

She used language about size without reservation: “Back fat POV poppin bitch 🔥,” she posted in 

November 2020. In August 2021, she shared (in all capital letters), “and heres the body … aint 

shit slimmin down over here sweetie.” In June 2020, over a video montage of herself working 

out on exercise bicycle, jumping rope, and doing other calisthenics, she stated: 

 
Hey, so I’ve been working out consistently for the last five years, and it may come as a 
surprise to some of ya’ll that I’m not working out to have your ideal body type. I’m 
working out to have my ideal body type. And you know what type that is? None of your 
fucking business. Because I am beautiful, I am strong, I do my job, and I stay on my job, 
so next time you want to come to somebody and judge them, whether they drink kale 
smoothies or eat McDonalds or work out or not work out, how about you look at your 
own fuckin self and worry about your own goddamn body? Because health is not just 
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determined on what you look like on the outside. Health is also what happens on the 
inside, and a lot of ya’ll need a cleanse for your insides. Namaste, have a great day. 
  

A theme that appeared in 16% of posts was one of Lifestyle. This theme was not as 

explicitly addressed in news articles. Examples of these posts include images and videos of 

Lizzo in edenic beachscapes or pools, before a jet on the tarmac, modeling Chanel, in birthday 

celebration montages, and wearing elaborate Halloween costumes. The presence of this category 

in social media of Lizzo’s creation was not a surprise: She cultivated a reputation lyrically and 

personally of enjoying the luxurious fruits of her success. Designer clothing and jet-setting 

imagery served a narrative that she is successful and famous. 

The next two themes cover related but distinct aspects of the business of being Lizzo. 

Career, present in 12.5% of posts studied, included video and photography of her on stage, and 

television programs, and in music videos; winning Grammys and an Emmy; and in related 

performance and musical settings. It’s about the work of being a performer who performs as her 

main source of fame. Another 12% of posts fell into a Commerce theme, in which Lizzo 

modeled attire and promoted new “hauls” or “drops”—new designs for sale—of Yitty 

shapewear, including leggings, undergarments, and more. Those posts were more than 

commercials for Lizzo’s business; they also were an advertisement for Lizzo herself as a woman 

who performs in and wears form-fitting clothes. 

Accounting for 10% each of the posts were the themes Activism/Resistance and Mental 

Health. Activism included promotions of Juneteenth, Black Lives Matter, women’s reproductive 

and trans health, and voting. In March 2022, a video of Lizzo speaking from a stage in 

Houston—the city in which she spent most of her childhood—included these remarks: “You 
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know, I’m proud to rep Texas, but I’m not proud to rep Texas politics right now, you know? And 

there are some very regressive laws being passed.” 

In addressing Mental Health, her posts veered from encouraging others to sharing her 

own struggles. In a no-makeup, confessional video shared in August 2020, Lizzo said: 

Hi, my name is Lizzo, and I have nothing poetic to say except I am fucking sad, and I am 
confused by everything, by everyone and everything, and I don’t know what to do. 
Everything. I don’t know what to do about everything, and I just wanted to put this out 
there in case somebody else felt the same way. Just know that we are definitely, you are 
not alone. I am right there with you. 
  

She shared words of encouragement in a post shared in January 2021 amid the COVID-

19 pandemic, with a photograph of herself in a long pink wig and black bodysuit. I coded this 

message as Mental Health:  

I saw somewhere if you ain’t find your hustle this year then “the hustle ain’t in you”... 
nah... this year wasn’t given to us in the form of an incubator for growth. If you found 
growth, I’m proud of you. If you found yourself shrunken, I’m proud of you. Because 
this year was about survival. Everyone reading this post is a survivor. And that means the 
hustle is definitely in you. Celebrate yourself. Safely and lovingly. 
  
While Instagram gives women a place to present themselves as they choose, it also is a 

“powerful mediator, upholding systems of domination” (Edwards & Esposito, 2018, p. 352). On 

Lizzo’s own Instagram account, which users see when they make the choice to “follow” her, user 

comments were broadly but not uniformly affirming. I conducted a manual scrape of the first 

five comments on each post in the corpus, for a total of 240 comments. One in five comments 

demeaned the singer. The breakdown was as follows: 72.5% (N=174) of comments were positive 

about the singer’s appearance, attitude, and artistry; another 20% (N=48) condemned her 

appearance; and a final 7.5% (N=18) fell into the category other, neither praise nor insult. (For 

example, commenters in the “other” category asked for money or noted when they have sent the 

singer direct messages.) Here’s a closer look at the praise and the critique categories. 
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Negative comments attacked the way Lizzo looked or acted. As a follower advised: “Stop 

eating.” The first five comments shared on an April 2023 slow-motion video of the singer 

shaking her backside on a personal watercraft attacked her appearance, such as this one: “Poor 

jet ski”. Sexual disapproval was evident in this comment posted on a video shared October 2022, 

in which Lizzo shakes her thighs in leggings and a brassiere: “Seems she is into soft porn.” A 

December 2022 video of Lizzo in profile, twerking, drew this advice: “Don’t twerk, that’s 

inappropriate.” 

As to the critiques, it is notable that those comments remained visible to visitors of the 

site. Lizzo had neither deleted nor blocked them. (Among the affordances of Instagram, an 

account holder can block a commenter, who can see the poster’s content and their own responses 

to it, but whose actions are hidden from the view of other Instagram users). At times, negative 

comments were countered by praise from other followers. For example, on a December 2021 

video of Lizzo running into the ocean, one commenter compared her to a whale: “Looks like 

they are releasing her back into the water”. Responded a follower: “I wish Instagram would 

aggressively delete comments like they do on facebook.” Added yet another: “Lizzo is very 

loved.” 

This review, conducted over 48 months, took place prior to and after Lizzo faced an 

employment discrimination lawsuit that questioned if her private behavior and language matched 

her public profile. Judges dismissed the portion of the lawsuit that claimed Lizzo fat-shamed 

performers and named her personally as a defendant. Other employment and harassment claims 

remain unresolved against Lizzo’s company. Five months of data was collected after the August 

1, 2023, lawsuit’s filing, and comments coded after that date reflect some reputational harm. The 

lawsuit and its allegations attacked Lizzo’s reputation as a supporter of women of all sizes. On 
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posts Lizzo shared after the news of the lawsuits broke, 44% of followers’ comments addressed 

the harm to Lizzo’s reputation. However, more of the comments, at 56%, affirmed the musician. 

Some of those commenters acknowledged the suit; others did not mention the suit at all. Of the 

comments made post-lawsuit, 35% were overtly critical of the singer because of the lawsuit; 

16% expressed affirmation explicitly in spite of the lawsuit; 8% were neutral while referencing 

the lawsuit; and the remaining 40% did not address it. From this, one can see that more 

commenters in the sample addressed the allegations than did not, although one cannot deduce if 

this reflected lack of interest or lack of knowledge. Examples of critical comments included 

these, shared on a post the singer made of herself in concert on the date of the lawsuit’s filing, 

August 1, 2023: “It’s always funny to me when celebs post like nothing happened 💀” wrote one 

follower; “I love how celebrities aren’t commenting on her posts because honey, are the rumours 

true ?” wrote another. Others referenced “canceling”—the cultural phenomenon of shunning 

someone who has run afoul of shifting legal, moral, or social standards—or unfollowing the 

musician on social media. Positive comments included this expression of sympathy, shared on a 

video Lizzo shared Nov. 16, 2023: “Poor baby looks like she is going through it but still putting 

on a brave face…🫶🤎😮💨” Said a more neutral commenter: “Girl, I’m still not sure about you but 

I kinda love your vibe”. 

 

News Articles 

It is a digital news norm to weave social media posts into the sourcing of news articles. A 

quarter of the corpus of articles in a three-year span pulled language from social media posts 

Lizzo had shared on the platforms Instagram, Twitter, and TikTok. At times, the social media 

post was the main thrust of the article, as in this Seventeen story: “Lizzo Opens Up About Fame 
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and Mental Health in New Emotional TikTok” (Fuentes, 2020). In it, Lizzo discussed feeling 

low that day and assured her fans that fame was not a solution to those feelings: “…money, 

fame, or success, or even getting older doesn’t really fix that shit” (Fuentes, 2020). When a 

reporter quoted Lizzo’s social media, its potential audience extends to that news source’s 

audience, as well, increasing the recipients of Lizzo’s messages. A quarter of the news articles 

interpolated a quote pulled from Lizzo’s social media communiques. In some cases, those quoted 

materials are echoed in the sample of Instagram posts, and in other instances, they bring fresh 

social media commentary to bear on this research. 

 
Forty-eight articles across 36 news outlets comprise this portion of the data. Articles were 

culled monthly from 2020 to 2023. A quarter of the articles I studied about Lizzo pulled 

language directly from social media posts the artist had shared on the platforms Instagram, 

Twitter, and TikTok. Varying the news outlets—rather than, for example, limiting the sources to 

one or a few publications or sites—gives a broad-based look at content widely available on 

highly trafficked sites, as reflected by their prominence in Google search rankings that prioritize 

views and keyword mentions. As to the means of selection, a Google News search generated 

with the word “Lizzo” and the custom tools date delimiter yielded 120,000 articles. Articles that 

mentioned the performer in passing were excluded. 

The choice to limit sources to web ones reflects modern news consumption habits from 

those who follow Lizzo. More than 8 in 10—86%—of U.S. adults in 2023 reported getting their 

news from digital devices, with that figure holding strong across groups divided by age, gender, 

and race (“News Platform Fact Sheet,” 2023). Article length averaged 446 words. The shortest 

was 123 words: “Lizzo Announces That It Is Officially Big Girl Summer,” on the entertainment 

online-only site Just Jared, June 14, 2021 (“Lizzo Announces That It Is Officially Big Girl 
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Summer,” 2021). The longest was 2,217 words—The New York Times’ “Underneath It All, She’s 

100% Lizzo”—about the launch of her shapewear brand, Yitty (Friedman, 2022). The news 

outlets break down by genre as follows: 

 

• thirteen online publications affiliated with print or erstwhile print magazines 

(Billboard, British Vogue, Classic FM, Elle, Esquire, Harper’s Bazaar, Newsweek, 

People, The Rolling Stone, Seventeen, The Hollywood Reporter, Variety, and Vogue) 

• nine affiliated with legacy news/newspaper sources (AP News, Houston Chronicle, 

New York Post, Page Six, Seattle Times, The Los Angeles Times, The News York 

Times, The San Francisco Chronicle, USA Today) 

• nine borne of television or radio sources (ABC News, BBC, CNN, Complex, DW, E! 

Online, Houston Public Media, NBC News, and Today) 

• and five sources categorized as digitally native (Insider, Huffington Post, Just Jared, 

The Cut, and Vox). 

I charted the left-right bias of the outlets with the aid of established online media literacy 

tools that employ a scale of strong left/left; leans/skews left; center/middle/balanced; leans/skews 

right; and right. A combination of the bias checkers Ad Fontes Media, Allsides, Media Bias Fact 

Check, and Biasly allowed for a categorization of all outlets except Classic FM, the online 

publisher of a United Kingdom radio station. Classic FM’s article is “Lizzo brought her flute to 

the Met Gala, and performed Debussy on the red carpet steps”, posted May 2, 2022 (Hall, 2022). 

The bias check revealed that 60%of the articles came from sources that are considered left or 

left-leaning, with 21 of 36 outlets rated strong left or skews/leans left; 13 outlets, or 37% of the 
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total, rated center/balanced/middle; and the category leans or skewed right included one outlet 

(3% of the corpus), the New York Post. 

Consent, Withdrawn 

Melissa Viviane Jefferson—aka Lizzo—was born April 27, 1988, in Detroit, Michigan, 

and moved to Houston, Texas, about a decade later (Archie, 2022). She took up classical flute in 

sixth grade. She formed a rap trio with middle-school friends and picked up her “Lizzo” 

nickname. By the time she moved to Minneapolis, she had been in four performing groups and 

caught the attention of the musician Prince, singing on his backing band’s song “Boytrouble.”  

Lizzo has shared how she was bullied as a child. She hid her musical tastes to fit in. The 

star told British Vogue, she struggled because peers teased her “hippy” fashions. And crucially, 

she couldn’t identify with famous role models. They were thin. She was not. “When you don’t 

see yourself, you start to think something’s wrong with you,” she said. “I think that took a 

greater toll on me, psychologically, growing up than what anyone could have said to me” (Lizzo 

Felt Left out as a Child Because “No One on TV Looked like Me,” 2019). When fame came, it 

included buzz about Lizzo’s size as well as her sound. In 2020, fitness personality Jillian 

Michaels asked, “Why are we celebrating her body? Why does it matter? ’Cause it isn’t gonna be 

awesome if she gets diabetes” (Grace, 2021). Comedian Ares Spears complained about how her 

clothing reveals a body belied by her “pretty face” in 2022: “It’s treadmill time,” he said, 

explaining his words showed “real love” (Dionne, 2022). Kanye West and Tucker Carlson 

critiqued the singer’s body on a podcast the same year (Yongo-Okochi, 2022). 

 
Lizzo’s defense was to go on the offense, but with biting humor that hid her vulnerability. 

She worked words aimed at her into her lyrics, neutralizing the insults by co-opting them with 
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double entendres and jests. Rather than respond to body shamers, “I’m minding my fat Black 

beautiful business,” she announced at a 2022 concert (Yongo-Okochi, 2022). From awards 

podiums, she said she was too busy winning to acknowledge hate. Lizzo could not help that 

people looked at her and talked about her. That’s stardom. But she did not hide from it. She 

wore—and wears—what she wants—form-fitting, fanciful, feminine. Via her own social media 

channels and interviews with the entertainment press, she has had a great deal to say about 

herself and her size. She offers blunt appraisals, honest reflections, resistance to body shaming, 

and celebration.  

 
Lizzo proudly declares herself “fat.” On her own social media platforms, she reveals and 

revels in her body, daring viewers to reject her. She challenges those who would censure her for 

failing to adhere to standards of what women—what she—should look like. Lizzo directs the 

public’s gaze and narrates what they see with language that celebrates her body, using her 

platform of fame and her voice to challenge sizeism that would Other and shame her, should she 

accede. Promising she’s “just as thick as my skin is”—a lyric in the song “Fitness” on her first 

album, 2014’s Lizzobangers, that references both a curvaceous figure and a disregard for 

critics—Lizzo has long used social media to redirect the public narrative about her body. 

 
With intentionality, Lizzo used loaded language such as fat, obese, and big—terminology 

about body size that is considered socially impolite. In deploying terminology that could be used 

to insult her, she defangs it, as in this December 2020 post:  

 
I detoxed my body and I’m still fat. I love my body and I’m still fat. I’m beautiful and 
I’m still fat. These things are not mutually exclusive. To the people who look to me, 
please do not starve yourselves. I did not starve myself. I fed myself greens and water and 
fruit and protein and sunlight. You don’t have to do that to be beautiful or healthy. That 



 

 

93 
 

was my way. You can do life your way. Remember, despite anything anyone says or does 
✨DO WHAT YOU WANT WITH YOUR BODY✨ 

 
Nota bene: On January 25, 2025, Lizzo made fresh headlines when she announced she 

had reached a goal weight she had not experienced since 2014 (Rubenstein, 2025). Among her 

tools: A new physical trainer, a fresh mindset, and abandoning a vegan diet in favor of more 

protein and whole foods (Herndon, 2025). The singer also said she briefly tried appetite-

inhibiting glucagon-like peptide-1 (GLP1) medications; she said she found she preferred to make 

lifestyle changes minus the medication (Speakman, 2025). Amid these changes, Lizzo retained 

her role as a body-acceptance advocate. As Lizzo said in an August 2025 Women’s Health UK 

cover story, “I still think I’m big. I’m still wearing plus-size clothing” (Herndon, 2025). “It’s OK 

to gain weight after you’ve released weight, because what you’re not going to do is shame me if 

my body changes again and I get bigger” (Herndon, 2025). 

 
The singer also opened up about depression that followed employee lawsuits against her, 

her touring company, and her brand (Speakman, 2025; Herndon, 2025). In August 2023, three 

former dancers filed a harassment lawsuit against Lizzo and her business, Big Grrrl Big Touring 

Inc., alleging a hostile work environment, sexual harassment, and religious and racial 

discrimination (Johnson, 2023; Donahue, 2024). Lizzo has refuted the accusations. A judge in 

February 2024 rejected some claims—most notably, that Lizzo fat-shamed a dancer; the case 

continues (Donahue, 2024). In December 2024, Lizzo personally was dropped as a defendant, 

leaving her touring company as the sole defendant in the ongoing case (Glynn, 2024). 

 
Since the lawsuit, Lizzo’s followership has dropped: She lost 1.4% of her Instagram 

followers in the three days after the news broke (Weiss, 2023). From August 2023 to November 

2025, her follower count decreased 13.4%, to 11.6 million followers. Yet despite the lawsuits 
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and her weight loss, Lizzo has remained outspoken and a dominant voice in the public 

conversation about sizeism—discrimination based on weight—making her communicative 

efforts to direct and control the gaze worthy of study. The same week as a judge rejected some of 

the lawsuit’s claims, Lizzo presented at the Grammys. Though attorneys for the dancers 

criticized the Recording Academy for including her, the audience greeted her warmly 

(Sanderson, 2024).  

 
In the 21st century, the opportunities and means of being seen and heard, regardless of 

one’s social position, have increased exponentially. Digital communicative tools have—to at 

least a limited degree—attempted to democratize narratives. Social network owners retain 

opaque algorithmic controls, but users again and again are turning those tools to serve their own 

purposes. Hashtag campaigns, for example, coalesce into media moments and social movements. 

Decentralized media power—the democratizing influence of technological dispersal—could 

mean “a significant extension of voice,” Couldry noted back at the start of the social-media era 

(2008, p. 24). It is this exercise that Lizzo expounds upon in her social media communiqués. She 

is not merely dependent upon her lyrics and a cooperative entertainment press to make her case. 

Her Instagram account is a direct conduit to the public.  

 
Social media provides a digital means of contributing to and changing public narratives. 

It is, of course, not a panacea without deficiencies. But it is an important contributor to shifting 

the gaze, to elevating voice, to allowing those who would be Othered to reject their own 

exclusion. While social media influencers seek their audiences directly, influencers’ ability to 

speak is often not within their control, in large measure because they perforce have to acquiesce 

to the rule of algorithms behind those social media platforms... witness TikTokers of color 
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asking why their video content about Black Lives Matter was muted, suppressed, or removed 

(McCluskey, 2020). In raising their voices within social media systems that monetize them, 

influencers participate in their own exploitation and self-commodification. As Lizzo 

demonstrates, to use voice in a social media context is both to seize and to cede power. While 

she is able to amplify her messages about her and other women’s bodies, she also catches flak 

from commenters who insult or attack her. 

 
Alternative media can give voice to those who are suppressed and ignored by the 

mainstream (Fuchs & Sandoval, 2015). Creators in alternative and social media in the United 

States are freer to be critical; they also struggle with the constraints of reduced access to 

audience, visibility, and resources, performing “voluntary self-exploitive labour” (Fuchs & 

Sandoval, 2015, p. 172). Such outlets struggle to keep up a meaningful critique because they are 

themselves constrained and often starved of resources (Fuchs & Sandoval, 2015).  

 
In this case study, there is not so much a “turning point” as Lizzo’s continual and 

ongoing redirection of the gaze and reframing of the narratives of beauty. Sizeist bullying that 

started in school followed her into adulthood, but her industry successes have been her reply. 

 
Lizzo has won four Grammys (including Album of the year 2023) and has been 

nominated 13 times (Lizzo, 2022; Lizzo | Artist | GRAMMY.Com, n.d.) Her albums have gone 

multi-Platinum (selling two million or more copies). She won a primetime Emmy for her work as 

executive producer in Outstanding Competition Program for the dancer-discovery contest Watch 

Out for the Big Grrrls in 2022 (Lizzo’s Watch Out For The Big Grrrls, n.d.). She appeared on the 

cover of the October 2020 issue of Vogue, and an inside article that interviewed her was titled 
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“Lizzo Wants to Redefine the Body-Positivity Movement.” She graced the cover of the 

November/December 2021 cover of Essence, a magazine dedicated to Black women, and in an 

Instagram post promoting the issue, Lizzo directed the public’s gaze toward her activism, urging 

her fandom to speak out against the planned execution of a Black incarcerated man. “There’s an 

ebb and flow in the black experience,” she wrote on Instagram. “I find myself somewhere 

between blissful forgetfulness and painful remembrance everyday. I take it in stride. It’s heavy 

right now, I’ve felt it for weeks” (Lizzo, 2021).  

 
Lizzo’s rejection of sizeism and fat phobia come through in her interviews and in her 

music lyrics. And she has received acclaim for her outspokenness. When she won a People’s 

Champion Award as part of the 2022 People’s Choice Awards, she took the stage alongside 17 

activists representing issues including fair housing, freedom from police brutality, clean drinking 

water, and school safety. An introduction asserted that she “leads with kindness, advocates for 

inclusivity, and champions increased diversity and equity in the industry and beyond” (Orellana 

Hernandez, 2021). Lizzo won the Quincy Jones Humanitarian Award at the racial and gender 

parity organization Black Music Action Coalition gala in September 2023 (Angermiller, 2023). 

In accepting the honor, Lizzo said (Angermiller, 2023): 

 
I’m going to continue to amplify the voices of marginalized people because I have a 
microphone, and I know how to use it. And I’m going to continue to put on and represent 
safe spaces for fat Black women, because that’s what the fuck I do! It is my purpose, and 
it is an honor.  

 
Public commentary about her size can, and does, hurt, the artist has acknowledged 

(“Cardi B, Missy Elliott and Other Celebs Defend Lizzo Amid Racist Abuse Controversy,” 

2021). As she said during an Instagram Live she shared in 2021:  
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It’s fatphobic, it’s racist and it’s hurtful. If you don’t like my music, cool, if you don’t 
like ‘Rumors’ it’s all cool, but a lot of people don’t like me because of the way I look and 
I’m like… Anyway, I’m just having one of those days where I don’t have no time. I think 
I’m just overwhelmed. Y’all doing this to black women over and over and over again, 
especially us big black girls. When we don’t fit into the box that you want to put us in 
you just unleash hatred onto us. it’s not cool. 

 
On Instagram, Lizzo celebrates self-acceptance, music, food, and fashion. Her handle, 

@lizzobeeating, takes a “bite” out of those who make assumptions about the foods that power 

her body. She cleverly incorporated double entendre in the moniker. “Ate” is a slang term from 

the Black and LGBTQ+ communities of the early twenty-first century used to describe someone 

who has performed well. “When someone eats, they have done something successfully, in style, 

and in an impressive manner” (Winthrop, 2024, p. 1). The term “eating” in Lizzo’s Instagram 

name works on dual levels: Is Lizzo referencing food or her own success? She winks at her 

audience: Are you in on the joke? Lizzo draws the gaze to misogyny and racism and engages in 

fat feminism—the feminist theory that rejects size bigotry and its privileging of thin bodies and 

regards fat shaming as a gendered discourse (Boling, 2011). 

 
Lizzo playfully steals the punchline. In a promotional video for Yitty, her clothing line, 

Lizzo in June 2023 teased her audience: “Everybody’s been wondering, ‘What’s Lizzo been 

eating?’ I been eating the United States up with this Yitty haul, bitch!...” Her tone was 

lighthearted, but her linguistic decisions were not accidental: She incorporated language as a 

badge of pride that more typically would be understood as insulting, similar to the way her use of 

the word “bitch” as an honorific for a strong woman seeks to diminish its effect as an insult. In 

January 2022, she announced, “I gained weight💅 I look TF GOODT😍”. In an October 2020 

video, a ponytailed, strappy-dress-wearing Lizzo swung her hair in slow-motion over the 

caption: 
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Oh it’s “PLUS SIZE APPRECIATION DAY”? Ima say it like this... s/o [shout-out] to 
my size 18+ beauties out there. We getting our visibility and FINALLY brands are 
beginning to catch up to how fly we’ve always been. We are fashion, we are sex symbols, 
we are IT. There’s a long road to inclusivity and we won’t stop until we there. Till then... 
shake yo belly, love handles, and jiggly thighs, love ur double chin and wear them bikinis 
cus u a bad bitch! 

 
Lizzo further addressed her size in a June 2020 video of herself exercising. In it, she 

shamed those who would fat-shame her. She wrote (in all capital letters):  

 
… I do this for the people who get body shamed every single day who don’t have my 
platform or have the same path to confidence I had. I know that I am here to defend and 
represent yall. Because I love yall and I dont want yall to go through the self hatred I 
went through. And if posting my journey and cussing ignorant insecure wannabe 
“comment section doctors” out is what I gotta do to make sure fat shaming is shamed 
then that’s what Im gonna do. … 

 

Site of Struggle 

The entertainment press, Lizzo’s own Instagram posts, and her commenters reveal the 

ways that Lizzo rejects shame by championing size inclusion, including by wearing and selling 

form-fitting athletic attire. Articles heap praise on the performer although also at times use coded 

language that suggest her pride runs against norms. Verbs such as flaunting and rocking; the 

adverbs fearlessly, fiercely, unabashedly, drew attention to form-fitting clothing outside the 

normative bounds of acceptable dress for a woman of Lizzo’s size. The entertainment site Page 

Six, reporting about @lizzobeeating in a fur bikini, began with the assertion “Lizzo’s confidence 

is 100% fur real” (Southwick, 2021). The celebrity news site Just Jared noted she was “rocking a 

bikini” and quoted from one of her Instagram posts: “‘Where my big girls at?’ she said while 

flaunting [emphasis added] her body” (“Lizzo Announces That It Is Officially Big Girl 

Summer,” 2021). At times the articles veer into adulation for so-called bravery: She was 
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“fearlessly comfortable in various states of undress” (John Sánchez, 2023), noted USA Today; 

she “unabashedly wears skin-tight glitter onesies” [emphasis added] (della Cava, 2022).   

Lizzo herself rejects the concept that simply existing in the public eye takes daring. Her 

TED Talk about the history of twerking, a derriere-shaking move with roots in West African 

dance, sought to give “American Blackness a classical etymology … because so often American 

Blackness gets taken over by the culture and is diluted,” she told USA Today. “I twerk because 

I’m talented, because I’m sexual, but not to be sexualized. I twerk to own my power, to reclaim 

my Blackness, my culture. I twerk for fat, Black women because being fat and Black is a 

beautiful thing” (della Cava, 2022). 

Lizzo has been extensively covered in the media—not just by the trade music press, but 

by the fashion and lifestyle press, and elite news outlets, including The New York Times. It’s 

informative to consider how these disparate outlets write about her and how they have helped 

shape her narrative for their own angles and the consumption of their own audiences. News 

articles about Lizzo amplify her societal messages. Many include terms about Lizzo’s perception 

of herself as a beautiful woman, squarely addressing questions about weight shame and body 

positivity. “Special,” Lizzo’s fourth album, was “replete with self-love anthems,” reported CNN 

(Andrew, 2022). In narrative passages describing the musician, writers frequently introduced her 

as a “body-positive artist” or “icon”—“a vocal advocate for self-acceptance and body positivity,” 

wrote USA Today, even as Lizzo “has faced negative comments throughout her career for loving 

herself and having fun while dancing on social media” (Brisco, 2021). “Lizzo has long been an 

advocate for body positivity, celebrating plus-size women and shooting down fat-phobic trolls 
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trying to police her body,” reported the Los Angeles Times in announcing her 2020 Twitter 

departure (Valdez, 2023). 

Still, Lizzo herself told The New York Times she would like society to “get past body 

positive” (Friedman, 2022). “I have been parallel with the body positive movement for a long 

time, and people have made my name synonymous with it,” she said (Friedman, 2022). As she 

told The New York Times: “Whatever body you are showing off, it’s not, ‘Oh, how brave,’ she 

continued. ‘No. No more of that. Nothing to see here but a body, just like your body” (Friedman, 

2022). Reported DW, “She describes herself as fat and says she wants to normalize and 

destigmatize larger bodies. Yet, in an interview with People Magazine in 2022, she said she’s 

gotten tired of people constantly talking about her body size. ‘I know I’m fat. It doesn’t bother 

me. I like being fat, and I’m beautiful and I’m healthy. So can we move on?’” (John Sánchez, 

2023). 

News articles also often word-for-word repost in their articles what Lizzo posts on social 

media, giving added authority to her voice and agenda and expanding her already sizeable 

audience beyond that of her casual followers and those who have a more parasocial relationship 

with her—a one-sided fandom in which the follower feels personally connected with a star. By 

embedding her social posts in their stories, reporters put her voice into their stories, but that 

shortcut allows her to bypass interviews and tough questions and still remain in the public eye. 

That said, her messages, crafted as she chooses and often posted on Instagram and TikTok, often 

make news, anyway. 

Her core messages—that a range of body sizes should be normalized, that she is proud of 

all that she is (and we all should be too), but that she is more than a fat beautiful Black woman—
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are heard. While two-thirds of entertainment press articles that I reviewed referenced her size, a 

third focused on Lizzo the performer or Lizzo the philanthropist or Lizzo the activist. Variety, for 

example, reported that she donated $1 million to a pair of abortion rights groups after the 2022 

U.S. Supreme Court decision that overturned Roy v. Wade. “Black women & women of color 

have historically had disproportionately less access to family planning resources—this is a great 

loss but not a new one,” Lizzo was quoted as saying (Aswad 2022) — and that article made no 

mention, overt or oblique, to Lizzo’s body. 

Similarly, in the aftermath of the May 25, 2020, police killing of George Floyd in 

Minneapolis, Minnesota—her adopted hometown—articles addressing Lizzo’s feelings about 

Floyd’s death, its aftermath, and policing in America appeared in the outlets People, Billboard, 

Newsweek, and Rolling Stone. She told David Letterman, as reported in Rolling Stone, that her 

protests against Black people dying at police hands had long preceded Floyd’s death, leaving her 

feeling helpless and hopeless, until “this time. ‘I saw something different,’ she said. ‘I saw the 

sudden allyship of young White people, which I’d never seen. And I also saw people in the news 

realize that it’s more than just a hashtag and a moment and a movement and us complaining—

and that it’s a real systemic poison. And that got me, for the first time, a little hopeful’” (Shaffer, 

2020).  

Shifts in the Media Ecology 

This case study began with the question, RQ2b: How does Lizzo’s fat feminism, across 

Instagram and press coverage, enact refractivism in relation to dominant body norms, and where 

does celebrity and the introduction of weight-loss drugs complicate that refractivism project? 
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Lizzo’s efforts, on stage and off, are in harmony: She turns aside judgmental, sizeist 

gazes directed her way and counters them with anthems of self-love and pride, forcing onlookers 

to consider anew the ideals of beauty, fitness, and appearance that accompany the male gaze. Her 

communication on social media and via the vehicle of news articles is calculated toward 

controlling her image and shedding weight shame. The content Lizzo creates stands in 

contravention of societal discourses that celebrate skinny, congratulate weight loss and equate 

weight gain with a failure of self-discipline and/or self-respect. The guiding narration of Lizzo’s 

voice-overs and posts speaks into existence a different truth, one that accepts and acclaims her 

body and what it can do. Her body is the “contested terrain” that Edwards and Esposito (2018, p. 

344) described. She does not consent to hegemonic beauty standards that would shame her—

even as she seeks to profit from the looks she draws and the ticket and music sales that 

admiration spurs. From it, Lizzo levels hooks’ oppositional gaze to media messages that would 

Other her for her size. 

She speaks and sings about the way she worked inwardly to shift how she saw herself, 

outwardly on how she viewed beauty, and corporeally, by being the example of the change in 

accepted body types she wanted for society. After notable weight loss, she told an interviewer in 

fall 2025 that her workout and lifestyle goal was to feel healthy, “to be big-girl skinny. Every big 

girl knows what I’m talking about. Big-girl skinny is 250 pounds” (Herndon, 2025). She 

accepted that the public was looking, but she did not accept censure from the public’s gaze. She 

asserted that she was unashamed. She encouraged her supporters, in particular those who 

identified themselves as plus-sized, to take pride in their appearance, as well. 

In the comments on her social media posts, fans share how her messages have hit home. 

Wrote a fan in May 2023: 



 

 

103 
 

If you were white, you would be attacked less. If you were male, you would be attacked 
less. Most of the judgement is also ableist in nature - people don't know your health 
journey, yet make ridiculous assumptions. I bet you probably eat better and are fitter and 
healthier than most of your 
detractors.                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                           
  

This is not to say that Lizzo’s crusade is purely one of self-acceptance and role modeling. 

Lizzo is part of the entertainment industry, and as such, she is the product she is selling. Looking 

sexy is part of her stated goal in many posts. As Lizzo wears tight clothing and poses 

provocatively, yet sends out communiques about size acceptance, she is sending out mixed 

signals. Her calls for self-love can benefit other women of “size” as well as herself; they have a 

personal payout; those who buy her messages also buy her concert tickets and stream her music. 

Critics on Lizzo’s Instagram posts note the contradictory duality of Lizzo’s message: “Lizzo: 

‘my weight isn’t my brand!!’ Also Lizzo: *makes weight her brand,*” wrote a follower on a 

June 2023 video of the performer modeling Yitty clothing. Yet even as Lizzo cashes in on her 

fame, her communicative efforts remain important. She takes center stage and succeeds despite a 

media culture of thinness that would cast plus-sized women as no more than side characters 

(Burmeister & Carels, 2014). Lizzo’s success as a celebrity and musical artist does not erase the 

efforts and merits of Lizzo’s body-acceptance efforts; she can still be a refractivist, even if she is 

making a profit. Lizzo’s messages that might lessen stigma in society benefits herself, but so too 

unseen fans and strangers.  

 
Scholars bell hooks and Janet Mock grappled with such dualities during a talk titled “Free 

the Black Female Body,” part of hooks’ 2014 weeklong residency at Greenwich Village’s The 

New School. Mock, a transgender rights activist, asserted that femme presentation empowers 

her. “This little space that I have in this world is mine, especially in a world that tells me I 
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shouldn’t exist, I should remain silent, that I’m not attractive, that this little White woman skinny 

body is what’s the ideal,” she said. “I will don all the glamour and all the glitter that I want, but I 

will do that for myself, not necessarily in the way that I was trained to do it, which was to do it in 

the pleasure of a gaze of a man. … Who is this for? It’s for me” (The New School, 2014). Asked 

hooks, “Why don’t we have liberatory images that are away from, not an inversion of what 

society has told us, but our own sense of, what am I looking like when I am free?” (The New 

School, 2014) 

Scholars and public intellectuals struggle with celebrities such as Lizzo and Beyoncé, 

who participate in the patriarchy while profiting from the same. Lizzo’s use of the oppositional 

gaze, for instance, cannot be divorced entirely from the male gaze. As hooks has critiqued, “You 

are not going to destroy the imperialist White supremacist capitalist patriarchy by creating your 

own version of it. Even if it serves you to make lots and lots of money” (The New School, 2014). 

hooks in a talk at The New School, labeled lingerie-wearing, May 2014 TIME cover-gracing 

Beyoncé a “terrorist,” “colluding in the construction of herself as a slave” (The New School, 

2014). But hooks has famously both praised and panned Beyoncé, considering her album 

“Lemonade” both award-winning and feminist: “Lemonade,” wrote hooks, was “capitalist 

money-making at its best” (hooks, 2016), yet observed that Beyoncé’s work “resists invisibility,” 

and “shifts the gaze of white mainstream culture. It challenges us all to look anew, to radically 

revision how we see the black female body” (hooks, 2016). Mock pushed back on these 

assertions as femmephobia, whorephobia, a “respectability politics” that divides feminists: “Our 

presentations are not measures of our credibility. These hierarchies of respectability that 

generations of feminists have internalized will not save us from patriarchy” (Janet Mock 
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[@janetmock], “These hierarchies of respectability that generations of feminists have 

internalized will not save us from patriarchy.”)  

Lizzo has claimed to seek inner peace. As she wrote in an op/ed quoted on the website 

Vox in January 2020: “I don’t think that loving yourself is a choice. I think that it’s a decision 

that has to be made for survival; it was in my case” (Esmonde, 2020). Her tone ranges from 

pensive to ebullient. One in 10 of Lizzo’s Instagram posts reflected on how she “did the work” to 

accept and appreciate her body. In some, she was ardently affirmative: This body is a healthy 

body. In others, she talked about how loving herself can be hard. In her own commentary, she is 

both attached to body positivity and weighed down by it. Lizzo in her choice of form-fitting 

clothing (and occasionally, in her choice to wear no clothing), and in her written and spoken 

words, challenges the viewer—and perhaps herself—to gaze on her body with, if not admiration, 

at least with acceptance. 

Lizzo is a polarizing figure. While she seeks to balance her own and the public’s 

perception of her, commenters on her posts, together with music reviewers have often leveled a 

critical gaze on her. One in five commenters in the sample criticized her appearance. Often, 

article writers gave Lizzo backhanded praise, employing verbiage that noted Lizzo’s so-called 

bravery. These are discomfiting truths. Lizzo spoke about feeling good, looking good, and 

having fun, but some still insulted her. Yet one could reverse that perspective, as well. A third of 

the articles examined focused on Lizzo’s artistry, activism, and music, with no mention of her 

appearance. While some articles included patronizing language, most of the sampled articles did 

not call Lizzo “brave” simply for being. Most commenters encouraged Lizzo, praised her, and 

thanked her for her example. 
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Lizzo stopped performing during a 2023 concert to talk to an audience member holding a 

“Can I have a hug?” sign. She shared a video of their embrace. Responded a commenter: “Damn, 

Lizzo. You are what we call ‘good people.’ The world needs more of you!” Some of her 

followers profess brokenness, and, via their comments, tell the singer that she is helping them 

heal. Lizzo directs the gaze to broaden notions of beauty. With her attire, she reveals and revels 

in her shape. Embracing freighted terminology, she does not ignore insults. Reflecting on her 

struggles, she rejects shame in favor of celebration, and she dares others to do the same. In 

February 2022, Variety wrote about the Emmy-winning “Watch Out for the Big Grrrls,” a 

televised competition to find plus-sized backup dancers in part produced by Lizzo’s company. 

The article quoted an Instagram post Lizzo had shared about the show: 

If I ever do another season, it will not be because of the way it was received, or whether it 
was critically acclaimed or not. It’s going to be out of necessity. If I need more dancers, 
this is the only way I know how to get dancers. I’ve been watching the industry change 
slowly since I’ve been in the game. I’ve watched it change, which is encouraging. I see 
lots of size inclusion in commercials. I’ll be looking and see a big Black girl dancing in 
the front. Sometimes I’ll watch that shit and be like, “Did I do that?” 

 
One of the star’s followers was quick to answer her. “Yes you did that!!!!!”  

Lizzo’s activism, which most often addresses sizeism, also extends to racial justice. The 

geography of her biography shares place names with George Floyd—though there is no reason to 

presume they crossed paths. Floyd, 46, was a Black man whose cellphone-videoed killing by a 

White police officer on May 25, 2020, galvanized and internationalized the Black Lives Matter 

Movement. Like Lizzo, Floyd was not born in Houston, though he spent most of his life there. 

Like Lizzo, Floyd eventually landed in Minneapolis, Minnesota—he moved there in 2014, and 

for two years he and Lizzo both lived in the city, until Lizzo moved to Los Angeles, a record 

deal in hand, in 2016. Four years later, and six days after Floyd’s death, Lizzo shared a video to 

Instagram that has been viewed over a million times. In its caption, Lizzo wrote, “Cities are 
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burning, are you watching? I stand with Minneapolis. I believe in us. Change is gonna come. 

#blacklivesmatter” (Lizzo, 2020). In the video, she called out to two communities (Lizzo, 

2020):   

Black people, this is your daily reminder that it is not your job to educate people on 
racism or White privilege. It is exhausting. And if they don’t see it or believe it by now, 
they don’t want to. There are googles, and there are books, and they can do that for 
themselves.   

Her words in her George Floyd Instagram post resonate (Lizzo, 2020):   

White people, this is your daily reminder that as long as you stay silent, you are a part of 
the problem. I know you’re not racist, but you have to be more than that: You have to be 
anti-racist. Speak up. And to all the influential people who have spoken up, thank you so 
much for your allyship and your support. Protest is the beginning of progress, not the end 
of it. And now that the protestors have everyone’s attention, what are the next steps that 
we’re going to take to make sure that we’re actually moving forward and we don’t go 
back to this bullshit? Now’s the time. The world is standing still and waiting for action. 
Let’s make progress. 
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Chapter 6:  News Mugs 
 

Look at you. 

A mug shot, posted online, becomes a digital scarlet letter. 

   •    •    • 

Looking inward, journalists are making changes, increasingly recognizing how the default habit 

of publishing mug shots aligns them with policing and public shaming. 

— — — 

At a party house in the early 2000s, a police raid ends with about a dozen arrests, including 

that of Rodrick Jones* (a pseudonym of his choosing). Officers take him to the police station, 

photograph him and the others, and eventually, release him. In the months that follow, Jones 

carries on with his life. His run-in with the law is not a big deal in his mind. It’s in the past. Until 

his photo appears in his hometown newspaper under a “Wanted” label. 

Two decades later, Jones ran the very same Midwest newspaper that once ran his mug 

shot. He was the first Black person to hold that job. He did not forget the surprise of seeing his 

“Wanted” face staring back at him from the pages of the paper all those years ago. 

“I look in there one day; I was like, wait, what? No clue. Like, what is going on?” he 

remembered. “Sometimes you would be arrested and released, oh, and they put a warrant out 

for you months later. Right? And with no warning, they won’t tell you … the prosecutor 

authorized charges. A warrant is out. You are not notified.” 

The Wanted mug shot was Jones’ wake-up call. That moment of seeing his photo staring 

back at him, he says,“was just like, OK, um, yeah. This is not it.… It’s time to grow up.” 
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Jones grew up. He resolved his legal troubles and enrolled in college. It is there that he 

fell in love with newswriting. 

Jones’ newsroom no longer runs mug shots as a matter of course in crime coverage. The 

decision, he says, was not because of his personal experience, although it gives him insight. 

Other papers across the country have made that same decision—mug shots are no longer 

routinely used. 

“Some people just make simple mistakes, but they get judged for them for the rest of 

their lives. And, you know, some people ain’t as lucky as I was,” he acknowledges. “I feel bad 

for them because you got some great people out there that don’t get a shot because of that, 

because of a mug shot, a simple crime being written about.” 

Research 

This case study addresses RQ2c: How have U.S. newsrooms’ evolving policies on mug 

shots reflected refractivist pressures from communities and journalists themselves, and how do 

these policy shifts redistribute shame and visibility within the criminal justice news beat? 

I worked for nearly two decades in legacy print and online news, both as a reporter—

including the breaking news/public safety beat—and as an editor. Questions of Associated Press 

and local style, policies regarding the ethical handling of criminal suspect names and images, 

and staff guidance about the same were my purview. After I stepped out of the day-to-day of the 

news business and into academia, I watched with great interest as a major shift in business-as-

usual unfolded. I wanted to know more, and that was the seed of the research I conducted for 

this case study. 
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Articles 

To conduct a metajournalistic discourse analysis of narratives that those in the news 

business espoused about themselves and their approaches to mug shot use, I reviewed, collated, 

and thematically analyzed twenty-three (N=23) articles published from 2017 to 2023 about the 

use of mug shots in news operations, at individual outlets and in industry publications that 

addressed media trends. These articles were collected via a combination of participant 

recommendation, industry article hyperlinks to stories about changing policies at additional 

publications, and a search via the website Media Cloud, “an open-source platform for media 

analysis.” A Media Cloud search for the keywords “mug shot” as two words, “mugshot” as one 

word, and “editor” generated a CSV (comma-separated values) table of 2,928 URLs, each then 

examined for applicability. The resulting 23 articles were coded thematically in multiple passes, 

ending with these categories: racial stereotyping; lack of follow-through of the legal process; 

the durability of online content; the mission and ethics of journalism; and the effect of online 

mug shot publication on audience, as measured by pageviews or “clicks.” These articles are 

listed in Appendix I. See a partial listing of newsrooms that announced mug-shot policy 

changes in Appendix II. 
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Table 3: Policy Change Reasoning, Articles vs. Journalists 

Theme Articles Journalists 

Race, stereotypes 81% 58% 

Unfairness, lack of follow-through 76% 42% 

Stickiness of the internet 67% 17% 

Appeals to journalistic mission, ethics 38% 42% 

Pageviews/clicks 33% 8% 

Some news articles—in particular in industry publications that approached the topic 

from an elevated, trend-reporting position—contrasted the news media’s use of mug shots with 

that of mug shot mills. Mug shot mills are websites and social media accounts that feature the 

photographs absent news reporting or context. They profit from ad impressions of site visitors 

and reputation management fees paid by people featured on the site who seek their photos’ 

removal. An example of a social media mug shot mill is the X account “mugshawtys,” roundups 

of the booking mugs of attractive women. Predatory websites use public records requests and 

software to scrape mug shots from law enforcement sites and serve them online with titillating 

titles (Lee, 2018). In a bid to increase web traffic, news organizations in some instances also 

have published online rogues galleries with little context and no commitment to report the 

eventual outcome of the person’s legal circumstances (Lee, 2018). For the purposes of this 

research, interviews and articles focus on the use of mug shots by news organizations and not 

on these non-news mug shot databases. 
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Interviews 

To learn more about the scrutiny of, and in some instances, revision to policies 

governing publication of police mug shots, I conducted deep-dive, semi-structured qualitative 

interviews with a dozen news professionals (N=12). These interviews allowed for a depth of 

understanding of evolving news practices. They are not intended as generalizable or 

representative of the profession as a whole. However, those conversations yielded insights and 

echoed the discourses of news and opinion articles that reported on the changed policies. They 

serve as a jumping-off point for future research. Some participants I invited based on 

knowledge of their professional roles; others were recommended in a snowball-sample 

fashion.   

Table 4: Journalist Demographics 

Role or Job Title Highest Level of Education Race Gender Total 

Editor Reporter Associate's Bachelor's Master's White Black Women Men 
 

7 5 1 10 1 8 4 6 6 12 

 

Interviews took place via Zoom video conferencing software. The interview guide 

featured 24 questions, addressing demographic details of the participants, work experiences, 

observations of crime coverage, and the use of police mug shots, and policies in their 

newsrooms. The average interview length was about 60 minutes; the longest was 1 hour and 29 

minutes, and the shortest was 31 minutes. The total time spent interviewing was twelve hours 

and fifteen minutes. All interviews were conducted in 2024. I enabled Zoom transcription; I 

then reviewed transcripts totaling 145 single-spaced pages for accuracy before thematically 

coding them. I again analyzed the interviews using grounded analysis, as employed by Charmaz 
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and Belgrave (2015), who drew on the work of Glaser and Strauss that was refined in 2004 

(Glaser & Holton, 2004). I coded the transcripts in multiple passes, refining initial categories 

and ending with these themes, an echo of those identified in articles: racial stereotyping; lack of 

follow-through of the legal process; the durability of online content; the mission and ethics of 

journalism; and the effect of online mug shot publication on “clicks.” Collectively, the 

journalists described careers that spanned work in forty newsrooms across sixteen states and the 

District of Columbia. Seven worked as editors; five were reporters. The average age was 52.75; 

the median age was 51. (See Table 4 for further demographic details).  

Participants were offered anonymity; one participant chose to use his real name. In the 

case study, participants who are identified by their pseudonyms are denoted with asterisks. In 

support of the way feminist post-structural discourse analysis encourages partnership and 

participation that empowers interviewees, those who maintained anonymity selected their own 

pseudonyms. Additionally, I geolocated them the U.S. region in which they worked and the size 

and type of publication where they worked when mug shot policies came under review, so they 

could speak freely without concern about professional repercussions. The journalists reflected 

on mug shot policies in the newsrooms in six Midwest states, two Northeast states, five states 

from the South plus the District of Columbia, and three states in the West (See Table 5). The 

number of represented news organizations exceeds the number of interviewees because some 

participants had multiple employers and spoke of experiences in more than one newsroom. The 

American regions referenced align with the divisions established by the U.S. Census Bureau 

(Census Regions and Divisions of the United States, n.d.). 
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Their newspapers, all of which also published online, are described by print circulation: 

small-market weeklies or dailies—the majority—had circulations below 50,000 copies; mid-

size dailies of 50,000 to 150,000 circulation; and major metro circulations above 150,000, 

following definitions established by CJR, Columbia Journalism Review (Ali & Radcliffe, 

2017). Sunday circulation averaged about 18,000 copies among the small-market dailies, with 

the least Sunday circulation at about 5,000 copies and the most at 39,000 copies. Daily, by CJR 

definition, means publishing a minimum of three times per week and not seven days a week, a 

reflection of the ongoing collapse of the print news industry and its shift to digital distribution. 

Table 5: Journalist Locations 

Regions 
Represented 

States 
Represented 

Small-Market 
Daily 

Small-Market 
Weekly 

Major Metro 
Daily 

Digital-Only 
Website 

Northeast 2 1 
   

South* 6 3 
   

Midwest 6 4 1 1 2 

West 3 
 

1 
  

 
 * Includes Washington, D.C. 

The need to affirm a common working definition of “mug shot” during interviews 

became clear. Seven of the 12 journalists said the term connotes images created specifically by 

law enforcement, in the context of arrest or booking into a jail. However, five journalists 

indicated that the meaning of mug shot in “news lingo” also can be situational—it could denote a 

professional headshot, a portrait of a crime victim, a police booking mug, even a “building mug.” 

“It’s kind of interchangeable in the newsroom with headshot,” said Stephanie Kramer*, editor at 

a small-market daily newspaper in the Midwest. “In other words, the word in the newsroom is 

not automatically a negative criminal word. It’s honestly a word that’s kind of evolved to mean a 
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small—a small headshot in any story is a mug shot.” Jon Ewing* said in his small-market daily 

Midwest newsroom, staffers say “jail mug” to distinguish a booking photo from other kinds of 

headshots. Lindsay Swigert*, editor in sister small-market daily newsrooms in the South, 

concurred. “It has almost two different meanings,” Swigert said. “If we say, ‘Run a mug,’ on a 

normal story, we know that we’re just pulling, you know, a headshot. If it’s criminal, we’re 

talking about the booking photo.” Participants agreed for the purposes of this research to focus 

on law enforcement-created portraits as the meaning of “mug shot.” 

Consent, Withdrawn 

Since the 19th century in the United States, the U.S. Post Office walls have been the 

public’s regular venue to see police booking mug shots and “Wanted” posters. But because, in 

many but not all locales, open-records laws assured “public access” to the mug shots—the 

photos were in essence public property (Gutsche, 2015, p. 269)—news media began to use them 

to illustrate crime stories. The mug shots immediately became magnets for attention. Both at the 

Post Office and in the news media, the head shots drew a rubber-necking audience—out of 

curiosity, fear, and titillation. Fast forward a century or more, and in 2009, the mug shots 

disappeared from Post Office walls —the beleaguered mail service saved printing costs and 

could dedicate more interior space to the sale of mail-related retail products (Levey, 2024). In 

their stead, mug-shot-only websites, without the pretense of reporting the news, emerged in 

about 2011 (Lee, 2018). That was also coincidentally the moment when many news 

organizations pivoted to digital distribution and financial models. 

In investigating their bottom line, news organizations learned that posting mug shots 

equaled a pageview payday (Lee, 2018). The outlets learned to publish them in slideshows, face-

after-face—rather than in the yearbook style of the Post Office’s rogues’ gallery posters—
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because that web design earned the most money. Having the user click to load the next image, 

and the next, meant ever higher pageview counts, leading to fresh opportunities to serve 

advertising each time a viewer clicked to the next image (Lee, 2018). In a 2016 survey of 74 

U.S. local and national newspapers, including such major metropolitan dailies as the Tampa Bay 

Times and Chicago Tribune—40% of news organizations said they featured online mugshot 

galleries, contributing up to 5% of their web traffic (Rojas & Del Toro, 2016; Lee, 2018). 

Newsrooms also used individual mug shots to illustrate news coverage related to crime, 

such as police blotters or police briefs, breaking news, and other stories on the public safety 

beat. Reporters and editors justified sharing mug shots under the aegis of public interest, noted 

media scholar Robert Gutsche, knowing they would profit from the public’s “voyeuristic gaze” 

(Gutsche, 2015, pp. 268). “This free content—again published under legal and rhetorical 

demands by the press for ‘the public’s right to know’—appears in photo galleries where people 

can click to gaze upon the spectacle of violence and punishment” (Gutsche, 2015, p. 267). But 

no matter how they appeared online or, for that matter on TV, Gutsche called the mug shots’ 

display “media shaming, the act of informally punishing through public displays of disapproval, 

including humiliation and immense unexpected exposure by the press” (Gutsche, 2015, p. 246).  

As Gutsche, media scholar Mary Angela Bock, and criminologist David Shepherd have 

argued, there are four core concerns about news outlets perfunctorily running mug shots. Those 

concerns are discussed in the sections below. 

Sticky Internet 

Mug shots’ digital persistence via search engines brings long-reaching shame to their 

subjects. The vast majority of mug shots in news media are cause for embarrassment at best, lost 

economic and interpersonal opportunities at worst. Before the present day, with its norm of 
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news organizations distributing content via the internet, a mug shot would linger only as long as 

physical copies of that edition of the newspaper were available. An arrest could fade from 

memory, in particular when no charges resulted, or when criminal records were sealed or 

expunged. To see those images years later, one would need to track the documentation of that 

person’s brushes with the law through background checks and microfilmed editions of the 

newspaper. The internet, however, lends new stickiness to public shaming. So long as the 

images surface in search results, they cannot fade into obscurity. “You run a mugshot and the 

charges are dropped, that mugshot is online forever,” reflected Jones. Editor Lindsay Swigert* 

(asterisks denote that participants selected pseudonyms in order to speak free of potential 

professional or reputational repercussions) noted ways that television programs and online 

newspaper coverage differ: 

TV can get away with a lot more. Ours is far more permanent. Of course, with TV, you 
can go in and check and do searches, but with print and online, you can go straight back 
to that person infinity.  

 
When a news organization publishes mug shots online, it creates a digital trail linking a 

person’s face with a criminal act long after the case is closed. Some of those whose jailhouse 

mug shots made the news lost job opportunities, relationships and housing, and gained social 

recrimination even if the case was resolved in their favor (Lee, 2018; Rink, 2021).  

Guilty Looking 

Mug shots give the impression of guilt. It does not matter if their subject never faces 

charges or if the person later is found innocent of a crime. To the average citizen, a person who 

is the subject of a mug shot looks guilty. In 2018 alone, there were more than 10.3 million 

arrests in the United States (Rink, 2021). Not all were guilty. The existence of a booking mug 

shot is not indicative of guilt of a crime, yet the viewing public often confers guilt on those 
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pictured. Viewers think those pictured must have “done something wrong if they’re in jail,” said 

Cynthia Ballade*, a reporter with more than two decades of experience, including the public 

safety beat. Those in the carceral system know how prejudicial the images are: Attorneys and 

judges consider the connotation of a mug shot as so negative that showing such images is 

“strongly disfavored” in court settings; it could bias a juror against giving a defendant a fair trial 

(Lee, 2018, p. 572). Legal scholars acknowledge that seeing mug shots replaces a juror’s 

presumption of innocence with “an unmistakable badge of criminality” (Lee, 2018, p. 572). In 

particular, if a person is dressed in a jail jumpsuit, the mug shot carries added weight as a 

signifier of deviance, said Swigert*, an editor for small-market daily newspapers in the South. 

It’s totally non-scientific, but I think people see a person in the jail orange, and they say, 
‘That person belongs there.’ Just because of how TV portrays it, you know, when we’re 
seeing a jail orange jumpsuit is because they’re doing stories on prison, and in theory all 
of those people are guilty… There’s nuances that people just don’t catch that those of us 
in the industry would, of course, know. What is an arraignment? What is the booking? … 
There’s just so many procedures through there that the public doesn’t follow. 
 

Andrew Joseph*, a 47-year journalist, agreed. His career spans work in news radio and 

newspapers. Mug shots, he said, equal guilt to the audience: 

We’ve pretty much cemented that in people’s minds, especially now with digital, when 
you see websites with nothing but mug shots on them. So yeah, that’s … denoting that 
this person did something wrong, even if they’re innocent. It’s kind of saying, yeah, this 
is a criminal. 

 
“Putting it out there just kind of sends a message that they did something wrong,” echoed 

Jim Russo*, a reporter with about two decades of newspaper experience, much of that covering 

public safety. “And you know a lot of the times, that is true, but you know, innocent till proven 

guilty.” Supreme Court Justice William J. Brennan Jr. once called mug shots “one of the most 

stigmatizing and debilitating labels in our society” (Rink, 2021, citing Paul v. Davis, 1976). 

Argued the Federal Communications Law Journal, “the notion that one is innocent before proven 
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guilty is a legal fiction if the government can distribute a person’s mugshot (sic) before 

conviction” (Rink, 2021). Mug shots are a powerful tool that signals guilt and shames their 

subjects. 

Reporters as Cops 

News outlets that publish mug shots in effect endorse the police apparatus, no matter that 

the journalists are independent. To the public’s eye, news media sharing mug shots taken by the 

police makes the news an extension of law enforcement. In publishing the images, media 

scholar Gutsche argued, news media become an extension of those in power, socially surveilling 

and morally judging the accused (Gutsche, 2015, p. 246). The use of mug shots to illustrate the 

news sets up “journalists as partners in crime-fighting in that they are posting their ‘catches’ for 

a public spectacle of shaming” (Gutsche, 2015, p. 268). The reporter Russo felt a loss of 

editorial control when police provided mug shots and pitched stories about those pictured. He 

explained:  

You’re just hoping that the police haven’t introduced, you know, any racism or 
something to it, and you’re kind of letting it be on them to kind of put out the ones they 
see, you know, need the attention. So you’re kind of outsourcing that news decision. 

 
Digital photo galleries—mug shots published online by news organizations—validate the 

images, Gutsche said, as “successful tactics of control” (Gutsche, 2015, p. 268). Media scholar 

Mary Angela Bock went further, calling mug shots “a form of state violence. These specialized 

images are created by force and distributed for the purpose of reifying the law” (Bock, 2021, p. 

101). When journalists make use of these freely available artifacts, Bock said, they are in effect 

“deputiz[ed] … in service of the criminal justice system” (Bock, 2021, p. 101).  
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The Carceral State 

Mug shots are a tool and a reflection of a biased judicial system in which communities of 

color are disproportionately on the receiving end of enforcement and imprisonment. The term 

“carceral state” encompasses the expansive American criminal justice system, with its tough-on-

crime sentiment in which enforcement falls disproportionately on poor and non-White 

populations (Abramovitz, 2023). Cleveland.com/The Plain Dealer Editor Chris Quinn reflected 

on this in a column explaining his newsroom’s shift away from mug shots: “Because many 

crimes we cover are borne of poverty, which disproportionately involves African Americans, the 

mug shots are disproportionately of African Americans” (Quinn, 2018). 

Racial bias on the part of readers also plays into how mug shots are perceived, said 

Swigert, who is White: “If you see a mug shot in our paper, and it is a person of color, you 

automatically assume guilt, and it’s because, for whatever reason, they’re being arrested at 

higher rates.” 

In 2017, #NoMugShot called attention to an apparent double standard of news media 

treatment of Brock Turner, a White Stanford University student convicted of sexually assaulting 

an unconscious woman. The hashtag campaign exposed many media outlets for illustrating their 

stories of the rape Turner committed at Stanford with his smiling coat-and-tie university 

yearbook picture or with photographs of him competing as a collegiate swimmer (Daileda, 2016; 

Johnson, 2016). 

Site of Struggle 

News coverage directs viewers’ gaze with mug shots; in so doing, it Others their subjects. 

Such was a conclusion of three-quarters of the journalists interviewed who identified that their 

newsrooms made substantial changes to their mug shot policies between 2017 and 2021. When 



 

 

121 
 

news shifted to the internet, reporters and editors continued long ingrained publication habits. 

But the web, unlike a print publication, has an enduring online shelf life. Yesterday’s news is 

never lost to yesterday. For those entangled with the law, there could be no fresh start. The 

public shaming was enduring, a digital search result away from drawing humiliation. And more 

than just the medium was changing. Public awareness was growing about uneven police 

practices, particularly in and against communities of color. Viral videos of men and women of 

color dying at the hands of officers, street demonstrations, hashtags and more drew the gaze to 

the flawed state of policing in America.  

News media, routinely and perhaps with little deep introspection, had for years prior to 

the 2010s incorporated the police artifact that is the mug shot into their coverage. Mug shots 

accompanied news articles almost all the time, or at least always with felony cases, when the 

image was obtainable. Yet with rising national activism and lethal-force video virality, mug 

shots began to feel less like simple illustrations to articles and more like the news was in lockstep 

with law enforcement. Over a five-year period, newsroom leaders and reporters reexamined this 

news norm (See Appendix II for a non-exhaustive accounting of those that made changes). The 

resulting changes to routine varied. In four instances described by the interviewed journalists, the 

news organizations abandoned mug shot use altogether in stories about arrests, crimes, and court 

proceedings, preferring instead to take their own photographs during court proceedings or to 

illustrate such stories with the iconography of law enforcement (e.g., small photographs of police 

cars, courthouse buildings, judge’s gavels)—or not at all. Other examples of updates to mug shot 

policies included: 

 

• Limiting mug shot publication to stories about felonies, rather than misdemeanors. 
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• Only running—in print or online—mug shots after a person is convicted—if a mug shot 

is used at all. Often, journalists said, by this point in a case, the news organization already 

had photographs of its own making, such as the courtroom images its photographers 

captured, that would take precedence over the booking mug. This was true in the 

newsroom of a weekly serving a major metropolitan area in the West. 

• Only using a mug shot if the news organization was committed to following the case 

through the legal system to its outcome. “We owe it to the defendant… if the charge was 

dismissed, or if it was disposed of, you need to let your readers know that it was disposed 

of,” explained Jon Ewing*, who is Black and the editor of a small-market daily in the 

Midwest. Even then, getting a fresh image from the courtroom was preferred. This was 

true in Swigert’s newsroom. She explained: “We have a policy that if we go through the 

conviction, we need to be there at sentencing and get a shot. Sometimes they will still be 

in jumpsuit orange. Sometimes they’ll be in a suit. If there’s a suit photo, yes, because it 

humanizes them. Even the worst people deserve to be humanized, because an orange 

jumpsuit says that you are guilty, no matter what. So our policy says, once we get to that 

point, we try to get them in court.” 

• No longer reaching into police or news archives to run mug shots related to prior brushes 

with law enforcement. Swigert’s newsrooms no longer use those file photos. “We have 

people who, you know, 20 years of mug shots annually,” she said. “If we gave, you 

know, those other years, that could imply guilt. So we just do not do that anymore.” 

  

The journalists spoke of exceptions to the mug-shot policies in newsrooms that pledged 

not to use them. They noted their news organization often chose to air, run, or post online a mug 
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shot in instances of public threat—i.e., if there was an armed fugitive, when the accused was a 

public figure, or when the mug shot itself was the story. Both of the latter were true of media 

coverage when then-former President Donald F. Trump was photographed and booked August 

23, 2023, on charges that he attempted to overturn Georgia’s 2020 presidential election vote. 

More than one of those interviewed pointed to and applauded the news media’s use of Trump’s 

mug shot, taken by the Fulton County Sheriff’s Office in Georgia. The photograph itself was 

newsworthy: No previous president had been criminally convicted or had been the subject of a 

police mug shot (Wise, 2025). In 2025, that booking photo—as published on the cover of the 

New York Post—continued to make news when observers spied it hanging in a gilded frame just 

outside the Oval Office (Wise, 2025). 

In the five years from 2017 to 2023, hundreds of news outlets around the country 

revisited their mug-shot policies, based upon research for this dissertation that included review of 

news articles published during that time about news norms and business trends. I identified 24 

news organizations by name, as well as noting that change at Gannett, the largest newspaper 

chain in the United States (Benton, 2023). Gannett as of 2022 had 217 dailies and 175 weeklies 

(Benton, 2023). Including those, I tallied 416 newsrooms that reconsidered the way they use mug 

shots in their coverage, if they used them at all (see Appendix II). These publications reflected a 

variety of corporate ownership. In addition to Gannett, mug shot changes took place at various 

publications owned by Alden Global Capital, Bangor Publishing Co., Chatham Asset 

Management, Hearst, McClatchy, Nash Holdings, Newhouse, and Tribune Publishing Co., 

among others. If anything, this may reflect an undercount: Likely there are more that did not 

publicly explain any changes, or whose explanations were not readily located online. 
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Places that continued to use mug shots likely did less to publicize their business-as-usual. 

An interviewed journalist, however, described his weekly newspaper’s continued use of them, 

explaining that including faces helps readers distinguish among people with similar names. Said 

its editor, Frank Kennedy*:  

We publish mug shots when we write about people accused of crimes, whether they’re … 
interesting misdemeanors, or whether they’re very serious felonies, or God forbid, you 
know, homicides, or you know, major crimes. But yeah, we do. We do publish them. And 
I don’t know if this is right or wrong, but we like them. 

 
This position was an outlier among the journalists I interviewed and news items I 

reviewed. In sum, the 23 articles described the mug shot policies of 33 news outlets identified by 

name—including newspapers, online news sites, and television stations. Thirty of the 33 sharply 

reduced or eliminated most uses of mug shots in news coverage (See Appendix I). Concerns 

about mug shots and their effect of reinforcing stereotypes, particularly racial ones, appeared in 

81% of articles. As Gannett officials explained in a statement to the Poynter Institute, an 

American nonprofit journalism research and educational organization, “Mugshot galleries 

presented without context may feed into negative stereotypes and, in our editorial judgment, are 

of limited news value” (Chan, 2020). 

Changing mores were reflected in the industry’s leading wire service and arbiter of style, 

as well. The Associated Press is a cooperative with 6,000 television and radio stations and 1,700 

member newspapers (Gannett nameplates are not among them, as that company operates its own 

in-house news exchange) (Bottomly, 2021; Benton, 2023). In 2021, AP announced that its wire 

service would no longer transmit mug shots along with minor crime coverage and would no 

longer name suspects in minor cases (Bottomly, 2021; Meir, 2021). A lack of follow-through 

was among the cited reasons; the wire by design has no authority to ensure that member news 

organizations will cover and share stories about those cases’ resolutions at a later date. In 
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addition, the AP announced, “We also will stop publishing stories driven mainly by a particularly 

embarrassing mugshot, nor will we publish such mugshots solely because of the appearance of 

the accused” (Meir, 2021). 

It isn’t only journalists who have turned a questioning eye to the use of mug shots in the 

news. Audiences, too, at times have challenged mug shot use in the news media. Deploying 

hashtags on social media platforms, audiences pushed back against the uneven use of mug shots 

and other images. Two viral hashtag campaigns on the erstwhile Twitter, #iftheygunnedmedown 

and #NoMugShot, criticized instances when news organizations ran favorable photographs of 

White suspects or victims and unfavorable images, including mug shots, of people of color who 

were accused of crimes or victims themselves. #iftheygunnedmedown made headlines in 2014 

when social media users of color paired dual photographs of themselves with the hashtag, 

suggesting that the less flattering images invariably seemed to appear alongside news coverage 

about non-White victims or suspects. The posts illustrated how gaze could be manipulated to 

Other victims—particularly those who died at the hands of police—to instill doubt of their worth 

and victimhood (Jackson, 2016). 

Not long after that hashtag campaign, in 2017, the Northeast newsroom where Jay 

Fields* worked abandoned the publication of mug shots. While Fields, who is Black, did not 

mention #iftheygunnedmedown, he discussed the notion of biased imagery in a way that echoes 

that campaign:  

All of these Black and brown faces are just plastered on the website and on the 
newspaper, and it was like, is it really worth it? Yes, these are crimes. Yes, we’re not 
absolving these people of their decision making. But do we have to do this? Are there any 
better images? Because historically, when other communities commit crimes, it’s always 
like a high school graduation photo. And it’s like, why? Why aren’t we looking for those 
same photos for these people in the same way for when other people do bad things? And 
I think it was just some much-needed balance, and fairness, and just to be honest some 
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like humanity, and being like, let’s not do this for anyone. Let’s do this to, like, even the 
score a little bit because this is, look around. It is very uncomfortable times. 
  

Shifts in the Media Ecology 

This case study specifically considers RQ2c: How have U.S. newsrooms’ evolving 

policies on mug shots reflected refractivist pressures from communities and journalists 

themselves, and how do these policy shifts redistribute shame and visibility within the criminal 

justice news beat? 

 
The reasons for changes in mug shot policies varied. Major drivers included worry of a 

coming racial reckoning, and another centered on a growing awareness of the way media shape 

public perceptions, especially around minorities and crime. Reporters turned Allan and Peters 

(2019) civic gaze on their own practices and asked deep questions. In the newsroom of Stephanie 

Kramer*, a White editor at a Midwest small-market daily, mug shots still are used sometimes, 

but she said decisions around when have become “way more thoughtful.” 

Every social movement that you’ve seen over the last ten years, last five years post-
George Floyd, I mean, there’s a lot of reckoning going on. Everywhere: workplaces, 
media, school boards, I mean it, it’s going on everywhere, all around us. And we have 
been part of that, you know, as the media. … I would say this goes back to my whole 
career. I mean, there have always been racial tensions at newspapers and what we’re 
covering and how we should cover things sensitively. That’s not new. That happened 
when I was in college. And it’s still happening today. 
  

More than half the journalists—7 of 12, or 58%—mentioned a growing awareness of and 

discomfort with how frequently mug shots in their publications featured people of color. Joseph, 

a White public safety reporter at a small-market Southern daily, remembered a sense of unease in 

the newsroom.  

When you look at the newspaper or look at the website, you could see what was there, 
and it made us think, ‘This doesn’t seem like it’s right.’ It was uncomfortable, kind of, to 
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do that kind of stuff. There might have been a community, not a complaint, but a 
complete community observance also from people going, you know, ‘Why so many 
Black faces or brown faces out there?’ 
  
Internationally, the United States is an outlier for its rate of imprisonment and for the 

racial disparities of its carceral state. Black men are nearly five times more likely than White 

men to be imprisoned, while the rate for Hispanic men is 1.3 times the rate for Whites (The 

Color of Justice, 2021). Explanations for these disparities include the War on Drugs policies in 

the 1970s and onward that toughened penalties for non-capital offenses and “ongoing police 

tactics that unfairly ensnare people of color into the system, and also include charging and 

sentencing practices that create stiffer punishments for people of color” (Mass Incarceration 

Trends, 2024). 

Those trends have been documented for decades. So, what catalyzed the revised views of 

mug shot publication? Each journalist was asked, “What was going on at that time, in the news 

or in your newsroom, that might have contributed to the fresh consideration?” Unbidden, many 

named names, each an example of an unarmed Black man whose abuse or death at the hands of 

law enforcement or its surrogate—made national news: 

 
 

• Rodney King, 25, whom four Los Angeles police officers struck 56 times with 

nightsticks during a traffic stop in 1991; bystander George Holliday filmed the beating, 

which King survived. The officers’ acquittal sparked the 1992 South Central LA Riots, 

also known as the Rodney King Riots. 

• Malice Greene, 35, beaten to death with flashlights by two Detroit, Michigan, police 

officers in 1992. 
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• Trayvon Martin, 17, gunned down by a neighborhood watch captain in Sanford, Florida, 

in 2012, as the teen walked home from buying candy at a store. 

• Michael Brown, 18, shot and killed just after noon during an altercation with a White 

police officer in Ferguson, Missouri, in 2014. Brown’s death spurred days of community 

protests, reported by journalists and participants under the hashtag #ferguson. It was the 

subject of international news, including for the police’s militarized response to the unrest. 

• George Floyd, 46, suffocated under the knee of a Minneapolis, Minnesota, police officer 

in 2020. Bystander video of the crime “played a major role in igniting a global protest 

movement against police violence” (Hernandez, 2021). 

  

“Every generation has their one,” reflected Fields, whose enumeration of killings that 

contributed to reimagined news processes included Emmett Till, Rodney King, Malice Greene, 

and Trayvon Martin. 

Everyone’s like yeah, Black people, why are you so mad? And we’re like, Emmett Till. 
It’s the same thing. So it’s like we’re always triggered by something because we’re like, 
‘Ah, ah, ah, hold on, we’ve seen this.’ Like, our grandmothers, uncles, dads, adults, have 
trained us, like, there is trigger and trauma, like, in the DNA, so it’s like, these things 
matter. These images matter. 

 
None of the interview participants had reported directly on these cases. Neither were 

these events directly about police mug shots, although the aftermath in Martin’s and Brown’s 

homicides included news media and social media conversations about fairness in the selection of 

candid images of the teenagers. In most of the cases, a mug shot was not part of news coverage. 

Yet each death, and its outcry, contributed to greater scrutiny on the part of the journalists where 

news practices were about to change. Some of those incidents were in some way recorded as 

they unfolded; each received heightened media attention in their aftermath. Bystander Darnella 
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Frazier, 17, recorded Minneapolis Police Officer Chauvin suffocating Floyd on a public street, 

his knee to the man’s neck as Floyd pleaded (Hernandez, 2021). Frazier’s refractivist video, 

rapidly and broadly shared and viewed online, propelled Floyd’s death to international news that 

included mass street protests and public art installations across the United States and in other 

countries. Frazier received an honorary Pulitzer Prize in 2021; a journalist called her video “one 

of the most important civil rights documents in a generation” (Hernandez, 2021). 

“We kind of started just backing off, I think, after Ferguson,” reflected Ballade, whose 

Western capital-city weekly newspaper ceased running mug shots altogether in 2021. Prior to the 

policy change, Ballade, who is White, already had stopped including mug shots on her own in 

her reporting. “Michael Brown is really the catalyst that kicked it off,” said Jones, whose 

newsroom made its change in 2020, continuing: 

 
And George Floyd is the one that just brought it all together and made people take action 
about how victims are portrayed, and then how Black people specifically, victim or 
suspect, are portrayed in the news in the media. 
  
Said Russo, a White reporter working at a small-market Midwestern daily that dropped 

routine use of mug shots in 2020, “it seemed to be at a time where people were talking about race 

relations and just kind of the conversation about racial issues in the country was really kind of at 

a high point.” 

Likewise, metajournalistic discourses in news articles also reflected growing awareness 

about the trifecta of race, policing, and stereotype revealed in news’ use of mug shots. The New 

Haven (Connecticut) Independent won industry attention in 2017 because of its long-running 

policy against mug shots—the site was far ahead of its time in its decision against them when it 

launched in 2005 (Wang, 2017). As its editor explained, “Black people are disproportionately 

https://www.nytimes.com/2015/10/25/us/racial-disparity-traffic-stops-driving-black.html
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searched at traffic stops compared to White people, yet are less likely than White people to be 

carrying contraband” (Wang, 2017).  

Two of the 12 journalists interviewed had, at earlier points in their lives, had their own 

mug shots taken after arrests. Both found themselves subjected to news coverage. In maintaining 

a policy that reflects newsroom norms before the death of George Floyd, the weekly newspaper 

that is home to one of the pair continued as of 2024 to run mug shots as its “bread and butter.” 

Regarding his personal mug shot, reflected Kennedy, who is White, “was I ashamed? 

Yeah…that’s not a reason to do away with all mug shots, because someone’s uncomfortable at 

being in the paper.”  

The second-highest theme present in articles, behind stereotyping, was that of a failure by 

news organizations to be “fair” by following cases all the way to their judicial outcomes—

whether convictions or exonerations. This theme appeared in 76% of the articles in the 

metajournalistic discourses corpus. In 67% of the articles, authors talked about the perception 

that, thanks to search engines, the internet is forever. A person’s mug shot could be retrieved 

long into the future, the shame made fresh. The pervasiveness of past criminality (or the 

accusation thereof) is longer-lasting thanks to the internet. No longer is an embarrassing mug 

shot seen in newspapers read on the subways and at dining tables one day, lining bird cages and 

wrapping fish the next. The search engine has rendered the past never truly lost to the present. 

The subjects of mug shots cannot outrun their digital legacy. In a July 14, 2016, opinion, federal 

appeals court Chief Judge R. Guy Coles Jr. wrote: “Mugshots [sic] now present an acute problem 

in the digital age. These images preserve the indignity of a deprivation of liberty, often at the 

(literal) expense of the most vulnerable among us” (Stelloh, 2017). In 38% of the articles, writers 

appealed to the idea that journalism should “minimize harm,” an echo of the Society of 

https://www.nytimes.com/2015/10/25/us/racial-disparity-traffic-stops-driving-black.html
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Professional Journalists Code of Ethics (“SPJ Code of Ethics” 2014). Publishing mug shots, 

those quoted explained, was a source of injury for their subjects with limited news value beyond 

morbid curiosity. And in 33% of the articles in the metajournalistic discourses corpus, the 

authors acknowledged that the change could, and likely would, come at the cost of page views, 

whose accompanying ad impressions are part of the many online news organizations’ financial 

strategy to pay the bills.  

News media draw the audience’s gaze to certain groups of people, particularly minorities, 

associating them with crime and tacitly endorsing the actions of law enforcement. The stigma of 

a mug shot that appears online lingers, with renewed public shaming only keystrokes away. The 

use of mug shots in news coverage Others those who are pictured, with near- and long-term 

personal and societal consequences. Yet that has been true throughout the practice of journalism 

in the United States. Why did newsrooms reconsider their mug shot practices when they did? 

One reason, opined Fields, has to do with representation, and another with this fact: “The 

newsroom is the place for uncomfortable conversations.” 

All the stuff that happened in the (19)60s, you didn’t think the newsroom was ablaze, but 
look who was in power in the ’60s. It was 300 White dudes. They’re all going to feel the 
same. And while yes, (the level of newsroom) diversity still sucks, that 2016 newsroom 
and that 1968 newsroom look totally different, so you’re going to go about it a different 
way. 
  
Kramer observed some tension during “good discussions” among her newsroom’s old 

guard and newcomers, between “the veteran reporters … who say, you know, ‘We’ve always 

done it this way, and there’s a reason why,’ … and the younger reporters who say, ‘Well, that 

doesn’t mean that we can’t change.’” Jones considered the policy change a reflection of a 

newsroom in step with the times. “The world is gonna change around you,” he said. “You’ve got 

to learn how to adapt and change with it and still keep your ethics and morals and try to be as 
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unbiased as possible.” Fields, too, dismissed tradition for its own sake: “If the traditions are 

outdated, they need to change and evolve. Let’s change them.” 

The time when news organizations had a unidirectional relationship with audiences is 

long past, particularly thanks to the affordances of the internet and social media. Those mediums 

have increased the audience’s voice, and journalists are listening. That helps journalists to 

respond to reader, viewer, and listener opinions in real time, even as it collapses the distance 

between reporter and reader. Swigert and Kramer each observed the changes over decades in the 

business. Said Swigert: 

They thought we had some kind of authority. They would answer questions, not 
questioning. Now, with social media and how savvy people are, they know they can say 
no. They know that we’re not authorities in the fact that we can impact them. … Now 
that they know they have that kind of base, they will challenge us.  
  

“Social media and Twitter has allowed a lot of these discussions to sort of immediately 

leak out of the newsroom into the public sphere, and that’s good and bad,” said Kramer. “We’re 

a lot more transparent.” 

Nationally, racial reckoning surged after Floyd’s death. A public locked down by 

COVID-19 pandemic fears and policies avidly viewed Frazier’s video of Floyd’s murder, and the 

follow-on coverage, then surged into the streets to express their fury and grief. That summer, 

there were more than 7,750 Black Lives Matter demonstrations at more than 2,440 sites, 

encompassing every state plus the District of Columbia (Kishi and Jones, 2020). Maggie 

Stanton*, a White reporter with a decade of experience in digital newsrooms in the Midwest, 

said she observed the pitch of the dialog rising in the “criminal justice community” and among 

the field’s thought-leaders, including Columbia Journalism Review and the Poynter Institute. 

That coverage turned the kaleidoscope of gaze onto news norms that, in fresh light, no longer felt 
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true to journalism’s mission to “minimize harm” (“SPJ Code of Ethics” 2014). “It felt sort of like 

a groundswell of like, hey, maybe we shouldn’t be embarrassing people,” she said. 

Newsrooms are slow to change, “and then they are sometimes fast to change when they 

see, like an obvious public pressure coming forward, which I do kind of think happened with the 

mug shot thing,” Russo said. The Overton Window, a theory devised to describe the palatability 

of political positions shifting to match changes in public sentiment, can be applied to journalists. 

Public attitudes were shifting regarding police use of force in communities of color, as reflected 

by mass protests and the #BlackLivesMatter hashtag. Scrutinizing—and sharply reducing—the 

use of mug shots in routine coverage as “racial conversations really heated up,” Russo said, was 

“a clear move that we could take at that time.” 

 
We could have probably done it before that, or years before that. So yeah, this idea that 
like, we’re only going to do something once pushed to do it. I don’t know. I don’t want to 
criticize it too much, because, but yeah, we’re not always nimble enough to to move on 
our own. But then it’s almost like it’s an elephant in the room or something, and then 
we’ll change it. ... and that’s better than never changing it at all. 
  
Citizens had, via their activism and via viral videos, brought into focus police practices in 

communities of color. Journalists were part of those communities and those conversations and 

recognized their own culpability in propping up negative narratives about who is a criminal and 

who is not. Seeing their own role in a fresh light, they made changes to bring their own views of 

their mission, ethics, and considerations of policing and race into alignment. Said Fields: 

It’s all connected: images, who is controlling putting these images out in the media, what 
images are we using, what communities are affected by this, the effect it has on people’s 
thoughts and identities of certain groups, and when does it stop. 
  
Across more than 400 newsrooms in five years, journalists resisted the concept that they 

were an extension of the police and asserted their editorial independence. As Georgia 

Congressman John Lewis, a member of the Emmett Till generation and for whom the summer of 
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1955 was turning point toward activism, told his constituents: “Emmett Till was my George 

Floyd” (Lewis, 2020). Journalists’ judgment about the routine publication of mug shots veered 

from standard operating procedure to this is gratuitous shaming. The gaze of editors and 

reporters had shifted. 
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Chapter 7:  #FreeBritney 
 

Look sexy. 

Shaming and humiliation are tools used to control and diminish women. 

  •    •    • 

Turning aside that gaze exposes oppression.  

— — — 

  

“What’s weird?” asks Britney Spears, cocking her head inquisitively. Off camera comes 

a man’s voice: “Your life.” Spears blinks her brown eyes. He continues: “Do you know it’s 

weird?” 

The sound of Spears singing a cover of Bobby Brown’s 1988 single “My Prerogative” 

plays over a 25-second rapid-fire montage of Spears’ career highs: 

 

A crush of photographers. Spears poses with armloads of MTV Video Music Awards 

Moonman trophies. Flamethrowers and elephants are seen from afar in the “Circus” 

music video. Spears grasps the bars of a cage in her “Make Me” music video. The 

performer throws back handsprings on mats in a gym. A flash: The stage from her Las 

Vegas “Piece of Me” residency. Spears tosses her hair in the commercial for her 

perfume, Prerogative. The singer waves before a GLAAD backdrop, having won its 

Vanguard Award. She catwalks down a hallway in an Instagram post, modeling a pink 

dress. She dances on a dais floating amid shark-filled waters in her video for “Work 

Bitch.” A black-and-white clip shows the singer, her trademark blonde hair black, in her 

video “Gimme More.” A quick glimpse: The program from her Planet Hollywood show. 
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Spears lifts weights. She dances at the Billboard Music Awards. She smiles on an MTV 

red carpet. Wearing a yellow string bikini, Spears arches her back against wet sand in an 

Instagram post. She cuts the ribbon at the opening of the Britney Spears Campus of the 

Nevada Childhood Cancer Foundation. Spears does a walking handstand in a gym. She 

blows a kiss to the camera in the video for “Womanizer.” 

  

Over the sequence, she is heard singing: “Everybody’s talkin’ all this stuff about me, why 

won’t they just let me live? I don’t need permission, make my own decisions, that’s my 

prerogative.” She answers the interviewer: “It’s all I’ve ever known.”  

The screen fills with the words “#FREEBRITNEY. #EndConservatorshipAbuse” 

Instagram user @RobneySpears shared the 2-minute, 19-second video and 

accompanying Twitter post, “The story behind #FreeBritney and why you should care, a thread 

https://t.co/8KYLupIbER,” on Jan. 22, 2020. Within seven months, it was retweeted more than 

22,000 times. 

Research 

This case study addresses RQ2d: In what ways did the #FreeBritney hashtag campaign 

function as refractivism on behalf of a legally Othered celebrity, and how did discourses of 

gender, mental health, and fandom converge to challenge judicial and familial authority? 

#FreeBritney as a hashtag employed a familiar online language that was legible as a 

conduit to social media activism. Its form followed an internet-speak convention that had 

emerged from earlier uses related to intersectional causes. When Britney Spears’ fans started 

tweeting #FreeBritney en force in 2019, they were following an awareness-raising model with 

successful antecedents. In her examination of hashtags as cultural artifacts, cultural theorist 

https://t.co/8KYLupIbER
https://t.co/8KYLupIbER
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Diana Dobrin (2020, p. 2) evaluated hashtags as online coalescences that evolve from “a tool” to 

“the face of a movement to eventually becoming a cultural object for public consumption.” A 

hashtag moves from an isolated utterance to a movement via repetition; its virality groups like 

conversations and advances dialog. This is visible in the following exemplars or early #free use, 

in each case, as the #FreeBritney hashtag later did, drawing attention to legal cases.  

• #Free_CeCe in 2011 leveraged online awareness and real-world collective action to 

draw attention to murder charges against CeCe McDonald, a Black transgender 

woman, in Minneapolis, Minnesota. McDonald was charged in the self-defense 

killing of a White man. The queer community challenged media accounts that 

depicted McDonald as deceptive and threatening. McDonald received a reduced 

charge and lesser prison sentence; the case also led The Minnesota Star Tribune to 

adopt a transgender style guide (Fischer, 2016; Friedman, 2021).  

• #FreeMarrisa in 2013 raised public knowledge about the Stand Your Ground legal 

case of Marrisa Alexander, a Black woman from Jacksonville, Florida, who faced 20 

years in prison for discharging a gun in the presence of her estranged husband and her 

children (Conley, 2014; Dionne, 2018; Friedman, 2021). #FreeMarrisa drew national 

scrutiny. Prosecutors offered and Alexander accepted a plea deal that included a 

much-reduced three-year sentence (Conley, 2014).  

• #FreeKesha in 2016 reflected fan activism in support of White dance-pop singer 

Kesha Rose Sebert. Sebert was embroiled in a legal effort to leave her music label, 

Sony, and to avoid further work with producer Lukasz Sebastian Gottwald, known as 

“Dr. Luke” (Hearfield, 2021). Kesha alleged that Gottwald “sexually, physically, 

verbally, and emotionally abused [her] to the point where [she] almost lost her life ... 
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in order to destroy her self-confidence, self-image, and self-worth so that he could 

maintain complete control over her life and career” (Gottwald v. Sebert, 2016 N.Y. 

Slip Op. 32815, 2014). As lawsuits and countersuits unfolded, Kesha refused to 

perform and record. Her fans and other recording artists used #FreeKesha to seek her 

release from her recording contract.  

Regarding self-reflexivity, I was a young adult when Britney Spears overtook the pop 

music scene, her ditties the soundtrack of popular radio and summertime for years to come after 

her debut in 1999. I presented a conference paper about #FreeBritney, among other hashtags, in 

2021. As an observer, I attended a #FreeBritney rally on the ellipse in Washington, D.C., on 

October 23, 2021. I have had an account on Twitter/X since May 2009 and am well-versed in its 

affordances. I, like Spears, could not help but absorb societal messages that body-shamed and 

mocked mental health struggles during that era. In 2007, a womanizing character on How I Met 

Your Mother taught his friends his “hot/crazy scale:” The more appealing a woman is to the male 

gaze, the more a man can tolerate her as she shows signs of erraticism or instability (Kellett & 

Fryman, 2007). “A girl is allowed to be crazy, as long as she is equally hot,” explained Barney 

Stinson, played by actor Neil Patrick Harris (Kellett & Fryman, 2007). Two months into her 

conservatorship, a blonde Spears with good comedic timing guest-starred on two episodes of the 

sitcom. Viewers welcomed her, even as they graphed her health against her hotness.  

To consider the way the gaze was shifted, and shame was both shed and invoked in this 

case, I studied three streams of information: Two Twitter #FreeBritney datasets and public 

writings (news articles, social media posts, and a book) about and/or by Britney Spears. I 

analyzed a draw of historic tweets that yielded information regarding each hashtag’s use at 

specified moments in time, with emphasis on retweets and original tweets (Wong, 2019, 2020, 
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2021). These tweets generated via Twitter API’s Academic Track constituted a purposive 

sampling of tweets over time bearing the #FreeBritney hashtag (N = 75,522). My choice of 

search dates was guided by Google Trends data revealing moments of intense and broad public 

interest, based upon national Google searches for the #FreeBritney hashtag, on April 14, 2019; 

July 6, 2020; and February 21, 2021. Those dates fall within what Alyssa Hasegawa Smith, 

Adina Gitomer, and Brooke Foucault Welles called “bursty” months of #FreeBritney activity 

(Smith et al., “You Want a Piece of Me.”, 2023). In April 2019, the #FreeBritney hashtag 

emerges related to Spears’ hospitalization; in July 2020, a pivotal conservatorship hearing took 

place; and the last date in February 2021 reflects the way public sentiment built after the 

February 5, 2021, release on the streaming service Hulu of The New York Times’ documentary 

“Framing Britney Spears” (Hoffower, 2021; Smith et al., 2023). I closely examined unique 

tweets (those that were not retweets, in which a user reposts or forwards a tweet created by 

another) and focused on 10,000 tweets using the #FreeBritney hashtags, following Lindlof and 

Taylor’s guidance to manage and reduce data for analysis (2002). Examination continued with 

coding the top 39 most retweeted tweets from the Britterverse—the Britney-devoted users of 

Twitter and their adjacent Twitterverse. Collectively, the 12 most retweeted items were shared 

33,389 times. In this qualitative research, I did not seek to count the frequency of words and 

phrases, but rather aimed to reveal overarching ideas and latent meanings. 

An analysis of 10,000 unique tweets, as well as the 39 most retweeted items in the 

75,522-tweet sample from the Britterverse, found multiple themes repeated: Explanation, Calls 

to Action, Emotional Outlet, Media/Industry, and Legal Updates, in rank order of frequency 

(Friedman, 2021).  
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Collecting a second stream of Twitter data, on March 27, 2021, I queried Twitter’s 

public-facing timeline to obtain #FreeBritney tweets, as generated by an internal Twitter 

algorithm (Humphreys et al., 2013; Lindlof & Taylor, 2002). This revealed visual and 

descriptive metadata about users that was not as readily retrieved in the larger dataset. This 

database of 72 #FreeBritney tweets dated from March 13, 2021, to March 20, 2021 (n = 72) and 

were created by 59 users. Of those, 26 had incorporated Spears’ name in some fashion into their 

own username, reflecting a high degree of parasocial connectedness (Friedman, 2021). Many 

also used the star’s image as their avatar—this was true also for some users whose names did not 

reference the singer. 

As a third data stream, I scrutinized Spears’ 2023 autobiography and 27 articles across 20 

news outlets in the news and entertainment press, published between 2003 and 2025, plus four 

articles from legal and fan blogs. These sources allowed me to reconstruct a narrative timeline of 

Spears’ rise, conservatorship, the hashtag that fans used to direct the gaze to her legal status, and 

her eventual release. The nature of the sources was as follows:  

 
 

• six online publications affiliated with print or erstwhile print magazines (Billboard, 

Forbes, People, The New Yorker, The Rolling Stone, Vanity Fair) 

• three affiliated with legacy news/newspaper sources (The Los Angeles Times, The 

New York Times, Page Six) 

• five borne of television or radio sources (CBS News, BBC, NBC News, NPR, The 

Tamron Hall Show) 

• and six sources categorized as digitally native, such as webzines with no material 

antecedent (Business Insider, E! News, Politico, Yahoo! Entertainment, Vice, Vox). 
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I charted the left-right bias of the outlets with the aid of established online media literacy 

tools that employ a scale of strong left/left; leans/skews left; center/middle/balanced; leans/skews 

right; and right. A combination of the bias checkers Ad Fontes Media, Allsides, Media Bias Fact 

Check, and Biasly allowed for a categorization of all outlets except Billboard, E! News, and The 

Tamron Hall Show. The bias check revealed that about 66% of the articles came from sources 

that are considered left or left-leaning, with 14 of 21 outlets rated strong left or skews/leans left; 

three outlets, or 14% of the total, rated center/balanced/middle; and the category leans or skewed 

right included one outlet, Page Six. 

Consent, Withdrawn 

Notwithstanding her frenetic work schedule and those “My Prerogative” lyrics, nothing 

was within Britney Spears’ control. From 2008 to 2021, a conservatorship in the state of 

California gave her father, James R. “Jamie” Spears and a changing cast of lawyers legal and 

physical control over Britney Spears. Her conservators took charge of every aspect of her life: 

her prescribed medication, her every business decision, her child custody arrangements, whether 

she could ask doctors to remove her implanted birth control (she could not), and crucially, 

whether she could hire a lawyer of her own choosing to help her shed her legal constraints. Using 

Britney Spears’ own money, Jamie Spears paid himself and other family members, lawyers hired 

to maintain the conservatorship, and others, including the “relentless surveillance operation” of 

Israeli security firm Black Box that helped the singer’s keepers monitor the sounds and 

conversations in her bedroom, bathroom, and on mirrored personal devices (Day & Stark, 2021). 

Before she was a hashtagged cause célèbre, Britney Jean Spears was a child performer-

turned-pop juggernaut. After becoming a hit on Disney’s wildly popular show “The All-New 

Mickey Mouse Club,” alongside three other soon-to-be-famous child performers, Christina 
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Aguilera, Justin Timberlake and Ryan Gosling, Britney broke onto the national adult music 

scene at 16 with “...Baby One More Time.” She released nine albums between 1999 and 2016, 

promoting them with lucrative world tours (Saad, 2023). Her first four albums debuted at No. 1 

on the Billboard Hot 100 (Lauer, 2006). A celebrated dancer as well, she performed during the 

2001 Super Bowl, starred in a movie, and, at 21, became the youngest recording artist to get a 

star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame (Britney Gets A “Walk Of Fame” Star - CBS News, 2003). 

She became the celebrity face of Pepsi (Spears, 2023, p. 64). Satire website The Onion invoked 

Spears as an icon of American popular culture in the aftermath of the September 11, 2001, 

terrorist attacks. Its post featured a still shot from the 2001 MTV Music Video Awards of Spears, 

a white python draped across her sun-tanned shoulders like a feather boa, under the headline, “A 

Shattered Nation Longs To Care About Stupid Bullshit Again” (The Onion Staff, 2001).  

 
Spears’ American and global omnipresence in the early 2000s typified the decade’s 

“bubblegum misogyny”: Celebrities—especially young women—were treated as public property 

(Grady, 2021). It was the norm for tabloids to feature countdowns to starlets’ eighteenth 

birthdays—including Spears’—that moment when these entertainers would become legal sexual 

quarry for older men (Barnard, 2019). Paparazzi and entertainment journalism cashed in on 

speculation about Spears’ virginity, her bust, her physique, and her social life. “I learned,” she 

later wrote in her biography, “that tabloids were making so much money off photos of me, I was 

almost single-handedly keeping some magazines in business” (Spears, 2023, p. 64). All eyes 

were on her, always. 

That included when she made missteps. Cameras documented nightclub visits with 

socialite Paris Hilton and actress Lindsay Lohan (Bellusci, 2023). Tabloids reported her Las 

Vegas wedding, annulled after 55 hours, then another marriage a year later to backup dancer 
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Kevin Federline. Spears bore sons in 2005 and 2006; the press lambasted changes to her body 

during pregnancy and after. While fleeing paparazzi, she drove with one of her children on her 

lap, and gossip magazines speculated about her fitness as a mother (Lauer, 2006). In 2007, less 

than a year post-partum, critics panned a performance she would later acknowledge was “far 

from my best” at the MTV Video Music Awards (Spears, 2023, p. 157). Spears describes that 

period as one of isolation and post-partum depression (Spears, 2023). The couple divorced in 

2006, and Spears lost custody of her sons (Saad, 2023). In 2007, Spears shaved her head, 

cameras clicking away from outside the salon where she turned a stylist’s clippers on herself 

(Saad, 2023). Four days later, a shorn Spears struck a paparazzo’s car with an umbrella (Saad, 

2023). Amid allegations that she was abusing drugs and alcohol, her husband retained primary 

custody of their children. 

 
In early 2008, Spears refused to relinquish one of her sons after a court-supervised visit 

(Boehm & Margaret, 2008). She was hospitalized on an involuntary psychiatric hold—the first 

of two in the month of January (Boehm & Margaret, 2008; Mamo, 2021; Saad, 2023). After a 

closed-door hearing in February 2008, a Los Angeles Probate Court judge created a temporary 

conservatorship over the star; Jamie Spears and an attorney controlled every aspect, personal and 

financial, of Britney Spears’ life (Barr, 2025). A doctor of geriatrics—who now declines to say if 

he ever met the singer—indicated in court papers that the star had dementia (Zemler, 2021; 

Haroun, 2021; Renfro, 2021). Spears was 26. In October 2008, the court made the temporary 

conservatorship permanent (Barr, 2025). 

In her 2023 biography, “The Woman in Me,” Spears reflected (p. 166): 

Conservatorships, also called guardianships, are usually reserved for people with no 
mental capacity, people who can’t do anything for themselves. But I was highly 
functional. I’d just done the best album of my career. I was making a lot of people a lot of 
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money, especially my father, who I found out took a bigger salary than he paid me. He 
paid himself more than $6 million while paying others close to him tens of millions more. 
  
While Spears had a literal voice in her concerts, her ability to speak freely was sharply 

curtailed by her handlers. (Spears since has written about how she was in effect muzzled, 

limiting her public communication about her legal status because of the threat of involuntary in-

patient committal and psychotropic medication.) This gives rise to an important aspect of 

refractivism: At times, when the Othered cannot do so for themselves, it is their allies who take 

up the fight on their behalf, noting power imbalances, using media tools to shift the gaze, and 

creating a changed media ecology in which better treatment is possible. 

Amid the legal arrangement, Spears continued working at a high level: She guest-starred 

in the sitcom “How I Met Your Mother”; she released four albums; she was a judge on the Fox 

talent show “The X Factor” and won accolades for her four-year Las Vegas “Piece of Me” 

residency—which grossed $500,000 per show (Saad, 2023; Phelan, 2020). She did all of this, 

Spears would later reflect in her biography, while seeing her children as much as her schedule, 

her father, and her custody agreement allowed. “Because I played by the rules,” Spears wrote, “I 

was reunited with my boys” (Spears, 2023, p. 181). 

Site of Struggle 

From the outset, Spears fans were impassioned on her behalf. The Britney Spears fandom 

showed early signs of fierce allegiance amid Spears’ paparazzi-documented spiral. In 2007, the 

year before the conservatorship, a teen posted a video to YouTube with a sobbed plea: “Leave 

Britney Alone!” (Cunningham, 2007). Invoking shame, Cara Cunningham implored viewers: “I 

know it’s hard to see Britney Spears as a human being, but trust me, she is. She’s a person; she’s 

like you or I.” Cunningham later tsk-tsked her detractors: “All you people care about is readers 
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and making money off of her. She’s a human. What you don’t realize is that Britney is making 

you all this money, and all you do is write a bunch of crap about her” (Cunningham, 2007). The 

viral video was ahead of its time in raising questions about media treatment of the star 

(Cunningham, 2007; Tamron Hall Show, 2021).  

Another teen, Jordan Miller, was a high school sophomore when he started the Spears fan 

site BreatheHeavy.com ((Billboard’s New #FreeBritney Article, 2020; Miller, 2021). “Before 

social media, fans flocked to BreatheHeavy to get updates about Britney,” Miller reflected in an 

essay on Medium (Miller, 2021). He coined the phrase “free Britney” in 2009, a year into the 

conservatorship—irate at what he heard about Spears having restricted access to cellphones 

(Jacobs, 2019; Miller, 2021; Billboard’s New #FreeBritney Article, 2020). Jamie Spears 

threatened legal action against him (Miller, 2021). “I’m really outspoken in the sense of not 

understanding why she’s placed under such restraint,” Miller told an E! News reporter at the time 

(“Jordan Miller E! Online Preview -Jamie Spears Tries To Shutdown BreatheHeavy.Com,” 

2009). His website “became a lifeline for fans to communicate with one another during Britney’s 

times of despair” (Miller, 2021). Miller and other fans were asking, if Spears could release 

albums and go on world tours, why did she require guardianship? 

Spears, who was legally akin to a child star yet again, was asking the same. At various 

points in the early years of her conservatorship, she tried to secure her own attorney to replace a 

court-appointed one. In one instance, she signed a court petition that a Rolling Stone reporter 

passed to her in secret in a hotel bathroom stall (Haroun, 2021; Spanos 2021). The courts ruled 

again and again that Spears was mentally incapable of hiring her own lawyer. Spears explained 

some aspects of the conservatorship in her biography (Spears, 2023, p. 181):  

http://breatheheavy.com/
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They put parental controls on my iPhone. Everything was scrutinized and controlled. 
Everything. I would go to sleep early. And then I would wake up and do what they told 
me again. And again. And again. It was like Groundhog Day. I did that for thirteen years. 
  
In November 2017, Los Angeles podcasters Tess Barker and Barbara Gray launched 

Britney’s Gram to talk about the star’s Instagram posts (Spanos, 2021). Spears had created the 

account, @britneyspears, in November 2011; in the years since, she has posted 3,865 times and 

has 41.9 million followers. As The New York Times described it in 2016, Spears’ Instagram was 

“wildly popular, often eccentric” (Kovaleski & Coscarelli, 2016). Spears’ posts featured 

inspirational quotes, images of her sons, and videos of herself dancing and modeling skin-baring 

outfits. In early 2019, Spears’ Instagram enigmatically and uncharacteristically went silent. 

Barker and Gray were left with a podcast about an Instagram account that had no new content. 

The duo talked on their show about Spears’ conservatorship and questioned where Spears had 

seemingly disappeared to, titling an episode #FreeBritney (Phelan, 2020; Spanos, 2021). As 

Spears herself would later share in court and in her biography, she was at that time drugged and 

kept in a Beverly Hills mental health facility (Spears, 2023; Saad, 2023). She said her handlers 

made her commit herself as punishment for resisting a second Las Vegas residency (Spears, 

2023). 

During her three-and-a-half-month confinement, Spears learned about the #FreeBritney 

movement from a nurse. “I peered at her computer and tried to make sense of what I was 

seeing,” Spears wrote in her autobiography. “It was women on a talk show talking about me and 

the conservatorship. One was wearing a #FreeBritney T-shirt” (Spears, 2023, pp. 239-240). 

The nurse showed me clips of other things, too—fans saying they were trying to figure 
out if I was being held somewhere against my will, talking about how much my music 
meant to them and how they hated to think I was suffering now. They wanted to help. 
And just by doing that, they did help. All the things the nurse was seeing, everyone at the 
hospital was seeing, too. The doctor eventually noticed that people around the world were 
asking why I was still locked up. It was all over the news. 
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Barker and Gray hosted rallies outside Spears’ court hearings. Adding fuel to the 

hashtag’s virality, in April 2019, Britney’s Gram, the podcast, posted a voicemail purportedly 

from someone on the performer’s legal team saying the star was in a mental hospital against her 

will; the clip has been heard on SoundCloud more than 85,000 times (Villarreal, 2021; Spanos, 

2021). The same month, fans were rallying on Spears’ behalf, arguing that whatever Spears’ 

difficulties in 2008, the uber-productive performer had shown she could be free of oversight—or 

at least from that of her father (Hoffower, 2021). Meantime, her conservators used Spears’ own 

money to pay Black Box security to “infiltrate” a #FreeBritney demonstration and to develop 

dossiers on prominent activists for a “threat assessment report” (Day & Stark, 2021). For Spears, 

the #FreeBritney movement gave her the confidence to try, again, to make a legal change to her 

circumstances. As she later wrote (Spears, 2023, pp. 240-241):  

 
Seeing them marching in the streets, chanting “Free Britney!”—that was the most 
amazing thing I’d ever seen in my life. I know some people laughed at it. They saw the 
pink T-shirts with my name on them and said, “What kind of cause is this?”  
But if they really knew what I was going through and understood the connection I have 
with my fans, I don’t think they would have laughed. The truth is, I was being held 
against my will. And I did long to know that people might care whether I lived or died. 
  
The hashtag’s virality drew media attention, which in turn further broadened public 

awareness of the campaign. Celebrities, including Sarah Jessica Parker and Bette Midler, posted 

the hashtag; singer Miley Cyrus shouted it from stages between 2019 and 2021; mainstream 

news media wrote stories about it (Berg, 2021). A sample headline, in Rolling Stone in 2021: 

“#FreeBritney: Understanding the Fan-led Britney Spears Movement” (Spanos, 2021). Use of 

#FreeBritney grew 377%—to more than a quarter-million tweets—in the four days after the 

February 2021 release of The New York Times/Hulu documentary “Framing Britney Spears”, one 

of five documentaries about the conservatorship that came out that year (Berg, 2021). 
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#FreeBritney documentaries streamed on Hulu, Netflix, the BBC, and CNN. A fan on Twitter 

included the hashtags #FreeBritney and #wearesorrybritney in a message retweeted 2,903 times: 

“Thank you @nytimes you did what you could. 🎀💔” The hashtag campaign received an 

injection of credence when her lawyer wrote that it was “far from being a conspiracy theory” 

(Hoffower, 2021).  

In 2019 and 2020, Spears’ attorney told the court she feared her father and would no 

longer perform with him as her conservator. In the summer months of 2021 came the undoing of 

13 years of court-ordered restrictions. On June 23, 2021, in a first, Spears herself was allowed to 

address the court. As she told the judge, according to a leaked transcript verified and posted by 

NPR (2021): 

I shouldn’t be in a conservatorship if I can work and provide money and work for myself 
and pay other people. It makes no sense. The laws need to change. What state allows 
people to own another person’s money and account and threaten them and saying, “You 
can’t spend your money unless you do what we want you to do.” And I’m paying them.  
  

She further told the judge that her conservators and lawyer did not advise her of her legal 

rights: “I didn’t know I could petition the conservatorship to end it. I’m sorry for my ignorance, 

but I honestly didn’t know that,” she said (NPR Staff, 2021). A month later, the judge ruled that 

Spears could replace her court-appointed lawyer (Haroun, 2021). She did so and asked the court 

to remove her father as her conservator (Barr, 2025). Jamie Spears, in August 2021, said he 

would step down “when the time is right”; in September, a judge suspended him (Levin, 2021). 

That fall, Spears posted an Instagram photo of herself wearing a shirt emblazoned with the 

#FreeBritney hashtag (Reslen, 2021). The conservatorship officially ended in November 2021 

(Barr, 2025). 

 
 

https://www.businessinsider.com/britney-spears-new-lawyer-conservatorship-2021-7
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Shifts in the Media Ecology 

Is it appropriate—at least in an academic context—to consider Britney Jean Spears, 

world-famous and wealthy, as an Other? Yes. The performer was a global pop sensation with 

lucrative recording, residency, and touring deals to her name. Yet under her conservatorship, her 

father legally became her. “I am Britney Spears now,” he said, according to Britney’s 

autobiography. (Farrow & Tolentino, 2021; Spears, 2023, p. 175).  

During her conservatorship, Spears was on stage, but powerless. Her voice was 

suppressed. She tried and failed, several times, to hire a lawyer to help her end the legal 

oversight of her finances, schedule, and life. She did not consent to consign herself to heavy-

handed handlers. In view of the public, she smiled and sang and posted on Instagram (with the 

aid and oversight of her team) (Farrow & Tolentino, 2021). Yet her digital devices were 

monitored; her ability to speak freely was curtailed. As she reflected in her autobiography 

(Spears, 2023, p. 183): 

 
My freedom in exchange for naps with my children—it was a trade I was willing to 
make. There is nothing I love more—nothing more important to me on this earth—than 
my children. I’d lay down my life for them. So, I thought, why not my freedom?  
  
This case study began with the research question RQ2d: In what ways did the 

#FreeBritney hashtag campaign function as refractivism on behalf of a legally Othered celebrity, 

and how did discourses of gender, mental health, and fandom converge to challenge judicial and 

familial authority? Over time, and with rising intensity, Spears’ public became her voice. 

Digitally armed and parasocially connected, fans made #FreeBritney on Twitter a cause that 

could not be ignored. The star credited fan-activism for giving her the courage to try, a final 

time, to gain her independence (Spears, 2023, p. 241): 
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I don’t think people knew how much the #FreeBritney movement meant to me, especially 
in the beginning. Toward the end, when the court hearings were going on, seeing people 
advocating for me meant a whole lot. But when it first happened, that got my heart, 
because I was not okay, not at all. And the fact that my friends and my fans sensed what 
was happening and did all that for me, that’s a debt I can never repay. If you stood up for 
me when I couldn’t stand up for myself: from the bottom of my heart, thank you. 
  
In drawing the public’s gaze to Spears’ hobbled legal status, #FreeBritney served the 

additional purpose of educating the broader public about conservatorships and guardianships. In 

fall 2021, California Gov. Gavin Newsom signed a conservatorship reform law named the “Free 

Britney Act” (Barr, 2025). Said bill sponsor Assemblyman Evan Low: “California’s 

conservatorship system is failing people from every walk of life, whether they are a global 

superstar whose struggles unfortunately play out in public or a family unsure of how to take care 

of an elderly parent” (Colliver, 2021). The American Civil Liberties Union cited Spears’ case in 

calling for greater transparency in the system. “This issue is getting attention right now because 

of Britney Spears’ fame,” said ACLU attorney Zoe Brennan-Krohn. “But she is only one of 

untold thousands nationwide under or at risk of guardianship or conservatorship” (Lopez, 2020). 

The same year, members of Congress called for hearings about conservatorships, calling “multi-

platinum performing artist Britney Spears … the most striking example” of the potential for 

abuse in the system (Jordan & Gaetz, 2021). U.S. Reps. Jim Jordan and Matt Gaetz wrote, “If the 

conservatorship process can rip the agency from a woman who was in the prime of her life and 

one of the most powerful pop stars in the world, imagine what it can do to people who are less 

powerful and have less of a voice” (Jordan & Gaetz, 2021). Said the president of the Los 

Angeles group Disability Voices United: “The #FreeBritney movement has given us a moment 

in time that is allowing us to shine a light on a system that we have been concerned about for 

many, many years” (Colliver, 2021). 
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From 2008 to 2021, Spears lived in a metaphorical gilded cage. Did it matter if Spears 

was legally bound, unable to set her own work schedule, her parenting time limited, living on an 

allowance far below what her lawyers and father paid themselves? At first the conservatorship 

seemed to bring relief: Spears was behaving once again. If she smiled and waved and danced and 

sang, was that enough of a life? Public opinion initially largely accepted that Spears’ handlers 

were saving her from herself—and for her audience’s benefit. Her body, rather than a site of 

resistance, was public property. Elle magazine in 2009 heralded her return to form. Her post-

partum abs were taut once more; her shaved head was an unwelcome memory. The headline: 

“Brit, the one we love—blond, happy, and back on top” (Farrow & Tolentino, 2021). Discourses 

of gender, mental health, and fandom converged to accept Spears’ conservatorship as an 

apparent necessity. 

Hindsight always brings its own reevaluations. Spears’ sole request to director Dave 

LaChapelle in making the 2016 video for an unreleased version of the video for “Make Me” was 

that he film her in a cage. On Instagram, when Spears herself was in treatment, LaChapelle 

shared that he found it “very suspect” that the previously unreleased video footage “was ‘leaked’ 

while Britney was ‘away.’” He reflected on Twitter about photographing the teen for the cover of 

Rolling Stone in her childhood bedroom. “I could tell even back then something wasn’t right. - 

David LaChapelle #freebritney” (david_lachapelle, 2019; Goldblatt, 2019). #FreeBritney aimed 

to draw the public’s and the court’s gaze to the conditions of a pop star deprived of her legal 

rights. As Spears wrote, “The conservatorship stripped me of my womanhood, made me into a 

child” (Spears, 2023, p. 188). During her conservatorship, Spears kept a grueling performance 

and tour schedule; she was not allowed the creative freedom to alter her Vegas show (Spears, 

2023). Spears reflected, “I had always felt my music in my bones and my blood; they stole that 
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from me” (Spears, 2023, p. 188). Forbes in 2021 estimated Spears’ net worth at $60 million 

(Berg, 2021). She was a moneymaker, and her conservatorship was running the business for 

cash. As Spears later wrote in her autobiography (Spears, 2023, p. 200):  

Whether it was strangers in the media or within my own family, people seemed to 
experience my body as public property: something they could police, control, criticize, or 
use as a weapon. My body was strong enough to carry two children and agile enough to 
execute every choreographed move perfectly onstage. And now here I was, having every 
calorie recorded so people could continue to get rich off my body. 

 
While Spears herself felt restrained, her fans took up the cause. Media scholar Ethan 

Zuckerman (2014, p. 156) defined participatory civics as having digital media at its core, with 

participants who expect both to have their views reach a receptive audience and to have their 

words echo online in hopes of effecting change: 

One of the characteristics of this version of civics is an interest—perhaps a need—for 
participants to see their impact on the issues they’re trying to influence. Practitioners of 
participatory civics have grown up on participatory media: they are used to being able to 
share their perspectives and views with the world, and to seeing their influence in terms 
of how many people read and share their words. 

 
Thus, it is appropriate that this research studies tweets, and especially retweets, which 

reflect traction and are a form of digital endorsement that an idea bears repeating. Spears’ status 

was a central part of the online identity of 59 popular and public-facing Twitter accounts I 

studied; 26 of them used Spears’ picture or name as a part of their own Twitter name and avatar, 

such as “Free Britney Ohio” and “Free Britney Los Angeles.” To help Spears break out of the 

conservatorship, fans understood they needed to educate others, take real-world action, and 

agitate loudly. Tweeted one fan in a call to action: “stand up for britney spears the same way you 

stood up and ran to the dance floor when toxic started to play. #FreeBritney.” Posters’ words 

were remixed with callbacks to 2007’s viral “leave Britney alone” video (madringking1119, 

2011). Wrote one user, Spears had worked hard all her life, yet she was “locked in a gilded cage 
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for over a decade.” The tweets showed a high degree of parasocial connection with the star. Her 

fans considered themselves on a first-name basis with her. 

Conservatorship hearings took place, until the very end, behind closed doors. Spears’ 

efforts to get out from under her legal strictures, to hire an attorney of her own, went nowhere: 

Again and again, her father’s lawyers argued that she lacked the capacity to make legal 

decisions. Cloaked legal proceedings heightened fan speculation (Hoffower, 2021). This is where 

the Britterverse became Spears’ voice. Fans’ digital noise and real-world activism attracted the 

attention of documentarians, journalists, and lawmakers. In answer to the research question, how 

can the use of media tools shift the gaze, altering narratives and acts of shaming?, Spears’ 

supporters used #FreeBritney on Twitter, combined with real-world action, to draw attention to 

her plight—her status as a conservatee and as a woman whose mental health was the subject of 

public speculation, to educate about it, and to advocate for change at a time when Spears was 

legally restrained from self-advocacy. The viral hashtag spawned mainstream news coverage and 

documentaries. Further, the singer herself later wrote that her belated awareness of her fandom’s 

support gave her the courage to renew her own resistance to her legal hobbling. Lastly, Spears 

herself after gaining her legal independence used a biography to thank the public and to share an 

inside view of the 13-year conservatorship.  

The #FreeBritney movement was noisy and noticeable. Protests took place online and in 

person. In accordance with the participatory civics and media theories of Zuckerman (2014), fan 

efforts included real-world, thick engagement in addition to digital activism. Spears’ advocates 

engaged also in real-world activism: They painted and used markers to make signs, they 

screenprinted shirts, and they hot-glued pink rose lapel pins and gave them away to participants 

and passersby—the pink rose a nod to emoji the singer often included in her Instagram posts. 
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They thronged on courthouse steps and hoisted full-size cardboard cut-outs of the star at rallies 

from Los Angeles to Washington, D.C. They circulated digital petitions and blasted out 

expressions of goodwill for an end to Spears’ conservatorship and an examination of 

guardianships and conservatorships on a broader scale. As Spears eventually was allowed to 

testify in open court, making a final push to end her conservatorship: “I just want my life back.” 
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Chapter 8:  Conclusion 

In this dissertation, I have investigated the meaning of gaze, considered who might be 

Othered in a hegemonic society, and parsed how acts of shaming are a power play. In 

investigating cases from hair salon to rock arena, newsroom to courtroom, this work aims to 

extend theories of gaze. This work draws on literature about gaze, including the panopticon, the 

male gaze, the civic gaze, and the oppositional gaze and has birthed a new theory, refractivism, 

to describe behaviors that have not previously been analyzed. 
In the preceding case studies, we see the concept of refractivism in action. Women in The 

Gray Book discarded the notion that, as one member said, “gray=old.” Lizzo built a following by 

playfully yet purposefully rejecting narratives that would shame and Other her for her size. 

Journalists withdrew their consent to the public shaming of criminal suspects when they 

withdrew from news practices that made the news an extension of the Carceral State, the uneven 

application of the law that Others people of color. Fans of Britney Spears, and later Britney 

Spears herself, challenged the narrative that her mental health necessitated a legal status that 

made her more child than adult.  

Media ecology, too, diagrams a network of influence and power. The audience is 

mediated—represented through media—and mediatized—given media products that reinscribe 

those representations. In current times, those who engage in social media spaces are entering an 

understanding of consent: Users who “look” agree to be “looked at” in return (Ibrahim, 2020). 

Perhaps “Statement of Mutual Consent” would be more honest than the so-named, small-print 

“Terms of Service” that require users to click “I agree” before they can enter social media spaces 

as participants. When users accept the “invitation to gaze,” they agree to become part of the 
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spectacle (Ibrahim, 2020, ix). By challenging those gazes, those who are Othered bring into 

focus additional perspectives on what society could be like. 

This dissertation explored multiple sites of struggle. The body—including, but not only, a 

woman’s body—is a locus of resistance that is increasingly and profitably studied like a text 

(Edwards & Esposito, 2014). This research did so by studying Othered bodies: the Gray Book’s 

members’ resistance to ageism; Lizzo’s physique; #FreeBritney’s fans’ activism against the 

infantilizing, disempowering conservatorship abuse of Britney’ body and work; and those 

arrested individuals sensationalized in mug shots. As noted early in this dissertation, these 

chapters, and the research conducted is cultural studies work. Cultural studies itself, in which this 

dissertation engages, is itself a “site of political struggle” (Agger, 2014). Cultural studies often 

takes on fights, often about and against unjust hierarchies. Lacan and Mulvey pointed to the site 

of struggle inside their view of womankind, in which a woman interiorizes the perceived voice of 

a man’s desires for how she looks and acts (Mulvey, 1975; Lacan, 1981). hooks (2006) leveled 

an oppositional gaze at media that represented those desires, desires frequently articulated to the 

detriment especially of Black people unfairly depicted in media, especially in visuals.  

The Gray Book, Lizzo, mug shots, and Britney Spears. Each chapter has carried its own 

moral valence, its own stakes, its own definition of oppression and freedom. Each scrutinized a 

shifted gaze. In each, shame was a tool for social control, and in shedding shame and in turning 

the gaze, those who would be humbled were empowered. They did this via a fresh 

operationalization of the concept of gaze. Each act of refractivism varied in its details, its 

moment in history, and its implications. Each featured an Other or Others, excluded from justice 

and fairness in hegemonic society. Perhaps they were non-White, or got arrested, or identified as 

women (or tracked the labeling and dismissing of women considered to be aged, obese, or 
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mentally incompetent). Castigated simply for being as they are, the cases show how individuals 

and groups have used analog and digital media tools to draw attention to new narratives that 

challenge the status quo. Those profiled in these pages are, in essence, agents of change whose 

actions created agentic moments, moments seized, that then resulted (after much time and 

massive effort) in shifts in the media ecology. Change, as these disparate cases show, is possible, 

and challenges can be tipped into small victories and the occasional big win with the deployment 

of innovative, community-accessible media platforms. Refractivism is theory, it’s a way of 

thinking, it’s a tactic. The case studies in this dissertation have documented that refractivism can 

bring important truths into the light. An old order and ways of thinking can be revealed as 

distorted, disordered, discriminatory, dishonest. 

Taking action, individuals and groups who have been Othered, excluded, rejected, or 

maligned can use media tools to subvert that status quo. Via framing, news purveyors direct 

audiences’ gazes to certain stories while overlooking others. When counterpublics create media 

artifacts and engage with the news media, they challenge power relations that would shame and 

exclude them. That resistance leads to change—sometimes momentous, sometimes individual, 

sometimes lasting, and sometimes fleeting. They shift the gaze. 

The approaches taken in each of these case studies are as individual as their 

circumstances. This methodological framework is boundary-crossing and method-expansive—a 

researcher may consider an array of research approaches before selecting one which best 

contributes to seeking answers to research questions. While these examples employ primarily 

qualitative research methods, quantitative scholarship, too, could bolster researchers who seek 

fresh ways to study how Others deploy media to shift the gaze and contest power. This concept is 

indifferent to method, so long as key elements are present: an Other, oppression, media tools that 
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amplify a fresh narrative, and new visions. Those tools can include and are not limited to the 

media artifacts considered in this dissertation: photography, books, news coverage, and social 

media platforms and accounts, with all that they can entail, such as text, videos, audio, images, 

and hashtags. I envision broad application of these ideas—such as by practitioners of research 

into history, meme studies, artificial intelligence products, musicology, popular culture, and 

linguistics, to name but a few. Surely there are tools and scenarios not reflected here, or not 

imagined yet, for which this theory could be a useful lens to understand how those who are 

Othered do the difficult work of resistance. The distinct nature of the preceding case studies 

makes the case that scholars across various disciplines could use this theory to better understand 

how those who are outcasts deploy media tools to make their oppression visible. The 

contribution of this work is to extend existing scholarship about counter-hegemonic resistance to 

oppression, illuminating instances when Others make use of media tools to shift the gaze. 

Americans love to tell stories, and the stories they tell can both conceal and reveal hard 

truths. Media tools help to amplify these stories. In this dissertation, I have taken up moments 

when counterpublics resist the stories, the narratives, that exclude and penalize them, that would 

shame them for the very act of being. Counterpublics turn to the tools that would be their own 

undoing to tell a new story. The prophet Isaiah, in Jewish tradition and the Christian Bible, calls 

people to turn from war to peace, to “beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears into 

pruning hooks” (Isaiah 2:4). Those who are Othered turn the tools of their oppression to cultivate 

a more just world. This application of a refractivist gaze provides a lens, a framework, for 

researchers to study instances when those who have been oppressed use media tools to resist. 

That resistance can force a reckoning.  
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Limitations & Directions for Future Research 
 
 

 As noted repeatedly above, this dissertation grapples with specific moments when the 

public, both mediated (members of society who are presented via the media) and mediatized (fed 

by the very media that society’s members create), push against the status quo. The Othered do so 

using the same media that sought to pinpoint them under the unflinching gaze of a hegemon 

determined to retain power. Via the affordances of the media they use, whether analog or digital, 

they work to rewrite the narrative of what is acceptable and what is not in society. At key, 

agentic moments, those who would be controlled take control. They reconsider and reject the 

tacit agreements that led to a mediated reality that made them outsiders. Those with power lose 

their stranglehold on the narrative. The once-rebuked spit out a media diet that fed the 

hegemon’s appetite. They do so by turning the tools of their oppression into the tools of their 

resistance. Re-deploying the media that have presented a distorted view of themselves and the 

world, they pull the levers of power. 

This work is wide-ranging, yet the approaches I have selected to illustrate the concept of 

the gaze in action certainly are not the only ones. For each example here, one could consider the 

data in another way, via a fresh method, or collect still different data that would evidence the 

turning of the gaze. These instances were chosen subjectively, based upon my observations and 

experiences. I am a Western researcher, and these examples are American. Yet I would not argue 

that this theorization of gaze is an American concept, and I look forward to conducting and 

seeing others conduct applications of this framework in other national contexts. These examples 

are relatively recent—within one lifetime for some. In taking this theory and applying it still 
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further into the past, such as a focus on analog media artifacts, I am eager to see what insights 

scholars could gain that would help society better understand itself and its antecedents. 
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         Boston (Maine) Globe 

Hearst Communications 
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         Biloxi (Mississippi) Sun Herald 

Sacramento (California) Bee 

Nash Holdings 

The Washington (D.C.) Post 

Poynter Institute for Media Studies 

         Tampa Bay (Florida) Tribune 

Salt Lake Tribune Inc.  

The Salt Lake (Utah) Tribune  

Tribune Publishing Co.  

         Orlando (Florida) Sentinel 

USA Today Co. (formerly Gannett) 

217 dailies 

175 weeklies 
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