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Foreword. 
 

I don’t want to do acknowledgements; nobody ever reads them, and many of the peo-

ple, who I wish to thank and acknowledge, are young scholars and activists who need 

and deserve attention. In a society that celebrates individual achievements, taking a 

stance to credit those who are not in one’s list of references is a feminist practice – 

after all, emotional and invisible labor are at the core of the gendered, social and many 

other inequalities that we fight to demolish. 

The	people	who	have	inspired	this project and who continue to be an inspira-

tion in my life and work are all of those feminists, activists and professionals who 

work with gender, sexuality and sexual violence every day. The staff at KØN – Gender 

Museum Denmark, Jasmin Idriss and our amazing crew of Equality March volunteers, 

Zeon Donen from Everyday Sexism Project, Anne Hegelund from Ikke Én Mere, and 

Lisbeth Uhd from KvindePolitisk Forum. These people, and many others, make up the 

core of the feminist environment in Aarhus, which I have come to rely on for support 

as well as loving criticism. Among the most inspiring people I know are also Helena 

Bjørg Greve, whose work as a sex educator is sorely needed in this world, and Sally 

Thrane, whose dedication to working with battered women continues to inspire. 

Among	the	people	who	have	taken	part	 in this project are of course the re-

search participants and my supervisors, Carsten Stage and Jette Kofoed; I am over-

whelmed by the time and energy that they have invested in this project. I also wish to 

thank Ann-Katrine Schmidt Nielsen, Pernille Meyer Christensen, Felix Kühn Ravn, 

Lasse Gammelgaard, Henrik Zetterberg-Nielsen, Stefan Kjerkegaard, Camille Møhring 

Reestorff, Tobias Skiveren, Josefine Brink Siem, Dorthe Refslund Christensen, Dan 

Ringgaard and all the other friends and colleagues who have offered support, feed-

back and guidance along the way. Thanks to Aisha Malik, Daren Leung, Nick Fogarty 

and the people at USYD’s Department of Cultural and Gender Studies for welcoming 

me into their community, and to Elspeth Probyn for making my time there possible. 

My deepest thanks to Natalie Hendry, who, despite corona- and travel-restrictions, 
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has found the time and possibility for several productive and eye-opening collabora-

tions. Thanks to Elise Andrew for proofreading and to Rafael for assisting with 

graphics and for designing the cover of this dissertation. 

Among the	people	who	have	put	the	project	to	use	are: STOP Chikane, Dansk 

Kvindesamfund, Digitalt Ansvar, Center for Digital Pædagogik, Save the Children, and 

many others who have been willing to hear, read and ask questions about this re-

search. I am honored that these groups and organizations are making my work mat-

ter in their practices. 

Finally,	an infinite amount of thanks to the	people	who	I	love – to my birth-fam-

ily for their dedicated attempts to understand and support my work, and for cozy 

lockdown-workdays and Vesterhav-walks; to my chosen family for being the most 

incredibly inspiring and caring people I have ever known. Thanks to Jasmin and 

Amira for new perspectives, critical insights and sisterhood; to my witchy girlfriends, 

Sally and Bjørg, for making the world a more magical place; to Andreas for phone 

calls, movie nights, and morning swims; to Manju, Ilene, Richi, Joao, Leon and the 

burner community for dreams, escapism and a home away from home; and to Rafael 

for comfort, freedom and everything in between.



3 
 

Prologue.  

The participants and their texts 
 

Before reading this dissertation, you must meet Amalie, Mathilde, Karen, Leonora and 

Anne-Mette. Except for Anne-Mette, these are not their real names, they are the 

names of historic Danish female writers who claimed a voice and made a difference 

as authors and as women. Amalie Skram, Mathilde Fibiger, Karen Blixen and Leonora 

Christina Ulfeldt lived in times in which they represented rare voices in literature– 

just as the participants in this project represent rare voices within academic and pub-

lic discourses of digital sexual violence today. 

In the first part of this prologue, I present their stories, constructed through the 

bits of information they shared during the research process. In the second part, you 

get to hear their own voices and read some of the texts they themselves have pro-

duced1. Their stories might be shocking, as well as inspiring, but the stories are not 

here to intrigue and entertain the reader. They are here because they are condensed 

versions of the realities that this dissertation will explore and expand upon. 

 

Part 1: The participants 

Amalie first realized that her images were being circulated in 2015 when an anony-

mous Facebook profile sent her screenshots of a computer folder full of miniature 

images. The images were pictures that Amalie had taken in 2012 and sent to a then-

boyfriend to document her weight loss. Not knowing who the offenders were, she 

reported the assault to the police, but they quickly closed the case telling her to “not 

do something like that again”. Meanwhile, Amalie was being frequently contacted by 

people who had seen her images and who wanted to harass, embarrass and confront 

her. In an attempt to reclaim some power, she volunteered in a feminist grassroots 

organization and participated in a few media and news stories about digital sexual 

assault. After the media coverage, the police reopened her case, however, once again, 

                                                        
1 Note that the texts have been translated from Danish to English. 
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quickly shut it down. Still today, she occasionally receives harassing messages, and 

she has recently been implicated in a large-scale police investigation looking into a 

network of offenders collecting and distributing assaulting images. However, the har-

assment has decreased and the shame she initially felt has shifted to anger which, in 

turn, fuels her political interest and engagement. 

 

Mathilde sent intimate images of herself to someone she was flirting with. She was 

aware of the risk that sharing the images would entail, so she avoided showing her 

face or anything identifiable in the images. Nevertheless, the pictures were shared 

alongside her personal details, profile picture from Facebook and link to her account. 

This resulted in a wave of contacts and harassment from anonymous profiles sending 

the images back to her, wanting to shame her. First, she had a clear idea of who might 

have initiated the image sharing, but after a confrontation with this person, she real-

ized that he probably had not. Shortly after, she discovered that an email conversa-

tion she once had with a then-boyfriend had been tampered with. She has no way of 

contacting him, but knowing that he would have been able to hack her account, she 

feels certain that he is responsible. After a long time of struggling with anxiety and 

feelings of being ashamed and exposed, she too feels anger now; at the same time, she 

is too busy finishing her education to allow the assault to interfere so much with her 

life anymore. 

 

Karen knows who initiated the assault. At age seventeen, she was dating a man, who 

she today describes as abusive. He took pictures of her both when she did not realize 

it and during a physical assault. When she finally decided to break up with him, he 

sent the pictures to her parents and shared them on Snapchat. Karen reported the 

assault to the police and, with help from a lawyer, managed to get him convicted of 

distributing child pornography. Following the assault, Karen has been very active tell-

ing her story. She has not been contacted by strangers very often, but has developed 

PTSD since the assault, which she still struggles with today all while maintaining her 

work advocating for the rights of digital sexual assault victims. 

 



5 
 

Leonora was sixteen when she went to a party in a local community house. During 

the evening, she got drunk and passed out outside the house. A boy, who was also at 

the party, had sex with her while others filmed it and the video was shared all over 

the town. Leonora does not describe the incident as rape, especially because she does 

not remember that it happened and if not for the images, she probably would have 

never realized. Instead, she focuses on the image sharing, which she reported to the 

police. No one was prosecuted in the case, but she regards the police as helpful in 

stopping the sharing, and emphasizes how lucky she felt that her parents supported 

and helped her in the time after the assault and in actively confronting those who 

shared the video. A few years later, an image from the video once again showed up 

on Instagram, but after reporting it to the police, it was taken down. Today she some-

times fears that the images or her memory of the night will return, but she tries to be 

open about her story and to use it for something good. For example, she has partici-

pated in a master’s thesis project after which she also got the courage to volunteer at 

Offerrådgivningen (a phone line that victims of sexual assault can call for help and 

guidance). 

 

Anne‐Mette	Skov does not wish to be anonymous in this project, as she gives public 

talks on her experiences with DSA. In 2019, she was contacted by an anonymous per-

son telling her that her ex-partner was sharing nude images of her because she 

cheated on him. It did not make sense to her, since she had not cheated nor had she 

shared any images with her ex-partner. She convinced the person to send her the im-

ages. The pictures were of her, however, she was not aware that they had been taken. 

Shortly after, two additional people contacted her - one of them threatening to share 

the images with her family and friends if she did not send him new ones. As a re-

sponse, she decided to share her story publicly on Facebook and in the press. Since 

then, the extortion has stopped. Today, a few years later, she publicly calls herself a 

victim of sextortion. She has doubts about how the assault will affect her future and 

she struggles with anxiety, but she also believes that openness and advocacy is the 

best way for her to turn her experiences for the better. 
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Part 2: The texts 

This project has used creative writing as a method to explore experiences of digital 

sexual assault. The participants’ creative texts will be quoted throughout the disser-

tation, but here are some of the texts in their entirety. This prologue only includes 

texts from Amalie, Mathilde and Karen for the reason that Leonora and Anne-Mette 

participated in a workshop with a different approach to writing, as will be explained 

later. 

	

Mathilde:	“Describe	social	media	as	a	room”	

I am sitting in my bed occupied by an unimportant TV show when I suddenly feel a 

vibration next to my hand. It is my phone. In the moment, I unlock my phone and the 

Messenger app opens, I suddenly find myself in a clinical white room. All the walls 

are made of glass. Behind the glass, I can see several silhouettes lurking in the room, 

but I can’t see their faces. They don’t have any. Just an empty grey mass. It seems 

wrong. 

In the middle of the room is a big round table. In front of all the seats there is a lamp 

fixed to the table. Most of the seats are taken by my nearest friends, but several are 

empty. Four of the lamps are green. My lamp is also green. I can see my friends. I 

recognize them, but I don’t feel like them. I look more like one of the faceless, empty, 

grey silhouettes behind the glass wall than I look like my friends. My friends try to 

catch my attention but without success. They can’t catch my attention. The empty 

greys silhouettes behind the glass walls caught it long ago. 

I am alone in my kitchen cooking a meal when I receive a message. I barely look at the 

phone before I am back in the clinical white room with the glass walls again. One of 

the previously empty seats is no longer empty. It is taken by one of the grey silhou-

ettes without a face. He wants to contact me. 

 

Mathilde:	“Who	and	how	is	she	today/in	the	future?”	

The sun has come out early this year. The winter coats have been packed away at the 

back of the closet. She can no longer hide behind dark coats and scarfs. The folds of 

the green flowered dress are dancing in the light wind. The determined steps of the 
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high heels are echoing between the tall old buildings. Her back is straight and her 

eyes a little distant. The city is vibrant. Young men and women with red and blue hats 

[high school graduates, ed.]. They are happy. When she sees a group of young men all 

wearing red hats, she straightens up, more than what seems possible, while passing 

them. She looks straight ahead. Cool, with a rigid glance. 

 

Amalie:	“When	you	first	realized	the	assault”	

I am in a small room, it is confined and smells like bed sheets. It is dark, the only light 

coming from an Ikea lamp that glows yellowish along with a bit of streetlight from 

outside shining in. There is a desk that staggers and someone is sitting by it, it is not 

me. We are not really communicating, he is just sitting there with his computer and I 

am sitting on a mattress. It is the kind of mattress where you can feel the springs in 

your back when you lie on it, which makes noises when you step on it, and really is 

not very comfortable at all. Maybe it is that mattress that smells like old bed sheets.  

Otherwise, the room is distant from me now; maybe I could accidentally make up how 

it felt. When I think about it, I do not remember it as a nice place at that time. 

But the room is small and confined, and the sun has set outside. I am tired, it has been 

a long warm summer day where the entire city smells like asphalt, sweat and green 

leaves. I am physically exhausted, tired from the heat, walking up and down streets 

and sidewalks and feeling the smoke from the cars.  

I am in the small room thinking about what kind of day it has really been. How I smell, 

that I need fresh air. The atmosphere is thick but without any real reason.  

It is quiet, and I think I am staring into my phone screen, Facebook, easily recogniza-

ble in blue and white. Suddenly the phone vibrates, it tickles my hand, and out of no-

where, a tiny red dot with a number in it appears by the miniature of a person’s sil-

houette. A friend request has come in. It is faceless, no information, only the grey out-

line of a person.  

I mention it, that it is weird. The atmosphere in the room is the same and the person 

by the computer does not really react. It doesn’t matter, I am still tired and can feel 

my sore heels and the smoke from the cars in my nose.  

I decline.  
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A few seconds later, my phone vibrates again. Some red dot appears, again with a 

number in it. A new friend request but from the same anonymous grey silhouette as 

before.  

I decline.  

It repeats itself a couple of times.  

The person at the computer is now reacting, asking if I have also been friend re-

quested by a profile without an identity.  

Yes, I have. 

He messages the profile, shortly, the atmosphere is weird, there is something un-

known and suddenly the smell of old bed sheets isn’t bothering me anymore.  

He sends a message to the profile, black and white in the white and blue background, 

which often makes the background for many conversations and words, also in black 

and white.  

The graphic doesn’t change; it never says ‘message received’.  

Suddenly my phone vibrates again.  

This time, in another place, a red dot with the number 1 appears. It is in my Messen-

ger.  

It happens all the time, it feels safe. I open the app, click on the sticky and warm screen 

of the telephone filled with fingerprints and scratches. There is nothing. That is weird.  

The phone gets stickier, and I click my way through the white and blue interactive 

conversation space.  

I make my way to the trashcan of Messenger, to where all the weird and insignificant 

messages go. Adverts, spam, old deleted conversations or forgotten messages from 

forgotten applications that are now updated or renewed.  

Something familiar shows up. 

The same grey figure with the insignificant name written black on white, although 

with bolded letters. 

It is a message. Unread.  

From the anonymous…  
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I open the message, I click on a link. The air feels denser, more wet and warm than 

before, but I no longer recognize it, only that my stomach hurts, that the phone feels 

burning hot on my sweaty palm.  

The link too is a white room. Tiny pictures on a white background, like a wall at home 

with small pictures on, 4 in each row, with a short title under each.  

What is this? 

I know the room – I look at it all the time, every time I search through my computer 

for an old image or an old school assignment, the tiny miniatures.  

The link is to a picture of a computer folder.  

The room around me disappears and it barely exists.  

All my senses have stopped working – or they might be working far too well, it feels 

like the naked white walls of the apartment room are coming down onto my head.  

I can’t see exactly what it is. Is it a virus? What are the tiny images?  

But the tiny images are of me and I can feel the panic spreading.  

It did not feel like a choice, but the person by the desk saw that something was wrong.  

What is happening? 

My stomach hurts. My chest hurts. My hands hurt. I don’t know, I say.  

I really don’t know what is happening and will happen now. 

I tell him what I see, but feel no greater overview or no lesser panic. 

I don’t know what it is, I don’t know what is happening. 

Only that I have to describe something that I cannot grasp. Something that feels so 

lonely and intrusive, something that no one and everyone at the same time should 

know. At least that is what I feel.  

I say that I don’t know who it is. That I don’t know who the grey anonymous figure is, 

what and where the pictures are from, I am not even sure exactly what is on them.  

But I have an idea, and words that I don’t remember stream from my mouth.  

And then nothing.  

I don’t really have anything else to say. 

It does not help to say it, it only makes things worse. Because then it is suddenly real. 

It became real in the moment and I feel like it was forced out of me. My innermost 
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fear – forced out by another person. I was afraid of the reaction. I don’t even remem-

ber it anymore – the reaction that is – only that it was darkness around me. The words 

on the inside of my skull, not the ones I allowed to escape my mouth. 

 

Karen:	“The	first	time	you	told	someone	about	the	assault”	

The little girl has packed herself under a sea of blankets and pillows in a safe space, 

in safety. An unknown space where nobody can find her. She feels uncomfortably hot 

and then again not. She blows on the hot tea and feel the steam softly kissing her face. 

Still it does not take her away from the excessive thoughts that have no guiding line. 

She is caught waiting for the crucial call that will turn her world upside down. Deep 

down she was prepared for what could happen. She knew him, how he took his re-

venge. He had no conscience; he had neither empathy nor sympathy for others. But 

to hear her father cry, ask why the pictures were taken, why he and mom had to re-

ceive them. That broke her, the feeling of shame was indescribable. It was her fault 

that her family had been drawn into the drama that she had lived in for months.  Her 

decision, for all this time she had been pushing it further and further away. She was 

drawn back to when the pictures were taken. Her hands that were held. His tight 

grasp around her wrists. Her begging for the humiliation to come to an end. She could 

not see anything, tried to get away but nothing helped. She can still feel the cold bath-

room floor under her feet. The apartment, where many personal boundaries were 

broken, and it awakes the same knot in her stomach, which will always be caught 

deep inside her. The videos and pictures that were taken without her knowledge. The 

snaps that had been sent and laughed at, which she was never told about. She was 

thrown back into the conversation, screams into the telephone that it is not her fault, 

that she is terribly sorry, that she wishes she could go back and change everything. 

The reproachful sentences about how she should know better, how she should have 

handled it. Her body reacts with the same reaction as she has met for months. Sick-

ness rises in her throat, the pressure on her breast is so deep that it hurts, her flick-

ering eyes because she never feels safe. The only thing she feels is that apartment and 

the terrible things that followed. She is struggling to live in her body, she wants to flee 

it, but has no chance of getting away. The key to the lock is gone, further gone than 
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ever. She squirms and scratches herself, she wants out, she wants to get away – Some-

where far away where no worries reside. A base where she can feel safe. Her safety 

now lies in a ball bat standing on the living room floor. Running back and forth in the 

house making sure that the doors are locked, the windows are closed and still the 

sounds haunt her in the deep of her nightmares, which she meets every night. Her 

phone is off, she is afraid to turn it on, what could she possibly find – of herself. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 
 

The prologue introduces the five young women whose stories are the core cases of 

the following investigation of digital sexual assault (DSA) victimhood, and it gives a 

few examples of the ways they worked with writing in the research process. Further, 

in the last part of this dissertation, their stories will be accompanied by an analysis of 

news media stories of digital sexual assault as well. This dissertation is called ‘rewrit-

ing victimhood’ because that is what the research participants did through their cre-

ative writing practices, and because a rewriting of narrow academic understandings 

of victimhood is what I hope to do here. First, however, let me set the context for the 

research project and explain its aims and purpose in more detail. 

 

1.1 Context: Digital sexual assault in Denmark 

While digital sexual offences towards celebrities, such as the Ashley Madison Hack 

(2015) and the Fappening (2014) are widely known early cases of digital sexual as-

sault (Albury, 2017), the first case to receive public attention in Denmark was that of 

Emma Holten. Holten, today a well-known feminist and sexual rights activist, was 

hacked and had intimate images stolen from her mail account and subsequently 

spread online. With the help of photographer Cecilie Bødker, Holten published a 

photo series in 2014 as a response to the assault. The photo series contained new and 

consensual images of Holten along with an essay called SAMTYKKE (Consent) where 

she described her experience of being victimized by DSA (Bødker, 2014; Holten, 

2014). Holten, from being an unknown young woman, became the first public advo-

cate for DSA victims in Denmark and her work focused on emphasizing the non-con-

sensual nature of this kind of image sharing, and thereby defining it as assault. 

A year later in 2015, news started appearing about online folders containing im-

ages of young girls. The folders were named after Danish towns revealing the resi-

dences of the victims, and one folder in particular, ‘Viborgmappen’ (the Viborg 

folder), was especially well known (Bjerre, 2016). The number of offended girls in 
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these folders was extensive, and it became clear how assaulting image sharing prac-

tices were widespread among youth and were part of shaming and bullying that was 

not only happening online but that was also rooted in local communities. In this way, 

Viborgmappen positioned DSA as a particular youth problem. 

In 2016, 2017 and 2018 political and legal initiatives started occurring in re-

sponse to DSA becoming a frequently debated subject. For example, Digitalt Ansvar 

was founded –  an independent organization working to improve the legal rights of 

victims (DigitaltAnsvar, 2020) –, the government presented their first initiative ad-

dressing DSA (Ellemann, Poulsen, & Riisager, 2017), and the first civil law suit was 

won (Ingvorsen, 2018). Meanwhile, a number of initiatives addressing DSA among 

youth and in pedagogical contexts also appeared (Andersen, Wøldike, & Christensen, 

2018; RedBarnet, 2016). 

In 2018, Denmark saw the so far biggest (in terms of involved parties) case of 

DSA when more than 1000 young people were charged with distribution of child por-

nography after sharing a video from 2015 that depicted sexual assault (Quass, 2018). 

The case, usually referred to as the Umbrella complex, made headlines in all national 

media and brought discussions about DSA into the broader public domain. In the con-

text of the Umbrella complex, however, DSA was still largely considered a youth prob-

lem with the victims being underage and the age of aggressors ranging from young 

teens to people in their twenties. 

This changed slightly in the following years. In 2019, Denmark saw the Aalborg 

case (or ‘the case of the 720’), containing another folder with images of young women 

and girls, this time many of them coming from the area around Aalborg (Ingvorsen, 

2019). What was special about this case in relation to the former was that the offend-

ers had tried to include only images of victims of more than 18 years of age, thus 

making it harder to prosecute under the child pornography legislation as had been 

done in earlier cases. The same year, Denmark also saw one of the first widely-known 

celebrity cases when intimate images of the rapper, Tessa, were shared (Christensen, 

2019). Tessa, being particularly popular among socially and financially vulnerable 

girls, broadened the awareness of digital assault to a group of people, whom existing 

initiatives struggled to reach (Overby, 2020). 
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Finally in 2020, cases of a phenomenon called ‘hurtcore’ received media atten-

tion. Early in the year, the Danish National Radio published a podcast uncovering par-

ticularly disturbing cases of DSA, whereby the aggressor had manipulated women 

and girls into hurting and sexually degrading themselves on camera (Ledegaard, 

Stemann & Frederiksen, 2020). Later that same year, another offender was prose-

cuted in a similar case, which was deemed ‘one of the worst cases seen in Denmark’ 

(Bang-Mørch, Kongsted, & Frederiksen, 2020). Recently, in June 2021, a hurtcore case 

with 169 young Danish victims gained press attention (Ledegaard & Frederiksen, 

2021). In these cases, the victims were of different ages and the violence committed 

against them stretched far beyond image sharing; however, sexual images were often 

the starting point of the assaults. While these cases received less attention than the 

Umbrella complex, they nevertheless contributed to moving the discussions of DSA 

beyond youth culture and adding to an understanding of the wide array of offences 

being referred to under the general term of digital sexual assault. 

While this overview of cases is not exhaustive, it includes the largest cases, and 

gives an impression of how perceptions of DSA in Denmark has changed over the past 

years, and the kind of context that this research project took place in. With a big part 

of my data being from 2017-18, around the time of the Umbrella complex, there is a 

focus on stigmatization of youth culture in the data. While the major Danish cases 

that are known by the majority of the population still fall within these discussions on 

digital youth culture, it is reasonable to believe that the media landscape today is 

slightly more diverse with more cases surfacing that are not age-specific. Further-

more, legal procedures have become increasingly common during the timespan of 

this project, and in Denmark today, unlike many other places, it is not entirely un-

likely for victims to receive financial compensation2. 

While the sole number of people implicated in media covered cases point to DSA 

being a relatively widespread kind of sexual violence, there is limited knowledge on 

                                                        
2	For readers interested in the legal aspects of DSA in Denmark, I refer to the NGO Digitalt 
Ansvar’s web page, where laws and definitions relevant to digital offences are described 
and regularly updated (DigitaltAnsvar, 2020)	
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the extent of DSA and its demographics. In the Danish context, four projects in partic-

ular have addressed DSA in large surveys. These are Ungeprofilundersøgelsen, Pro-

ject deSHAME, Offerundersøgelsen, and Project SEXUS. 

Ungeprofilundersøgelsen is an online survey offered to municipalities in Den-

mark to give them an overview of youth (7th grade – 30 yo) health in their local area 

assessing a number of parameters that include sexual violence and online risk behav-

ior. Since the handling of data is left to each municipality, it is not easily accessible, 

however, some available surveys point to youth victimization rates around 3-4%, 

when asked if people have had intimate images shared without consent (Crawley & 

Møller, 2016; Aalborg Kommune, 2020). Project deSHAME is a mixed methods study 

on youth (13-17yo) experiences of online sexual harassment in Denmark, Britain and 

Hungary. Their report found that 6% of young people in Denmark (and in the other 

two countries) have had nude images shared without consent (Childnet, KekVonal, 

SaveTheChildren, & UCLan, 2017). The remaining two projects are broad surveys on 

sexual victimization and sexual experiences respectively. Both are Danish and neither 

is directed specifically at youth. Offerundersøgelsen, which is a yearly report from 

The Danish Crime Prevention Council, recently found that 0,5% of Danish adults had 

experienced DSA (Heinskou, Schierff, Ejbye-Ernst, Friis, & Liebst, 2017), while Project 

SEXUS found that 1.6-1.8% had been victimized, however addressing the question to 

people younger than 40yo (Frisch, Moseholm, Andersson, Andresen, & Graugaard, 

2019). Project SEXUS also looks specifically at age, sexuality and gender, and finds a 

higher victimization rate among teenagers (3.3%) and people in their twenties 

(2.1%) than the older population. 

Comparing these studies is difficult as they define DSA differently, assess differ-

ent parameters, and group people by different age intervals. However, in their total-

ity, they point to DSA being more common among young people (13-30yo) with a 

victimization rate somewhere between 3-6%, and teenagers (13-19yo) being the 

most vulnerable group. To put these numbers into perspective, a victimization rate 

of 4.5% would mean that, on average, one student in the average-sized Danish class-

room would have experienced DSA. With teenagers being the most vulnerable group, 

this scenario is probably not too far from reality. 
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1.2 Research questions, aims and motivations 

In this introduction, I have offered an overview of DSA cases and victimization rates 

in Denmark. However, the dissertation adopts an in-depth, rather than survey-in-

formed, perspective on digital sexual assault. Specifically, I build my analysis around 

two types of empirical material: 1) the stories of five young women, Amalie, Mathilde, 

Karen, Leonora and Anne-Mette, who have had intimate images of themselves shared 

non-consensually online; and 2) a dataset of news articles on DSA published between 

September 2017 and September 2020. 

The analyses include inquiries into definitions of DSA from a victim perspective 

and explorations of the various kinds of digital assault in the data and beyond. They 

bring forth nuanced analyses of the affective experiences of shame and exposure in 

moments of assault and over time, while also seeking to understand how social media 

is intertwined with these experiences. In doing so, I approach shame and its rhythms 

as ‘affects’, and I understand affect primarily as an analytical capacity that pays atten-

tion to how feelings, sensations, atmospheres etc. work in and between bodies – i.e. I 

do not engage in discussions of what affect is, rather I analyze what affect does	(see 

e.g.  Altieri, 2003; Anderson, 2014). The analyses give a starting point for reflecting 

on victimhood and criticizing its marginalization in public debate, and finally, call for 

reflections on the role of a participatory research experiments based on creative writ-

ing in moving the participants towards reframing their experiences in bearable or 

even empowering ways. These inquiries address four general research questions 

framing the more specific questions of each analytical contribution. 

1. How can DSA be defined and understood from the perspective of victims? 

2. What are the affective experiences of DSA victims and how are they inter-

twined with digital and social media? 

3. How do the participants cope with their experiences of assault, and what role 

did the research project play in relation to their coping? 

4. How do the participants negotiate positions of victimhood, and how are 

these positions represented in public debates? 

 



17 
 

In short, the focus of the dissertation is victim positions and perspectives on digital 

sexual assault. In this introduction and throughout, I argue for the relevance of this 

perspective, but first, I will start by disclosing my personal motivations for writing a 

dissertation such as this. 

I was forced to think about and make sense of sexual violence from a very young 

age. After living through the first experiences of sexual violence at the age of 12, I got 

abuse mixed up with pleasure, queerness and emerging sexuality in a number of 

problematic and confusing ways. Even though I got the connections between sex and 

assault terribly wrong in my teens, I developed a strong sensibility to the ways vic-

timhood is represented in narratives of sexual violence. In sex education, victims 

were portrayed as ‘ruined’ in order to warn us about committing or risking sexual 

violence. In my experience, there was never any attention to the fact that sexual vic-

timization is significantly more common among children and teenagers than adults 

(Heinskou et al., 2017) and, therefore, that it is likely that at least one student in the 

average school class will have already experienced sexual violence. Accounts of sex-

ual violence in popular culture were even worse conveying the story of ‘stranger-

danger’ and completely ignoring the fact that around 84 % of assaults are committed 

by someone known to the victim, for example, a partner, friend or relative (ibid). In 

this context, most experiences of sexual violence were never acknowledged as such 

because they had taken place in complex situations of intimacy, friendship, self-ex-

ploration, bullying etc. 

It was not until finding feminist activist communities that I was presented with 

alternative stories of sexual violence. Before that, I never acknowledged my experi-

ences as sexual violence. After all, there was no genital penetration, I knew the per-

petrator, and most importantly, the school made a huge effort to frame the problems 

of our classroom as bullying completely ignoring the sexual aggressions prevalent 

within. Having a chair thrown in your face when you refuse to give a blowjob certainly 

is sexual violence. However, experiences like this one do not fit into the stories of 

sexual violence as attacks by strangers with the sexual (orgasmic) satisfaction of the 

rapist being the main purpose and conclusion of the assault. I was presented with a 
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‘choice’ between being the ‘consenting’ bearer of my own humiliation and being visi-

bly marked by violence exposing me to the judgement of others. With this illusion of 

agency, I was made to feel responsible because technically, I had a choice, and accord-

ing to public, pedagogical and legal3 discourses, it cannot be assault without force. 

This situation is similar to that of some victims of digital sexual assault who are 

groomed, blackmailed, pressured into staying in abusive relationships or otherwise 

silenced. When you feel responsible, you stay silent, thus extending the power of the 

aggressor far beyond the moment of assault, distorting your perceptions of consent 

and intimacy. 

Throughout this dissertation, there is at times a rather strong resentment to-

wards adults – from legislators and journalists to teachers and parents – trying to 

frame youth experiences of sexual violence in a way that fits their own ideas of inno-

cent, ignorant or reckless youth. My resentment comes from a place of personal rage, 

but over time, I have also found this to be an issue far beyond youth culture. Through 

working with assault victims and survivors in feminist activism, basis groups and sex 

education, I have realized that the problem of society disbelieving or misrepresenting 

stories of sexual assault extends to all corners of misogynist and generally unequal 

culture.  

I have taken this detour around my personal experiences for two reasons. First, 

the question of personal motivation has appeared multiple times throughout the re-

search and writing process, despite my initial intensions, and I would rather disclose 

my story in my own words than leave the details of my embodied experiences to the 

imagination of the reader. Second, the sensibility to representations of sexual vio-

lence that I described above is eventually what made this project possible. In chapter 

9, I will reflect on the academic potentials and problems of how this sensibility is con-

nected to personal affective drive and feminist anger, and how this affective attach-

ment inspires specific kinds of oppositional research questions. In short, I see per-

sonal experiences as a resource in my research; I do not know that people without 

similar experiences would be as attentive to and familiar with the shortcomings in 

                                                        
3 Remembering that these events took place long before the implementation of a consent-
based rape legislation. 
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the way DSA victimhood is represented, and furthermore, would most likely not have 

been capable of reaching the same level of trust and mutual feelings of responsibility 

with the research participants. I think the participatory approach of this project is to 

some extent made possible by our positions being, in some ways, similarly vulnerable 

and for me to hide this vulnerability in writing would be disrespectful to the research 

participants’ bravery in coming forward. 

In the above, I have hinted at the methodological experiment behind the project 

several times, and I will soon introduce it. Now, however, I wish to elaborate on the 

idea of a victim-perspective, arguing why this perspective is particularly relevant as 

an independent approach to researching digital sexual assault. 

 

1.3 Why victim perspectives? 

Some readers might be under the impression that victim perspectives on digital sex-

ual assault have already received a lot of attention and is an old-fashioned approach 

in relation to e.g. looking at broader social, mediated practices and attitudes around 

assemblages of digital intimacy and assault. In chapter 2, I argue why this is not the 

case for existing research on DSA, and in article 4 (chapter 7), I show how it is neither 

the case for media coverage. 

My argument throughout the dissertation is that there is a scarcity of research 

interested in the experiences of DSA victims. While several studies use DSA stories 

for their shock effect or as a way to justify studies in digital youth culture, very few 

prioritize openly listening to victims’ stories. Even when studies focus on victimhood, 

they do so with a basis in legal and pedagogical discourses disconnected from the 

words and perceptions of the victims who, often because of their age, have no access 

to participate in these discourses themselves. 

It is because of these scarcities that a project like this is necessary. In our work, 

we – the participants and I – manage to nuance the understanding of victimhood by 

going beyond those narrow representations found in current academic, political and 

legal debates. We try to redefine DSA victimhood in a way that represents the lived 

experiences of victims and gives way to the inconsistent and paradoxical ways that 
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shame, trauma, agency and empowerment can co-exist in cases of assault. This has 

also resulted in negotiations (and renegotiations) of existing academic, legal and fem-

inist terminology on sexual violence. We particularly discussed the concepts of victim 

and survivor, which are debated terminologies within feminist academic work on 

sexual violence. 

I do realize that ‘victim’ is a somehow radical term in feminist studies of sexual 

violence, and during the time of writing the dissertation, I have changed my perspec-

tive on this terminology. Therefore, in the second article “Defying Shame”, which was 

written first, I use the term victim-survivor, while in the other articles, I argue for 

victim as a primary term in the context of this research project. I do not wish to im-

pose victimhood (or survivor-hood for that matter) on anyone or in any context, and 

therefore, it is important to note that I refer to the participants of this project as vic-

tims because it was the concept that they collectively agreed upon. Further, the par-

ticipants expressed that they often found a strong sense of agency in claiming victim-

hood, especially in opposition to people who did not acknowledge their experiences 

as assault. In this way, the exploration of victimhood that this dissertation promises 

is also an expansion of existing feminist ideas of victimhood to include positions of 

agency and empowerment. I address these considerations in the first article, and in 

article 4, I engage in a deeper discussion of how victimhood and victim positions are 

understood. 

 

1.4 Why a methodological experiment? 

The methods and the methodological concepts of the project are explained and re-

peated in various ways through the articles of the dissertation. Especially in the first 

article (chapter 4), I thoroughly elaborate on the first parts of the research process, 

and in chapter 3, address the methodological design in its entirety. Without getting 

into further detail at this point, I will describe the project as a participatory experi-

ment based on creative writing, where Amalie, Mathilde and Karen participated in 

the first series of writing workshops, while Anne-Mette and Leonora joined a later 
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and condensed version of these workshops. In short, this means that the methodol-

ogy is based on ideas of experimental and alternative knowledge construction while 

drawing on creative writing methods as a practice for this experiment. With ‘experi-

ment’, I refer to an open-ended research process that includes facilitation of explora-

tive spaces rather than e.g. observations of existing social contexts (Staunæs & 

Kofoed, 2015a). The primary interests of the first three articles are the in-depth ex-

perimental investigation of DSA victimhood, and in article 4 (chapter 7), findings 

from these experiments are contextualized through the analysis of subject positions 

in media coverage of DSA. Furthermore, the participatory aspect lies in including es-

pecially the first group of participants, Amalie, Mathilde and Karen, into the analysis 

and dissemination of the research and allowing them a say in deciding its directions. 

The methodological experiment is a necessity in relation to the research ques-

tions. When aiming to prioritize victim voices, it is important to create a space where 

the participants are offered the methods and the circumstances to find and express 

their experiences while also being in control of these experiences themselves, hence, 

the participatory approach. 

Further, because DSA stories, in public discourses of e.g. law, politics and peda-

gogy, are often told in certain ways – ways, which I will argue, are not representing 

the voices of victims – there is a need for methods that are constructive in the sense 

of encouraging the participants to find new and alternative truths about their expe-

riences. It is easy to repeat the truisms of accepted discourses, but these discourses 

are not shaped and influenced by the victims themselves and thus do not represent 

them. In order to truly listen to victims, it is therefore necessary to engage in pro-

cesses that encourage expressions beyond these discourses. Creative writing, with its 

norms of aesthetic, affective and metaphorical expressions is one way to facilitate this 

in practice. 

With this in mind, the contribution of this dissertation partly lies in formulating 

methodological principles and suggesting alternative methods for in-depth research 

on victimhood, and using these understandings in critical analysis of public represen-

tations of victimhood. The characteristics of such a victim investigation are that it 

involves the long-term participation of a small group of people, and that these people 
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are particularly vulnerable to silencing and therefore have an interest in, and perhaps 

a need for, creating an environment  wherein they can speak freely. In other words, 

the in-depth victim investigation involves a commitment to creating a space where 

the participants can explore their experiences and find personal and representative 

ways to express them. This constructive, methodological approach that combines the 

analysis of lived experiences of victimhood with an analysis of mediated construc-

tions of victimhood is, to the best of my knowledge, unique within the field of studies 

into digital sexual assault. 

 

1.5 Outline of the dissertation 

I hope that this introduction has shed some light on the subject, context and contri-

butions of the dissertation. The dissertation has nine chapters out of which four are 

articles already published or to be published in academic journals. Between these ar-

ticles (chapters 4-7), the first, published in Women,	Gender	and	Research, focus on 

methodology while the remaining three make up the analyses of the dissertation. Of 

these articles, the second is published in Mediekultur,	the third in First	Monday and 

the fourth is under review with Feminist	Media	Studies. Before the articles, In Chap-

ters 2-3, I present the broader theoretical and methodological framework of the dis-

sertation, also arguing for its contributions to the field of studies in digital sexual as-

sault. In chapter 8-9, I discuss and make conclusions based on the progressions, con-

tributions and potentials of the project.
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Chapter 2. Existing research and  

theoretical framework 

 
In this chapter, I first review the existing research on digital sexual assault. In doing 

so, I show that in-depth understandings of DSA victimhood is an overlooked perspec-

tive in current research. Then, I move on to describe the two other essential fields of 

research and theory that I draw on in order to expand upon understandings of vic-

timhood. First, I consider approaches to shame theory in relation to media exposure 

and make the connection between shame as exposure and social media. Second, I 

consider rhythm analysis as an approach to understanding the ways in which victim 

positions and experiences move in rhythms and change over time. Drawing on these 

theoretical approaches – shame and rhythm – allows for a deeper understanding of 

the mediated experiences and temporality of DSA and exploration of how these ex-

periences are represented in numerous media stories of victimhood and victim-posi-

tions. 

 

2.1 Digital sexual assault: Contributions to the empirical field 

For non-Danish readers, the term digital sexual assault might seem strange. It is an 

almost direct translation of the Danish ‘digitale sexkrænkelser’, which is used in legal, 

educational, activist and political contexts in Denmark to refer to the non-consensual 

sharing of intimate images, and it was also the term that Mathilde, Amalie, Karen, Le-

onora and Anne-Mette used to describe their own experiences. In the second article 

(chapter 5) of this dissertation, I present a definition of digital sexual assault which 

was coined in collaboration with the participants based on their experiences and 

other public accounts of DSA. In this dissertation, DSA is defined as: 

 

Digital distribution of sexually explicit or sexualized images when 

the person in the image(s) is identifiable (potentially through added 
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data/doxing) and has not consented to the image distribution; 

and/or the harassment, stalking, shaming and bullying linked to this 

distribution of images. 

 

While this definition most likely excludes some cases of non-consensual sexual image 

sharing, it stresses the elements of the assault, which were central to the participants 

of this project, and it corrects some common misunderstandings around DSA. First, it 

emphasizes how the shared images do not necessarily need to be sexual in their orig-

inal context to become starting points for assault. Second, it points to identifiability 

as central to the assault experience and remarks that images can be identifiable in 

multiple ways. Finally, it includes harassment, etc., as a part of the assault itself rather 

than regard them as external consequences – this extension will prove crucial to the 

analysis of shame and rhythm in articles 2 and 3 (chapters 5 and 6). 

Despite these contextual specificities, digital sexual assault is generally a broad 

term and synonymous with other concepts like image-based sexual abuse (Henry et 

al., 2021; McGlynn, Rackley, & Houghton, 2017; Powell, Henry, Flynn, & Scott, 2019), 

non-consensual pornography (Ruvalcaba & Eaton, 2020) and online/digital sexual 

violence (Dodge, 2016; Henry & Powell, 2016). In a Danish context, ‘revenge porn’ 

and ‘non-consensual pornography’ have earlier been the more widely used terminol-

ogy, but this seemed to change when DSA became a more pronounced political and 

legal subject and following activist incitements to embrace a name that did not bear 

reference to pornography but rather explicitly to assault. ‘Revenge porn’ has been 

especially criticized for trivializing the assault and for practicing victim-blaming in 

implying that the victim must have done something to provoke revenge (Dodge, 

2016), or as Maddocks (2018) puts it: 

 

The term ‘revenge pornography’ reduces these severe harms to a simple 

‘scorned exboyfriend’ narrative. It suggests that perpetrators are motivated 

only by personal vengeance and implies that victims are to blame for causing 

perpetrators to seek revenge. (p.347) 
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While digital sexual assault was the umbrella term that the participants all referred 

to, they used other more specific terms as well. Karen referred to her experience a 

few times as ‘revenge porn’ because it started with her ex-boyfriend seeking ‘revenge’ 

after she ended their relationship, and Anne-Mette publicly uses the term ‘sextortion’ 

referring to how she was blackmailed by aggressors who had intimate images of her. 

This use of terminology, i.e. using the term digital sexual assault alongside other more 

specific terms, implies a leveling of terms, whereas other concepts can be seen as 

subcategories of the general phenomenon of digital sexual assault. 

This method of leveling and categorizing experiences is common among scholars 

as well. Henry and Powell (2016) argue for digital sexual violence as a particularly 

gendered kind of technology facilitated violence, and further define the term into five 

subcategories: revenge porn, distribution of assault images, technology facilitated as-

sault/coercion and cyberstalking. In a later publication (Powell et al., 2019), they fur-

ther present five new possible categories: relationship retribution, sextortion, vo-

yeurism, sexploitation and sexual assault. Without elaboration further on the defini-

tion of each category, I interpret them as attempts to describe how digital sexual as-

sault initiates, i.e. how the image sharing starts and why the aggressors act the way 

that they do. For example, sextortion refers to cases wherein the aggressor’s purpose 

is to blackmail (for money, for more images, for sexual services etc.), and the distri-

bution of assault images/sexual assault are cases wherein an aggressor films and dis-

tributes visuals of assault. Since there is an ever-growing number of ways that digital 

assault images can be created and a multitude of intensions among aggressors, this 

categorization seems more like an overview of seemingly random cases of assault ra-

ther than a defining framework; it proposes no stable parameters by which DSA can 

be categorized. It does however give valuable insights into the broad range of media 

practices associated with digital sexual assaults. 

McGlynn, Rackley, Houghton (2017) argue for a continuum of image-based sex-

ual abuse that, instead of categorizing kinds of assault, ranks them based on five de-

fining factors. This approach solves the issue of random categorization and success-

fully illustrates how even minor assaulting acts are part of a broader problem; how-
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ever, it does little to effectively give an idea of the ways in which digital assaults hap-

pen and overlooks the complexity of media practices that Henry, Powell, Flynn and 

Scott (2019) capture in their categorizations. In a later work, Henry et al. (2021) pick 

up the idea of viewing DSA on a continuum of sexual violence as well, inspired by Liz 

Kelly’s iconic book Surviving	Sexual	Violence	(1988). They explicitly place digital sex-

ual violence within existing approaches to gendered and sexual violence and partly 

move away from the categorization frameworks described above. In general, the con-

tinuum-based definitions tend to overlook mediated aspects of the assaults because 

they concern all kinds of mediated and non-mediated sexual violence, while the cat-

egorization frameworks lack attention to more general, structural parameters of vic-

timization. 

In an attempt to meet the participants’ implicit categorizations, avoid random 

categories and still allow for a detailed definition, I have presented a framework for 

kinds of DSA that defines the assaulting acts by asking in what ways the events of the 

assault were non-consensual. By making consent (or the lack thereof) the defining 

factor for categorizing experiences, I frame these experiences as assaults rather than 

defining them in relation to e.g. the intentions of the aggressors or the distribution 

history of the images. The definition offers a stable parameter (consent-violations), 

while also allowing for detail when breaking up the events to identify the exact mo-

ments of the violation. Thereby, I not only move focus to the victims and their per-

ceptions of the events, I also contribute to existing understandings of DSA by suggest-

ing a framework that has assault at its core while still considering the media practices 

going before and after the consent-violation. Graphically, the defining categories can 

be illustrated, as in Figure 2a, which shows examples from each category. Additional 

examples of DSA could, however, surely be added, as the detailed ways in which these 

assaults happen continue to expand and evolve. 
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This categorization is described in both the second and third articles (chapters 5 & 

6), so I will not delve into the specific categories here but only draw attention to the 

defining parameters, namely of ‘non-consensual distribution’, ‘non-consensual image 

production’ and ‘non-consensual sexualization’. I view this method of taking a specific 

standpoint in the definition as a central part of representing victim voices in research 

on digital sexual assault; we cannot openly listen to victims if we simultaneously at-

tempt to fit their experiences into categories defined only by the acts of the aggres-

sors without attention to how and when these acts become assaulting. In other words, 

Figure	2a	
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simply defining what was done and by whom is not sufficient since doing so frames 

the victims as passive, thereby rearticulating their powerlessness and denying them 

agency in defining their experiences. I have reflected on the applicability of this 

framework and the others in a forthcoming publication (Uldbjerg, [Forthcoming]) 

considering their uses in relation to relevant research questions and interests. How-

ever, when working with a victim-perspective and mediated aspects of DSA, I believe 

my framework to be the most appropriate because it includes both parameters de-

fining assault as consent-violations, as well as attention to specific media practices. 

 

After having defined DSA and having situated it in relation to alternative, existing ty-

pologies, I will assess the existing research on DSA. This falls into four parts. First, I 

asses an early branch of work on digital violence that frames DSA primarily in rela-

tion to legislation and pedagogy and discusses these subjects from a youth studies 

perspective. Second, I describe work on DSA that frames it as a particular kind of gen-

dered and sexual violence looking at sexual double standards and victimization rates. 

Third, I outline a more recent branch of research that, similar to the aforementioned 

branch, focuses on youth culture and bullying, however, additionally adopts a focus 

on general digital practices rather than legislation. Finally, I will review the research 

on victim perspectives that is available at this time, and will discuss the inadequacies 

in the field in relation to understanding DSA from a dynamic and empowering victim-

perspective. 

 

2.1.1	Sexting,	pedagogy	and	legislation	

Much of the early research on digital sexual assault investigates DSA in relation to 

’sexting’, i.e. the digital sending and receiving of intimate images. While a focus on 

sexting ignores several kinds and cases of digital sexual assault and is, therefore, 

rarely applied today, these studies take on important discussions about the risks and 

legitimacies of youth digital sexual practices. Some study the extent of sexting prac-

tices and its correlations with digital assault (Burén & Lunde, 2018; Gordon-Messer, 

Bauermeister, Grodzinski, & Zimmerman, 2013; Reyns, Burek, Henson, & Fisher, 

2013) while others call for more nuanced understandings of these practices. They 
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generally argue that youth digital sexuality is ‘healthy’ and ‘normal’ (e.g. Davidson, 

2014; Livingstone, 2008; Moore, Temple-Smith, & Rosenthal, 2016; Saleh, 

Grudzinskas, & Judge, 2014; Shariff, 2015), and that adults misunderstand the social 

and intimate purposes of sexting when they teach abstinence as a method of preven-

tion and when they frame sexting as ‘risk behavior’ (Agustín & Faber, 2016; Albury & 

Crawford, 2012; Moore et al., 2016; Salter, Crofts, & Lee, 2013). Döring (2014), for 

example, argues that a normalization of digital sexuality is necessary to work against 

a misogynist culture that deprives girls of sexual agency: 

 

[T]he normalcy discourse defends female sexual agency and attributes the 

problem of bullying and stigmatizing not to the allegedly deviant girl but to 

a misogynist culture that at the same time demands feminine sexiness but 

punishes and shames girls for their normal sexual expression. (p.7) 

 

Furthermore, many take this call for a normalization of digital sexuality into discus-

sions about legal procedures related to image sharing among youth. They call for leg-

islation that does not punish young people for distribution of child pornography 

when engaging in consensual sexting, but which still takes seriously the non-consen-

sual sharing of intimate images, acknowledges it as assault, and avoids victim-blam-

ing (Henry & Powell, 2016; Philips & Morrissey, 2004; Saleh et al., 2014; Salter et al., 

2013; Shariff, 2015). 

Generally, this work on DSA offers important analyses of the discrepancies be-

tween young people’s digital sexual practices and the legal and pedagogical attitudes 

to sexual image sharing. Hence, this branch of research is sympathetic with DSA vic-

tims in contesting victim-blaming and advocating for youth perspectives in legisla-

tion and educational policies. However, it overlooks the perspectives of adult women 

(Henry & Powell, 2015) and the cases of DSA that did not start with sexting or other 

kinds of digital intimacy. Furthermore, in criticizing victim-blaming, it does not actu-

ally take the perspective of victims. Instead, it analyzes victim-blaming in pedagogical 

and legal context, but rarely investigate the experiences of the persons being blamed. 
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2.1.2	Gendered	violence	

Several of the studies mentioned above also explore the gendered aspects of DSA. 

They point to how digital sexuality perceived as normal and healthy practices are dis-

torted by gendered sexual shame (Davidson, 2014; Shariff, 2015), how boys are ex-

cused or even praised for sharing girls’ images while the girls are shamed (Ringrose, 

Harvey, Gill, & Livingstone, 2013; Salter et al., 2013), how legal procedures should 

acknowledge DSA as gendered violence (Henry & Powell, 2016; Saleh et al., 2014), 

and how sexual double standards make girls particularly vulnerable to victimization, 

as described above in the quote by Döring. 

Also, the rates of victimization in relation to gender are debated in quantitative 

research on DSA. Walker and Sleath (2017), in a review of studies on non-consensual 

sharing of sexual media, point to evidence of a higher victimization rate among men 

than women when asking if they have had intimate images shared without consent. 

This is in contrast to surveys done in a Danish context, such as project SEXUS (Frisch 

et al., 2019), which found a higher rate among women (2.6%) than men (1%).  Results 

vary internationally as well, for example, Uhl, Rhyner, Terrance, and Lugo (2018) 

found that 92% of victims displayed on non-consensual pornography websites are 

female (or female passable); Ruvalcaba and Eaton (2020), looking at victimization in 

relation to sexuality, concludes bisexual women to be the far most vulnerable group 

followed by bi- and homosexual men; and Henry et al. (2021) found higher victimiza-

tion rates among racial, sexual and gender minorities than among other groups but 

no difference between men and women. Similarly, and again within the Danish con-

text, Project SEXUS documented a higher rate among assigned-female, non-binary 

people (7.6%) than any other gender, and a higher rate among bi sexual women 

(5.6%) and homosexual men (5.3%) than any other sexualities.  

Furthermore, Ruvalcaba and Eaton also found a significant connection between 

victimization and mental health issues among women but not among men, and Henry 

et al. (2021) found that women were more likely than men to report harm to their 

health and relationships as a result of DSA. 

These contrasting findings suggest that there are different media practices and 

kinds of image distribution typically involved depending on the gender and sexuality 



31 
 

of the victim. While non-consensual image sharing in many studies might be common 

across genders, the public online distribution and commercialization of assaulting 

images seem to most frequently target women and gendered and sexual minorities. 

Additionally, understandings of DSA among research informants might vary in differ-

ent cultural contexts. While this is something that needs to be researched further, it 

gives an indication as to why DSA victims coming forward seem to be primarily fe-

male; because male victims, on average, might not face the same broad, public and 

continuous exposure and do not experience related mental health issues as often. 

In this project, I look at female victimization. This is primarily because the par-

ticipants who responded to my invitation to share experiences of digital sexual as-

sault were women (which is unsurprising, considering the numbers mentioned 

above), but also because including men into the intimate space of the writing work-

shops would have been problematic since the participants presumed men more likely 

to be aggressors. While I acknowledge that there is a dire need for knowledge about 

female and	male experiences of DSA, I wish to point to the lack of knowledge on queer 

experiences as well, especially since the above-mentioned surveys suggest that some 

queer sexualities and genders render people particularly vulnerable. I have been in 

contact with a few LGBT+ identified people during the project, who did not wish to 

contribute further to the research project but contacted me to share their stories, and 

it is my clear impression that aspects of queer perspectives on DSA are largely un-

heard and unknown of despite their frequency. One trans-person, for example, told 

me how a person she had been dating turned one of her images into a degrading 

meme, when he discovered that she was not “a real woman”. In this case, the sexual 

violence, she suffered, intersects with both misogynistic and transphobic sentiments 

making this assault a particular kind of gendered and sexual shaming different from 

the shaming that cis-women experience. 

The second article “Defying Shame” touches on experiences of non-normative 

sexuality, as Amalie reflects on her understanding of herself as “somewhat asexual”. 

However, the analysis of DSA as a gendered issue here mostly focuses on the (femi-

nine) gendered experiences of sexual shame and contributes to studies on DSA as 
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gendered violence by going in-depth with these experiences. This, I will return to 

when presenting my approaches to shame theory. 

	

2.1.3	Digital	sexual	practices	and	everyday	life	

Moving on to more recent research on DSA, I will draw attention to a branch of work 

often building on former studies on digital youth culture. These studies focus on in-

depth qualitative knowledge of digital sharing practices, but they also aim to broaden 

the focus and study the everyday, mundane and harmless media practices that some-

times surround cases of digital sexual assault, but which are of interest in and of 

themselves, as well. Thorhauge, Demant, and Krogager (2020) argue for this agenda: 

 

Given that the primary public and academic interest has been related to sit-

uations where the process has gone wrong and people have been hurt, these 

photos and videos are often associated with risk, worries, and moral disdain. 

However, these cases are part of a broader range of social practices, which 

are for the most part unproblematic and mundane. […] we would like to 

move beyond the stories	of	problem	youth	and move instead towards a more 

empirically grounded and systematic analysis of the complex ways in which 

the sharing of intimate photos becomes part of everyday life practices, in-

cluding friendship, courtship, trust, and intimacy. (p.1) 

 

Like many of the earlier studies on digital sexuality in youth culture, Thorhauge, De-

mant and Krogager criticize the framing of digital sexual practices as ‘risky’ and mor-

ally problematic, and call for an extension of the earlier work that is “more empiri-

cally grounded” and for uncovering the complexity of digital intimacy and image shar-

ing practices. This broadening of perspectives echoes related work on cyberbullying 

where a movement away from victim-/perpetrator roles towards networked and so-

cial perspectives is also argued for (Kofoed, 2013). 

While I can only agree that there is a need for more in-depth knowledge of digital 

intimacy and everyday intimate sharing practices, and that these have often been “as-

sociated with risk, worries, and moral disdain”, I do not agree that “the primary public 
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and academic interest has been related to situations where […] people have been 

hurt” – at least not in the sense of taking such hurt seriously. In fact, the studies that 

I have referenced above clearly show that despite that they discuss digital intimacies 

with a focus on cases of assault, they do not look into the victims’ lived experiences 

of such assaults. Instead, they look at digital intimacy more broadly and assume a 

connection to digital assault. In other words, I agree with Thorhauge, Demant and 

Krogager that this connection between harmless sharing practices and assault needs 

to be reconsidered, but I do not agree that a movement away from cases of assault is 

justifiable by claiming that it is a field that has already received sufficient attention – 

clearly, it has not. Both assault experiences and everyday digital sexual practices de-

tached from violence need to be researched further. 

That said, recent empirical studies into digital intimacies offer a diversity of in-

sights going beyond the earlier focus on (gendered) youth culture and assumed con-

nections between ‘sexting’ and assault, and thereby, offer nuanced perspectives on 

complex digital lives. Some analyze the sharing of intimate images by starting with 

the images and studying the practices/events around them (Corry, 2021; Dodge, 

2016; Kofoed, 2021; Wood & Thompson, 2018), others analyze similar practices by 

studying the communities and contexts in which images are shared and produced and 

the values people attach to them (Harder, Bentzen, Demant, & Maxwell, 2020; 

Jørgensen & Demant, 2021; Mandau, 2020; Rasmussen & Søndergaard, 2020; 

Thorhauge & Bonitz, 2020). Most studies aim to say something about the mediated 

cultures and communities in which aggressors, victims and bystanders exist, but 

some studies also focus explicitly on the motivations and characteristics of aggres-

sors (Fransson, Martinsen, & Staksrud, 2020; Harder, Jørgensen, Gårdshus, & De-

mant, 2020).  

Many of the studies mentioned above do indeed represent a new turn in studies 

on digital intimacies and assault by virtue of their in-depth empirical, and often qual-

itative, perspectives on such practices. My work is part of this turn in the sense of 

arguing for the need of dense and nuanced empirical data on complex, everyday ex-

periences, and I rely on the contextual knowledge produced through many of the 

above-mentioned studies. However, I take a perspective – that of the victims – which 
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is often overlooked and assumed to be already covered in previous work. With this 

review, I hope to show how in-depth studies of DSA victimhood have indeed not been 

the primary interest of previous public and academic debate. I rather argue that vic-

timhood has been made a gateway for discussing and uncovering the practices and 

perspectives of everybody but the victims; stories of victimhood have been retold and 

simplified in order to study the cultures they are part of, but very few researchers 

have in fact shown a profound interest in the complex and diverse experiences of DSA 

victimhood. 

	

2.1.4	Victim	perspectives	on	DSA	

Finally, I wish to pay attention to the few studies that explore the perspective of vic-

tims. Among these, the majority seem to be concerned with mental health effects re-

lated to DSA victimhood, and they either seek to report these effects, statistically con-

nect them to DSA victimization or describe them and argue for their severity. For ex-

ample, Sørensen, Jakobsen, Gundorff, and Jansen (2015) account for the conse-

quences of DSA they have encountered in their professional work with victimized 

children; Ruvalcaba and Eaton (2020) show statistically significant connections be-

tween reported mental health issues and DSA victimization among women; and Bates 

(2017) draws on victim accounts to argue that DSA, in a mental health perspective, is 

generally comparable to other kinds of sexual violence. 

These studies share a focus on diagnosable mental health effects and they gener-

ally operate with the assumption that DSA causes long-lasting trauma. However, by 

looking into victim perspectives primarily on the basis of predefined psychological 

categories, they overlook the mediated and everyday aspects of living with DSA that 

are not perceivable through current psychological discourses. 

One study that does look into these mediated experiences is Mann’s (2018) anal-

ysis of the story of Amanda Todd; a Canadian teenager who committed suicide after 

being shamed and exposed online. Mann concludes that the shame Amanda experi-

enced was ‘unbounded’ because digital media made it possible for the assault to be 

repeated and follow her endlessly no matter where she went. Thus unboundedness 

of digital assault shaming, Mann concludes, made suicide the only possible way for 
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Amanda to escape. Similarly, Corry (2021), in her analysis of the Amanda Todd case, 

connects this discourse of endlessness to media duplication and circulation. 

Mann’s and Corry’s analyses make clear a particularly mediated aspect of DSA 

shaming. However, their perspective is limited to the immediate and all-consuming 

trauma of being in the middle of extreme online shaming and exposure. Again, the 

everyday and long-term aspects of living and coping with DSA remain unaccounted 

for. In a recently published, large-scale study, Henry et al. (2021) get closer to some 

of the more detailed experiences of DSA. They identify five ways that victim-survivors 

make sense of their experiences, namely by understanding the assaults as moments 

of social rupture/turning points, as constantly present, as existential threads, as iso-

lating or lonely experiences and as circumstances constraining their liberty. Henry et 

al.’s study, as well as Mann’s, prove and emphasize the serious life-changing aspects 

of DSA victimization, but pay little attention to the complex ways these consequences 

and meaning-making intersect, and to the ways DSA victims’ experiences, meanings 

and positions shift over time. 

Summing up, current research has a profound lack of knowledge on victim expe-

riences and their entanglements with digital media. When mediated victim experi-

ences are in focus, they are represented only in superficial or all-consuming ways 

with no attention to how victimhood can be dynamic and contradictory and how it 

can change over time. It is this blind spot in current research that I will start to expose. 

In doing so, I will analyze mediated experiences of shame and its rhythms, and I will 

discuss perceptions of victimhood and victim-positions. As renegotiating DSA victim-

hood is one of the main outcomes of the project, I also contextualize these victim-

positions in relation to current media debates and their representation of victims. In 

other words, this dissertation offers in-depth qualitative insights into DSA victim-

hood, the ways it is negotiated between public discourses and lived, affective experi-

ences and its temporality; that is, the ways victimhood is morphed, repeated and 

sometimes frozen with(in) time. 
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2.2 Exploring DSA victimhood: Shame, rhythms and representation 

The three analytical articles (chapters 5-7) of this dissertation expand upon under-

standings of DSA victimhood by drawing on each of their respective theoretical ap-

proaches. In “Defying Shame”, I analyze the connections between feelings of being 

exposed on social media and feelings of shame by drawing on theories that connect 

the concepts of shame and exposure. In “The Rhythms of Shame in Digital Sexual As-

sault”, I extend this analysis, drawing on the field of rhythm analysis, to also include 

the ways in which these experiences of shame and related affects shift over time and 

are dependent on not just exposure but also its repetition. In “Counter-stories of Dig-

ital Sexual Assault”, I further expand the perspective in order to compare the analyses 

of shame and rhythm in DSA to the victim experiences and –perspectives represented 

in media coverage. Here I draw upon literature on victimhood as well as on theories 

of discursive positionality, and reflect on the potential of oppositional story-telling to 

question oppressive and problematic stories of digital sexual assault. While the anal-

ysis of shame and rhythm gets closer to the lived experiences of DSA, the analysis of 

victim positions in news media analyzes these experiences within, and as counter to, 

their cultural, political context; that is, in relation to the stories of DSA that are shaped 

by public representations. 

In the following sections, I will describe the existing research on the three con-

cepts – shame, rhythm and victimhood – and relay this dissertation’s contributions 

to and uses of each concept. First, however, I wish to elaborate on the reasons for 

choosing these three specific lenses for this analysis of DSA experiences. In the last of 

four consecutive writing workshops (this process will be described in detail in the 

next chapter), I printed the creative writing texts and the transcriptions of the former 

workshops, and we sat down together with the data to code it. While I had identified 

some recurring themes beforehand, the participants could add thematic categories, 

merge them, connect them and discuss how they related to each other and which ones 

were more important. This resulted in the network shown in figure 2b. 
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Figure	2b	

 

This network shows which elements, out of all the themes, feelings and concepts, we 

had been discussing, were most central to the participants’ experiences of digital sex-

ual assault. Clearly, shame was among the most central elements, as was the concept 

of ‘the repeated assault’. These two elements are the core ideas behind the first two 

analytical lenses: shame and rhythm. Among the elements central to the network 
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were also ‘media practices’ and ‘media attitudes’, which are given an ongoing role in 

this dissertation. Finally, the analysis of media representations of DSA victimhood 

addresses the two elements ‘public discourse’ and ‘established media’, which seem to 

be central connecting points between ‘shame’ and ‘the repeated assault’. 

Hence, the analytical lenses are chosen in collaboration with the participants in 

relation to their own interpretation of what constituted their experiences. This fol-

lows the ethical standpoints and the participatory approach, which I will address in 

the next chapter. One element that is emphasized in figure 2b, but plays a less signif-

icant role in the dissertation is ‘loneliness’. The participants reflected on how loneli-

ness related to the network, saying that what they felt alone with was “all of it”; re-

ferring to the elements spread out and mapped on the table in front of them. With 

loneliness being a result of all the other elements, I chose to start from inside the 

network and focus on more delimited aspects of the DSA experience. However, lone-

liness as an affect consequential to digital sexual assault is deserving of future atten-

tion. 

 

2.2.1	Shame	

Moving on to the first analytical lens, I have been drawing on approaches to shame 

that deal with various aspects of shame as an affect and a phenomenon. I combine 

shame theories when it is analytically meaningful, even if they approach shame from 

different theoretical perspectives. For example, some of the approaches I draw on 

conceptualize shame as a primary affect (Probyn, 2005; Tomkins, 1963) – as a bodily 

experience that is, in one form or another, universal to humanity. Other approaches 

are more interested in shame as a social and cultural affective response (Ahmed, 

2014; Bissenbakker, 2012), or as a psychological reaction (Wurmser, 2015). Addi-

tionally, I also draw on theorizations of shame coined before ‘the affective turn’ (Koi-

vunen, 2010), and within the traditions of phenomenology (Sartre, 1943) and earlier 

feminist thinking (Beauvoir, 1949; Mann, 2018). 

Instead of holding on to these theoretical differences between shame ap-

proaches, I work with five different, but often closely related, analytical aspects of 
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shame: 1) shame and exposure, 2) shame and the self, 3) shame and relations/com-

munity, 4) shame types, and 5) productive shame. 

Theories that connect shame to exposure are relevant to this project and its data 

because exposure is central to victims’ mediated experiences of DSA. This is one of 

the main arguments of the article “Defying Shame” (chapter 5); because of the digital 

aspects of the assault, such as persistence, replicability and scalability of data (Boyd, 

2011), the shame that victims experience is intrinsically linked to exposure. Here, I 

draw primarily on Sartre’s (1943) definition of shame as the feeling of being seen or 

seeing yourself through ‘the look’ of ‘the other’. According to Sartre, shame is a con-

sequence of being exposed or imagining exposure. The definition resonates with 

other approaches to shame, Ahmed (2014), for example, claims that “to be witnessed 

in one’s failure is to be ashamed” (p. 103); and Probyn suggests that shame involves 

seeing oneself differently (Probyn, 2005; Probyn, Bozalek, Shefer, & Carolissen, 

2019). 

In Sartre’s, as well as Probyn’s (2005, 2008), approaches to shame, exposure is 

further linked to identity and the perception of the self. For Sartre, seeing yourself 

through the look of the other means to see yourself as an object, therefore, shame is 

a consequence of negative objectification and a loss of subjectivity, which, in turn, 

questions the self. In the work of Probyn, shame is a “profound intra-subjective mo-

ment” that “produces a new sense of self” (Probyn et al., 2019, p. 325). In other words, 

shame has the potential to transform the self, exactly because it allows the subject to 

reflect on itself. This undoing and transformation of the self helps us to understand 

how digital exposure and assault can influence self-understanding and cause shame 

beyond and across the boundaries of mediated identities performed and realized in 

online networks (Papacharissi, 2011). 

These approaches to shame, which depend on some kind of real or imagined ex-

posure, are relational; even when no one is looking, shame depends on knowing or 

imagining the norms and gaze of others. Ahmed (2014) points to how shame can be 

a result of failing to approximate an ideal of a community or relation that we are in-

vested in, and Probyn (2005) points to how shame can be a reaction to not fitting into 

a community that you have an interest in being part of and are invested in. These 
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general approaches to shame to some extent point back to former feminist thinking, 

such as Beauvoir (1949) who describes gendered shame as a product of a society that 

sets up ideals for appropriate femininity that cause women to constantly balance 

shame as a fundamental threat to their social acceptance and existence within soci-

ety. In Beauvoir’s work, gendered shame is a result of women having to (sexually) 

objectify themselves to gain affection from men, and to, in turn, be granted subjectiv-

ity and value through their proximity to these men. In this dilemma, shame is tied to 

objectification, but for women, objectification is paradoxically also a way to gain gen-

dered, social acceptance (subjectivity). Negotiating this paradox makes shame con-

stantly present in women’s lives. These discussions of shame, in relation to balancing 

appropriate femininity and other kinds of social belonging, are indeed relevant in re-

lation to the issues of exclusion, public othering and intimate shaming, which victims 

of DSA might also experience. 

Going into more detail about the experiences of shame and its gendered as well 

as contextual aspects, some approaches suggest differing between types of shame. 

Mann (2018) builds on Beauvoir’s ideas of gendered shame as a fundamental part of 

being/becoming a woman in order to differentiate between ‘shame events’ (moments 

of exposure) and ‘unbounded shame’, which is an underlying shame attached to fem-

ininity as described above. Similarly, Wurmser (2015) differentiates between ‘the de-

pressive affect of shame’, ‘shame anxiety’ and ‘shame as reaction formation’, respec-

tively referring to the consequences of shame when shaming has happened, the fear 

of shame, and the ways that experiences with shame cause people to restrict their 

behavior in order to prevent further shaming. These differentiations between shame 

in the moment and the more general fear of shame have informed my analysis of how 

DSA victims are influenced not just by the moment of exposure but also the mediated 

ways in which exposure is and always could be repeated (Kofoed, 2013). 

Finally, several of the shame approaches addressed here also consider the ways 

in which shame can be constructive. Both Ahmed (2014) and Probyn (2005) point to 

how collective shame, if it results in political action that works against marginaliza-

tion, can be progressive, and Bissenbakker (2012, 2013) argues that shame can be 

used to expose and criticize the structures that create shame in the first place. The 
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kind of positive shame that shames those who unrightfully shame others (Probyn, 

2005) is similar to what I, in “Defying Shame” (chapter 5), have called contra-sham-

ing, addressing the ways in which the research participants tried to renegotiate un-

derstandings of DSA by framing the acts of aggressors as shameful within their com-

munities, thereby adopting a partly positive framing of shame. 

These approaches to shame when used to analyze the relations between DSA, 

mediated exposure, identity, subjectivity and agency offer new knowledge to the field 

of studies on digital assault. However, analyzing shame experiences through Sartre’s 

metaphor of ‘the look’ is to focus on moments of exposure. In order to expand this 

analysis, and include experiences of repetition and transformation central to the re-

search participants, I draw on rhythm analysis to understand the temporal and dy-

namic aspects of DSA victimhood. 

 

2.2.2	Rhythms	

As mentioned above, the repeated assault is an important concept in understanding 

DSA experiences, but even beyond the repeated assault, temporality and rhythmic 

change were also ongoing themes in the ways the participants approached victim-

hood stories that were disseminated to them in e.g. educational materials, politics 

and press coverage. On one side, they wanted people to understand the trauma of 

continuous exposure; on the other side, they often felt uneasy with descriptions of 

DSA as never-ending and their lives as being forever ruined. This understanding of 

how victimhood is dynamic and sometimes contradictory is one of the aspects of in-

depth victim experiences that have been given very little attention in current re-

search, as mentioned earlier. In this dissertation, I use rhythm analysis to analyze the 

temporal aspects of DSA experiences. 

Chen (2016) approaches political and historical situations as assemblages 

(Deleuze & Guattari, 1998) of rhythms that can be analyzed by identifying its domi-

nant and arrhythmic elements, with arrhythmia describing situations of conflict and 

potential change. Here she draws on Lefebvre (1992) and his concept of polyrhyth-

mia. Polyrhythmia is the co-existence of multiple rhythms that relate in either iso-
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rhythmic, eurhythmic or arrhythmic ways, with isorhythmia being rhythms in paral-

lel co-existence, eurhythmia being rhythms in harmony, and arrhythmia being 

rhythms in conflict. In the article “The Rhythms of Shame in Digital Sexual Assault” 

(Chapter 6), I work within this framework in order to identify the various (mediated) 

rhythms that are part of DSA assemblages, and to look at the ways these rhythms are 

disrupted. For example, affects and experiences can change, when victims intervene 

in the logics of the media platforms, or when broader societal rhythms – such as those 

of feminist movements fighting sexual violence – become part of the assemblage. 

Rhythm, in this context, is a broad term covering multiple affective, social and 

political aspects of temporal experiences. However, the theorizations of rhythm that 

I have drawn on in this dissertation argue for rhythm analysis as a way of understand-

ing the social through the body and of getting closer to ‘the lived experience of time’ 

(Lyon, 2019).  Lefebvre and Régulier (1985) reflect on how the body is both consti-

tuted by and in interaction with rhythms. They write:  

 

[T]he living body can and must consider itself as an interaction of organs sit-

uated inside it, where each organ has its own rhythm but is subject to a spa-

tio-temporal whole [globalité]. Furthermore, this human body is the site and 

place of interaction between the biological, the physiological (nature) and 

the social (often called the cultural), where each of these levels, each of these 

dimensions, has its own specificity, therefore its space-time: its rhythm. (pp. 

89-90) 

 

Lefebvre (1992) further describes rhythms in the dialectic between repetition and 

change, arguing that there is "no rhythm without repetition in time and space” but 

also that “there is no identical absolute repetition, indefinitely” (p.16). In this under-

standing, rhythms are the result of processes – whether cyclical, linear or narrative – 

that are recognizable in their repetition but not the same. 

Rhythms, as they work through and with the body, can be described as crucial to 

affective processes. Henriques, Tiainen, and Väliaho (2014) expand Lefebvre’s defi-

nition of rhythm to include the vibrations of potentiality around us, and Kofoed 
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(2013) views rhythms as repeated changes in affective intensity.  Kofoed’s analysis 

of cyberbullying further shows how media becomes part of the rhythmic assemblages 

and influences rhythms of bullying by inscribing different temporalities where data 

persists and is anticipated. Similarly, Stage (2014) shows how the persistence of af-

fective data transgresses its attachments to living bodies and allows terminally-ill 

bloggers to ‘live on’ as affective agents through their blogs after their bodies have 

passed away. Media, in other words, influences rhythms and time through the persis-

tence and anticipation of digital data. 

The understanding of rhythms as repetition, return and persistence, yet with the 

possibility of simultaneous linear development and change, is useful when seeking to 

describe DSA experiences and attempting to address the dilemma mentioned above 

of representing the trauma of repeated exposure without relying on discourses of 

forever-ruined lives. It allows repetition and progression to co-exist and, thereby, 

making it possible to show how assault experiences can progress over time without 

this progression necessarily having to be linear. Furthermore, it can show how, 

through mediated persistence, affective experiences of digital assault transgresses 

the isolated moments of e.g. shame and exposure, which are, in turn, transgressed by 

victims’ active intervention in the rhythms of assault. In the following section, I show 

the relevance of an understanding of the temporality of assault experiences as neither 

completely linear, nor completely repetitive or cyclical in relation to dominant stories 

of DSA in the Danish public. 

 

2.2.3	Stories	of	victimhood	

While the above analytical lenses of shame and rhythms help to dive into the com-

plexities of mediated experiences of DSA, the last lens used in “Counter-stories of Dig-

ital Sexual Assault” (chapter 7) helps to contextualize the analyses in the previous 

chapters. In the following, I look at how constructions of ‘victimhood’ have been ana-

lyzed and theorized in studies of representations of sexual violence and how victim 

experiences are sometimes told as counter-stories to dominant constructions. 
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As also mentioned earlier in this chapter, Liz Kelly’s (1988) Surviving	Sexual	Vio‐

lence, is essential to several studies that aim to represent and define victim- and sur-

vivorhood in cases of sexual violence. Kelly discusses the relations between uncover-

ing sexual violence in our society and avoiding the risk of portraying women primar-

ily as ‘inevitable victims’. This dissertation negotiates victimhood in relation to a very 

similar dilemma, seeking to represent victim experiences without framing victim-

hood as neither inevitable nor passive. The article “Counter-stories of Digital Sexual 

Assault” discusses this balance in relation to stories and counter-stories of victim-

hood in the Danish press coverage of DSA and in my data respectively. 

By counter-stories, I refer to the ways people “frame their stories in relation to 

the dominant cultural storylines which form the context of their lives, especially 

when those storylines don’t seem to fit” (Andrews & Bamberg, 2004, p. 1). Counter-

stories, in this way, are narratives that can create acknowledged existence and re-

sistance outside of dominant, oppressive stories and/or transform dominant narra-

tives (Bassett, Kember, & O’Riordan, 2020).  

Even when they do not name it counter-stories, the idea of telling stories as op-

positions to dominant discourses of sexual violence exists in several influential ap-

proaches. Kelly calls for a construction of the survivor-position that goes against the 

common perception of victims/survivors as passive and incapable of resistance, and 

Naples (2003) encourages ways of ‘speaking up’ that become part of a collective 

movement and that work in opposition to individualization. These approaches posi-

tion themselves clearly as counter to existing (dominant) perceptions or stories of 

victim- and survivorhood. 

Focusing on media framing, there have been many critical analyses of how sexual 

assault victimhood is framed and stereotyped in dominant stories, meaning that 

there are only few ways to be an ‘ideal victim’ whose victimhood is acknowledged. 

Greer (2007) uses the term ‘ideal victim’ to refer to groups of people whose victim-

hood is readily acknowledged because they fit into dominant public narratives of vic-

timhood. These narratives, he argues, are shaped by media newsworthiness, whereby 

dramatic stories of victimization are deemed interesting, while the pervasive, every-
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day kinds of gendered violence, which are in reality much more common, are ren-

dered invisible. The understanding that media frames legitimate victimhood is also 

central to the work of Munt (2017) who refers to the “stream of narratives [of victim-

hood] that permeate our mediascapes” as ‘victim media’. Victim media is the circula-

tion of recognizable ‘figures of injury’ that we acknowledge and recognize as victims. 

This means that victimhood outside of these stories become dubious or even impos-

sible. 

Furthermore, Hindes and Fileborn (2020) investigate the ways that victimhood, 

in a specific #MeToo case, was delegitimized in media coverage by drawing on sexist 

stereotypes that disassemble stories of the victimized woman from those of legiti-

mate victimhood. These ways of delegitimizing victimhood draw on stereotypical sto-

ries of women as revengeful, having unrealistic romantic ideals, being overly emo-

tional and irrational, and being sexual gatekeepers responsible for protecting them-

selves and men from masculine (uncontrollable) desires. These stories undermine 

victimized women’s claim to victimhood by, in different ways, suggesting that they 

are at least partly responsible for the assault and therefore do not meet ideals of the 

complete innocence of victims. 

In article 4 (chapter 7) of this dissertation, I find a similar connection between 

complete, childlike innocence and legitimate victimhood for DSA victims. This is sup-

ported by Buiten (2020) who, in a study of media representations of technology-fa-

cilitated sexual violence in Australia, criticizes ‘legalistic discourses’ in discussions on 

young people’s sexual image sharing. Buiten argues that a focus on child pornography 

“re-inscribes all digital expressions of teen sexuality indistinct from the violent use of 

them” (p.1187), meaning that all, even healthy, expression of youth sexuality become 

inherently linked to victimhood. Buiten’s concern, which I strongly agree with, is that 

such discourses stigmatize youth sexuality, but at the same time, this construction 

also rearticulates the connection between victimhood and childlike innocence. 

Drawing on these analyses of victim representations in media, I investigate con-

structions of ‘ideal victims’ as well as strategies to delegitimize victimhood in the 

Danish press coverage of DSA. However, I go beyond the empirical and methodologi-
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cal scopes of the above-mentioned investigations to include the research partici-

pants’ lived experiences and to consider the ways they shape stories of victimhood in 

accordance with and counter to the identified positions in press coverage. 

 

The three analytical lenses, shame, rhythm and victimhood, are methods of analysis 

with foundations in specific theoretical fields. When analyzing shame-experiences, I 

have looked at the data through the metaphor of ‘the look’ to understand instances 

where gazes, looking and exposure were relevant to the described experiences. When 

analyzing the ways victim experiences are dynamic in time, I have identified the 

rhythms of assault by looking at instances in the data where time, movement, repeti-

tion and shifting bodily intensities have been in focus. Finally, when analyzing the 

media data as well as the workshop data in relation to representations of victimhood, 

I have identified the narratives told about DSA and considered how victims were po-

sitioned within them. 

These frameworks have made possible an analysis that encompasses DSA expe-

riences in moments of extreme affective intensity as well as over time and within 

changing contexts. Each framework has also offered ways to contextualize these anal-

yses with attention to the ways social media shapes affective experiences and the 

ways that press media and a broader public discourse enter these formations and 

influence constructions of victimhood as well. In short, the framework offers ways of 

approaching victimhood that cover deep momentary, dynamic temporal, and broad 

contextual aspects of mediated victim experiences. 

These different lenses of analysis are part of a larger ethical and methodological 

project focused on acknowledging and allowing change and opposition in represen-

tations of DSA victimhood. This ethical and methodological standpoint is the focus of 

the following chapter. 
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Chapter 3. Ethics and methodology 

Care, listening and change in participatory,  

practice-based research 

 
This project has used an array of methods, all described in detail in the four articles 

of the dissertation. These methods are connected within a methodological and ethical 

framework constructing a basis for the various choices made throughout the stages 

of the project. This chapter explains that framework through discussions of the ethi-

cal stance of the dissertation and the methodological choices it has inspired. It does 

so by pointing to three ethical standpoints – care, listening and change – and by con-

necting them to methodological choices made in the research design and process. 

First, however, a general overview of the research process and the data is relevant. 

 

3.1 Overview of the research process and data 

Figure 3a illustrates the four phases of the research process. This figure is mimicked 

in the introductions to the articles throughout the dissertation indicating from which 

phases each article has its data. Here, it also shows the extent of the participants’ in-

volvement indicated by their initials. 

The first phase (November 2017 – June 2018) was a series of four participatory, 

creative writing workshops (W1-W4) followed by continuous communication with 

the first three participants. The second phase (November 2019 – January 2020) con-

sisted of individual follow-up interviews wherein we re-evaluated some of their writ-

ing and statements from the first intervention. The third phase (May 2020) was new, 

co-designed, digital writing tasks with following text conversations and two new par-

ticipants. And the fourth and final part of the process consisted of constructing a da-

taset of news articles concerning DSA that had been published between September 

2017 and September 2020 – the time from my first contact with the participants until 

the time of constructing the dataset. 
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Figure	3a	

 

The specific approaches to writing, the writing workshops, and data collection are 

described in detail in the articles, but here, I will consider some of the general choices 

and considerations made before, during and between the project phases. In particu-

lar, the ways the participants contributed between the phases and sometimes opted 

in or out of the process are important to clarify. 
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Originally, another two persons planned to participate in the initial writing work-

shops, and one of them joined the first workshop before deciding to discontinue her 

participation. Their decisions to not participate was due to the general condition, 

when working with young people, that their lives can change especially rapidly when 

they, for example, finish their mandatory 10 years of school and move on to job train-

ing or further education, when they move away from home, when they go through 

relationship changes, and when their sense of selves change along with these devel-

opments. A process extending over several months is particularly long for people in 

this age group, and therefore, not everyone who was initially committed to the pro-

ject felt they were able to participate when it started. This was the case for the two 

persons who decided not to take part after all, and it was the case for Karen, who did 

not participate in the third phase of the project. 

In the first project phase, a writing workshop was structured in a way, whereby 

the participants first shared a text they had written followed by a collective discus-

sion of the text. Afterwards, I would introduce some of the core principles of creative 

writing, and they would write shorter texts to practice the use of these principles. 

Eventually, I would give them a larger writing task that would encourage them to use 

the principles, which they has just learned, to describe and reflect on their assault 

experiences. While they started to work on these writing tasks during the workshop, 

the participants typically finished them at home and brought them to the next work-

shop for sharing. However, this process was not always seamless. Once, Amalie did 

not manage to work on the text at home, and instead of reading a text out loud, she 

shared her ideas of what she would have written. Furthermore, Karen missed the last 

workshops and while she later made and sent the writing tasks, we never discussed 

it in the group; instead, she and I had a phone call, where we reviewed the topics that 

had been discussed in the workshop and added her reflections. 

When considering another round of writing workshops for phase 3 of the project, 

I reached out to the three first participants to ask for their feedback on my ideas for 

writing exercises. Karen did not have the time to participate further, but Mathilde and 

Amalie shared valuable considerations of what they found interesting to focus on in 

extension of the first round of workshops. 
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When reaching out to the new participants – Leonora and Anne-Mette – I had 

already talked to Amalie and Mathilde about the new writing tasks and we agreed 

that it would not be a good use of their time to have them participate in another round 

of text conversations, as well. Therefore, I conducted online text conversations only 

with Leonora and Anne-Mette. The online format was necessary because of the 

COVID19 lockdown, during which meeting up was prohibited. To make the work-

shops shorter, they did not include any teaching of creative writing principles and to 

make them feel safer, they were not collective conversations between the two partic-

ipants but rather individual elicitation-like interviews (Rose, 2012), where I asked 

them questions about their writing. These changes were made due to the digital for-

mat which created a situation different from that of the first writing workshops. 

The process had inconsistencies, but what is important to emphasize is that even 

when their full participation in the workshops was not possible, the continuous com-

munication with the participants meant that they were always updated on the re-

search process, and were always included in making relevant decisions moving for-

ward. For example, I shared the article drafts with the participants before submitting 

for publication, giving them a chance to question, expand or object to the analyses. 

While they rarely requested any changes, they did sometimes comment on the con-

clusions and progression of the project. This exchange also meant that they have been 

able to use the research conclusions in their work and lives. 

 

3.1.1	Representation	in	in‐depth	case	studies	

It is evident that the study works with a small number of cases. Therefore, when I talk 

about representation in this study, I am not referring to broad social representations 

across groups of people, but rather in-depth, multi-faceted representation of specific 

cases. The value of in-depth case studies are their ability to uncover unthought-of 

perspectives and to create good hypotheses for more generalizable experiences. 

Hence, the generalizability of the study is not based on principles of statistical signif-

icance and structural representation, rather, it finds its validity in in-depth represen-

tation and in the fact that the findings are logical and in constructive dialogue with 
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existing theory and findings (Small, 2009). In other words, I cannot know if the par-

ticipants’ experiences are representative for DSA victims in general, and I also cannot 

know what kind of alternative experiences would have been evident had the study 

included different people. However, I can know that some of the central dynamics of 

mediated DSA experiences found in my analyses are logical in relation to existing re-

search and that they uncover real, complex experiences. 

Although a study with five participants obviously cannot aim for broad, statistical 

representation, comparing the participants’ stories is still relevant, as is considering 

the way research participants were chosen. At the time I started this project, recruit-

ing participants was particularly difficult. DSA was only starting to become a more 

generally acknowledged issue and there were no established groups or networks for 

people who had experienced it. Therefore, I mobilized the participants through the 

few agents – mostly activists – that worked with DSA as a political issue, or had tried, 

although without success, to establish support networks. This does not mean that the 

participants were already politically motivated; some had only reached out to receive 

support, and not to become active. But it does mean that they constitute a group of 

people ready and able to take the initiative to seek support and do something with 

their experiences. 

Furthermore, as suggested above as well, committing to a long-term study can be 

particularly difficult for young people in rapidly changing life situations and, hence, 

the participants represent a group of young people who could make such a commit-

ment. Additionally, the use of writing as a method does not appeal to everyone, and 

the participants were at least comfortable enough with writing to not be intimidated 

by this method. Generally, the group of participants were relatively privileged in their 

access to education, and had a general trust in the university as a reliable and ap-

proachable authority. 

However, the participants did come from very different social backgrounds, 

places in the country, and had little in common in terms of political attitudes and in-

volvement. They also had very different levels of trust in the legal and state systems. 

Perhaps most importantly, their DSA stories varied widely, as is evident in the pro-

logue, and the levels of support they had been getting from their surroundings were 
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equally diverse. For example, they had a range of different experiences with telling 

their parents about the assault, and with talking (and not talking) to authorities, po-

lice and the press. These differences matter – especially for the part of this project 

that focuses on the participants’ negotiations of news media stories and the ways 

none of them, for the most part, could see themselves represented within these sto-

ries. 

 

3.1.2	Overview	of	the	data	

Creative writing texts about DSA 10 (11pp.)  

Creative writing exercises not about DSA 12 (5pp.) 

Map of collaborative data coding (figure 2b) 1 

Recordings of workshops 5h00m13s 

Notes from workshops  2 

Recordings of follow-up interviews 2h18m22s 

Notes from follow-up interview with Karen4 1 

Narrative texts of DSA 4 (4pp.) 

Recordings of text conversations 1h42m00s 

Articles/news on DSA 914 (1700pp) 

  

Total	number	of	texts	 26	(20pp.)	

Total	hours	of	recordings	 9h0m35s	

Total	number	of	news	articles	 914	(1700pp)	

 

The table shows an overview of the dissertation’s empirical data. It consists of con-

tinuous (unrecorded) communication with the participants, as well as recordings, 

texts and products produced during the workshops and interventions. These differ-

ent kinds of data require different modes of reading. Generally, the creative writing 

texts, although short, are texts with an aesthetic purpose which are edited and reeval-

uated several times and, therefore, very dense with meaning. In this way, the 20 pages 

                                                        
4 The interview with Karen was not recorded because we met in a noisy, public place. 
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of writing here are not comparable to 20 pages of non-creative writing. Similarly, the 

text conversations are also different from the more traditional follow-up interviews 

because they are more oriented towards analyzing text material and, therefore, sim-

ilarly dense with symbolic, metaphoric and sensory meaning. Finally, the news arti-

cles call for yet another kind of reading that is more superficial, which often involves 

reading across rather than reading into the texts. Hence, while I sometimes read the 

different kind of empirical data through the same analytical lenses (e.g. shame or sto-

ries of victimhood), my ways of analyzing the data warries. For example, the meta-

phorical reading of shame through ‘the look’ is possible when working with creative 

texts and text conversations focused on sensory experiences, but a metaphorical 

reading makes less sense when analyzing narrative accounts of long-term DSA expe-

riences and when reading across news media data – however, this does not mean that 

all these kinds of data cannot be read with attention to shame only in different ways. 

Furthermore, the workshop and interview data call for increased ethical precau-

tions around data safety because it include sensitive information about deeply per-

sonal experiences. To accommodate such precautions, all data was anonymized and 

stored according to the principles of the GDPR (general data protection regulation). 

When communicating with the participants, I aimed to use software (for example the 

app Signal) that encrypts information according to appropriate standards, and I al-

ways deleted emails and other interactions as soon as possible. However, the partic-

ipants had different levels of concern in relation to data safety; while some made an 

effort to delete messages and not save information longer than necessary, others did 

not find it possible to incorporate these precautions into their everyday communica-

tion practices. Therefore, my approach to data safety has been to follow strict guide-

lines for anonymizing or deleting data on my end, while acknowledging that the ex-

tent to which I can expect the same from the research participants is limited. 
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Not all the data described above is analysed in all four of the dissertation’s articles. 

Having been written at different times during the research process, the articles in-

clude data from one or several of the phases, as depicted in this diagram: 

 

 

The diagram emphasizes the four phases of the project, in which most of the data was 

produced, but the ongoing inclusion of the participants through and in-between the 

phases is essential to the ethical project of the dissertation, which focuses on dynamic 

and victim-defined stories of digital sexual assault. This dynamic approach pays at-

tention to the way the participants’ stories shift over time, and depending on the con-

text of each methodological intervention, and it sees ethicality as something that is in 

constant flux between individual needs, interpersonal relations and broader social 

contexts. The ongoing participation also makes continuous consent possible, because 

the participants’ are given several opportunities to oppose and/or direct the ways 

their data is being used. Additionally, participation makes it likely for the participants 

to give consent on a more informed basis, because they develop a better understand-

ing of the research process and choices. 

This dynamic approach is mirrored in the three ethical standpoints discussed be-

low; care, listening and change all deal with the relations between individual stories 

and collective movements, although with varying attention to the role of individual 

storytelling. In discussing these ethical standpoints, I will reflect on how the various 

methods and methodologies work through and with each of them, however, individ-

ual storytelling – and in this case, writing as a practice-based method – is fundamental 
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to all of them. In other words; while the three ethical standpoints put focus on differ-

ent aspects of writing, the “methodologies emerge because of the practice” (Hope, 

2016, p. 77) and writing remains a consistent practice throughout. 

 

3.2 Ethics of care 

The first ethical standpoint concerns care. Care ethics, or feminist ethics of care, is a 

well-established field referring to relational approaches to ethics and morality. In the 

book In	A	Different	Voice, Carol Gilligan (1982) introduces care ethics in a discussion 

of how models for children’s moral development in psychology are based primarily 

on boys’ ways of negotiating moral dilemmas and less on girls’ ways of doing the 

same. While the psychological argument, and its validity, is not relevant for this pro-

ject, Gilligan uses her insights to point to how care, meaning the relational and con-

textual, is undervalued as a moral approach in comparison to more general and prin-

ciple-based  moral assessments, because care as a feminized value within patriarchy 

is seen as less valid. 

In this sense, care is not only an ethical standpoint that insists on making moral 

assessments in context – it is also a counter approach to a Western, patriarchal his-

tory of ethics that approaches moral assessments through logic with only secondary 

attention to human relations and differences (Held, 2014). Further, it is an approach 

that (re)establishes a relation between morals and politics, because unlike abstract, 

Kantian moral assessments, ethics of care are meaningful within complicated, rela-

tional political conflicts, where the need to act on relational obligations to others is 

the most immediate concern (Tronto, 1994). Ethics of care, in other words, is a "prac-

tice, rather than a set of rules or principles" (ibid. p.126) and it therefore is a way to 

navigate complicated relations. 

Both Tronto (1994) and Held (2014) point to how care, when practiced right, is 

always a response to another’s need. In research, care must not be about the re-

searchers’ need to care, but about the participants’ need for specific kinds of caring. 

Bellacasa (2017) broadens care ethics to include more-than-human relations – the 
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interdependent needs of animals, ecosystems, etc. – and uses the approach as a situ-

ated way of thinking within research. She writes: 

 

That knowledge is situated means that knowing and thinking are inconceiv-

able without the multitude of relations that make possible the worlds we 

think in […] relations of thinking and knowing require care and affect how 

we care. (p.69) 

 

Just as Tronto points attention to the ways we as humans are embedded in systems 

of care and relational dependence (i.e. that in society, we depend on each other in a 

number of ways), Bellacasa (2017) extends this notion to include non-human actors 

as well, which allows for a kind of academic thinking that acknowledges the networks 

of dependence, we are situated within. 

Returning to this specific project and dissertation, thinking with care is interwo-

ven with methods of participation. First, both participatory methods and relations of 

care negotiate power imbalances, and second, working with an ethics of care and 

meeting people’s actual needs require an open-endedness to and inclusion in re-

search that allows such needs to be expressed. 

As mentioned above, care ethics negotiate power imbalances through the 

acknowledgement that an unequal power relation will always be in place, when one 

party has a need and the other party has the power to respond to this need. In partic-

ipatory studies, a similar balance is between the researcher and the research partici-

pant (Bergold & Thomas, 2012; Reestorff, Fabian, Fritsch, Stage, & Stephensen, 2014), 

where the researcher is in a position to offer the participants visibility, resources, etc., 

to work with an issue that they are invested in. A participatory approach seeks to be 

aware of and work around this power distribution by designing a process that in-

cludes the participants in the decision-making. In other words, this should be a pro-

cess designed to meet the participants’ needs and interests as well as those of the 

researcher by making the two perspectives converge. 

Designing and being in a process sensitive to the participants’ contextual needs 

is a way of working with care ethics, and this kind of openness to emerging needs 
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requires a participatory process in which the participants have a chance to make 

those needs clear and thereby influence the research. In this way, participatory re-

search can be not just safe, but also empowering, as it brings people with similar 

needs together and offers them the tools (in the shape of research methods and prac-

tices) to contextualize their experiences (Bell et al., 2004). On the other hand, this 

personal and collective engagement and the process of building trusting relations to 

others is also a particularly vulnerable process. 

In article 1, “Writing Victimhood” (chapter 4), I write about the vulnerability of 

coming forward to insist on alternative stories of victim- and/or survivorhood as well 

as how an ethics of care can guide ways of acting respectfully with regard to this vul-

nerability. Generally, speaking-up is always a vulnerable position since it involves the 

risk of being disavowed by your audience as a knower, and thereby of being silenced 

(Anderson & Bunnin, 2020). Speaking up against sexual violence is exceptionally vul-

nerable, because such stories are frequently questioned and the victim, quite often, 

blamed (see article 4, chapter 7). Finally, writing is a particularly vulnerable medium 

and practice. Probyn (2005) talks about how writing always bears the risk of shame, 

because when you are invested in your writing, you will feel ashamed if your interest 

is not fulfilled and others do not appreciate what you have written. 

The shame in writing that Probyn talks about, is, at least partly, a consequence of 

an uncertain, not necessarily caring, relation between writer and reader, whereby the 

writer’s need to be seen and understood is not always met in the relation to the 

reader. With writing as a central methodological practice, reflecting on how to make 

care a guiding principle for writing and reading is, therefore, essential. In the meth-

odological design of this project, I have drawn on therapeutic writing practices and 

tasks as a kind of writing that is concerned with the relations between writer and 

reader, and which promotes care. 

Therapeutic writing makes visible the ways that writing can be a tool in practic-

ing care. Engaging with literature can be a way to see and to feel different perspec-

tives, whether these are the lives of others (Steenberg & Ladegaard, 2017) or alter-

native versions of one’s own situation retold through practices of aesthetic and crea-



58 
 

tive expression (Llambías, 2017; A. J. Rasmussen, 2017). Therapeutic, creative writ-

ing also offers a mode of fictionalization that makes it possible to move past con-

straining ways of living with trauma (McNichol, 2016), and the sharing of such stories 

and perspectives in writing and reading groups encourage the exchange of 

knowledge and experiences that can be helpful in processes of coping (Bolton, Field, 

& Thompson, 2006).  

In a recent anthology, Skrivning	og	Sundhed [Writing and Health] (2021), edited 

by Marianne R. Jespersen, Lasse R. Gammelgaard and myself, the authors explore the 

ways writing is used in health contexts within and beyond medical institutions to 

bring notions of care, complexity and human empathy and relation into treatment, 

prevention, education and other health-related activities. While ethics of care is not 

central to the discussions in the book, we draw, especially in the book’s introduction, 

on the same ideas of handling vulnerability in meetings between people with differ-

ent attachments (often personal vs. professional) to health. In this book, and in the 

field of writing and health in general, it is indicated that writing, when used to open 

up for the vulnerable and complicated inter-personal relations of co-dependence, can 

be a way to increase empathy and support care that is respectful and open to seeing 

people as full individuals in their relational contexts. 

 

3.3 Ethics of listening 

Within ethics of care, and the principle of meeting the other’s contextual needs, is a 

requirement of listening as well; we cannot openly and respectfully meet each others’ 

needs, if we do not first aim to listen to them on their own terms. Gilligan makes this 

argument in In	a	Different	Voice, but later expands it to relate more specifically to 

ethical and political research contexts. She writes: 

 

If we are serious about recognizing and respecting differences, then we need 

to hear and encourage the full range of voices within and around us by be-

coming a society of listeners. Active listening means asking, how might I call 
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forth a voice that is held in silence, a voice under political or religious or psy-

chological constraint? […] Rather than putting ourselves in the shoes of the 

other, we would do better to put on our shoes and go to the other to learn 

from them about their place. (Gilligan, 2014, p. 104) 

 

This quote talks directly to the ethical justification of this dissertation as a whole; we 

must listen, and listen in radically active ways, to victims of digital sexual assault in 

order to go beyond normative stories of victimization, which are already prioritized 

by legal and press discourses and to see a fuller range of narratives. 

The concept of bringing forth oppressed voices in research is recurring among 

feminist scholars and others working with silenced groups of research participants. 

Davies (2014), in her descriptions of doing research on and with children, coined the 

term ‘emergent listening’, similar to what Gilligan calls ‘active listening’. She points 

to how adults, when listening to children, listen through descent, meaning that they 

make sense of the children’s stories by trying to fit them into the world that adults 

know and have defined. Instead, she argues, emergent listening means listening along 

lines of ascent – in other words, to listen openly for the alternative, emergent 

knowledge structures and worlds that children construct and speak within. She 

writes:  

 

Emergent listening is demanding. It means not confining oneself to opinion, 

or to what one has always believed or wanted. It involves the suspension of 

judgement, letting go of the status quo and of the quotidian lives embedded 

in that status quo. It opens one up for new ways of knowing and being, ac-

tively resisting closure and being curious about the void of any situation. 

(p.28) 

 

This approach to listening, or bringing forth voices, emphasizes how voices that do 

not fit into the dominant knowledge structures are often misunderstood, and this in-

sight makes sense not only in relation to children but with all marginalized voices, or, 
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in Gilligan’s words, voices “under political or religious or psychological constraint” 

(p. 104). 

However, emergent or active listening must be interventional (that is what 

makes it active, after all). When working with a topic as taboo as sexual violence, the 

stories that you get if you just passively listen are the stories that fit into the existing, 

sparse representation of sexual assault available in dominant public stories. To listen 

actively, means to work to create a space and a language for stories that ‘go beyond 

the status quo’. And this is where methodological designs that are performative and 

open-ended become necessary. 

Such performative, interventional methods can be described as experiments.  

Staunæs (2016) describes experiments and methodological interventions that in-

stead of reflecting and criticizing existing realities can perform new ones. This per-

formative potential lies in maintaining openness, as opposed to enforcing binaries, 

when confronted with friction and conflict within constructed research settings 

(Staunæs, 2016; Staunæs & Kofoed, 2015a, 2015c). In this way, experimental meth-

ods encourage not just open listening, but also active listening in the sense of creating 

a performative research setting that creates moments of conflict allowing for new and 

alternative meaning making. 

Similarly, Blackman (2012) talks about performative experiments as ways to 

bring “something into being that did not pre-exist the experimental encounter" 

(p.184). She encourages listening in ways where you become entangled with the 

speaker (or engage through an ethics of care) to co-construct stories that could not 

have been heard by listening passively, because they are taboo or unrealized to the 

extent that there is no available language to tell them. In other words, she too dis-

cusses active listening as a process requiring performative interventions that do not 

only seek to represent the world but create new, emerging worlds that are more rep-

resentative of the previously unheard and unarticulated. 

To sum up, these performative ways of listening to previously unheard voices 

require experimental practices, which once more brings the discussion back to the 

practice of writing and its performative potential. Creative writing, as also hinted 

above, offers tools and methods for going beyond the everyday uses of language to 
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invent and convey new meanings and impressions. Creative writing can be a kind of 

‘artistic knowledge production’ (Ringgaard, 2021), that does not “associate 

knowledge with certainty” but instead “takes the writer beyond the routines of writ-

ing” (Donnelly & Harper, 2012, p. 123). In other words, writing as a practice can be a 

kind of knowledge production that is not attempting to prove, disprove or even nu-

ance existing knowledge, but instead create new and different insights by breaking 

up and reshaping language, focusing on form instead of meaning (Llambías, 2017), 

and thereby creating new images and understandings. Consequently, creative writ-

ing’s potential as a performative methodological practice lies exactly in its ability to 

create – specifically, in this context, to create metaphors, stories and impressions spe-

cific to the writer, who makes conscious choices in the ways she uses language, in-

stead of mirroring existing platitudes and dominant cultural story lines. 

This creative (and creating) aspect of writing as an experimental methodological 

practice is ‘active listening’ because writing makes possible the kind of individuality 

and diversity that active and emergent listening aims to hear. Furthermore, as inher-

ent to an ethics of listening, a diverse movement must be shaped on the basis of indi-

viduals speaking out; in the words of Naples (2003): “Personal empowerment is the 

necessary stepping stone toward building a more inclusive movement” (p.185, em-

phasis added). 

 

3.4 Ethics of change 

Picking up on the notion that individual voices can shape an inclusive movement, the 

ethical possibilities of collective meaning-making to inflict social and political change 

enter this ethical and methodological framework. In a forthcoming book chapter 

(Uldbjerg & Hendry, [Forthcoming]), Natalie Hendry and I reflect on how writing ex-

periments can be guided by an ethics of change. We use ethics of change to cover both 

the relational, contextual aspects of dynamic and participatory research processes 

guided by care, and to point to the ways research can become part of a movement 

working towards social change. 
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In the context of this project, working with an ethics of change embraces both of 

the above-mentioned aspects. First, aiming to represent victim positions that are dy-

namic and complex, requires an openness to changing stories and dispositions (even 

if they are sometimes contradictory) and, therefore, a dedication to open-ended lis-

tening and care in the workshop situation (an ethics of change encompasses ethics of 

care and listening). Second, and less developed in the reflections above, the construc-

tion of more dynamic and empowering stories of victimhood has an ethical potential 

in causing real psychological, social and political change for the research participants 

and perhaps even DSA victims and survivors more broadly. 

This aim to support research participants in bettering their lives is central to par-

ticipatory research (Borg, Karlsson, Kim, & McCormack, 2012), but it is especially im-

portant to the field of participatory action research (PAR) and activist research. Ac-

tivist research and PAR are thoroughly discussed both in the first article and in chap-

ter 8 of this dissertation, so I will not go into extensive detail here. In short, the aims 

of activist research are to “affirm a political alignment with an organized group of 

people in struggle” (Hale, 2006, p. 97); to engage in academic and activist work in a 

way whereby both are equally valued (Koirala-Azad & Fuentes, 2009); to work in 

practice towards viable solutions to specific problems (Reason & Bradbury, 2008b); 

and importantly, to reflect on and consider the tensions and potentials of such dual 

commitments (Hale, 2006). 

The aim to involve the research participants in the creation of alternative, diverse 

and empowering stories of DSA, aligns with an ethics of change because this kind of 

storytelling has the potential to transform existing, constraining stories of victim-

hood and offer insights into the human consequences of assault in its complexity. 

Again, all these aspects of writing about DSA are thoroughly discussed in the follow-

ing chapter. However, I wish to offer some considerations regarding the last project 

phase (the sampling of a dataset with news coverage of DSA), which stands out for its 

non-experimental methodological approach. 

First, it is relevant to mention that an investigation (and critique) of media rep-

resentations of DSA victimhood was a need expressed by the research participants, 
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thereby, making the sampling of a dataset a direct continuation of the previous re-

search phases and part of a participatory process guided by ethics of care. Second, 

the investigation contextualizes the stories told by the participants and shows their 

relevance as part of a broader societal debate. This contextualization and validation 

give direction to the experimental interventions aiming at change; it shows exactly 

what needs to change and makes evident how the stories of victimhood constructed 

through performative, creative methods are indeed different. 

The sampling of news articles on DSA might at first look like a quantitative or 

mixed-methods study, especially because it represents an almost total sample of the 

written news coverage of DSA in the selected period and the database. However, I 

consider this study a qualitative case study. First, because its generalizability in rela-

tion to common public opinion might be questionable as it only includes written me-

dia, and only includes media from professional/commercial news sources. Second, 

because I see the news media data as a comparable and contrary case in relation to 

the first, experimental, case studies. The study of news representations and the ex-

perimental interventions serve as contrary cases with the former being highly public, 

short-form and generic texts and the latter being deeply private, complex and indi-

vidual texts. 

This approach is similar to what Small (2009) would call a sequential design; the 

case studies build on top of each other with each new intervention drawing on in-

sights from the former one; although, this project differs from Small’s illustration by 

working with different materials and methods in the different case studies. To put the 

process into steps: 

1. The first set of writing workshops made the ground with initial deep case studies. 

2. The follow-up interviews were a response to the realization that there might be 

aspects of individual experiences not easily expressed in a group setting, and that 

the participants’ perceptions might have changed in the time after the workshop 

process was over. 

3. The third phase with narrative writing tasks was a response to the realization 

that the sensory tasks of the first workshops were more suited to express mo-

mentary affective experiences than their long-term developments into bigger 
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stories. This realization came partly from the new kinds of stories told in the fol-

low-up interviews. 

4. The final study of victim representations in the media was a result of a sentiment 

expressed repeatedly by the participants that they did not see their stories and 

experiences represented in the general press. The relevance of this investigation 

became clear when comparing all the data from the previous phases, because 

they made clear the very different, and often contradictory, ways assault stories 

can be told. 

Outlining this process makes it clear how a methodological design guided by an ethics 

of change must be, at least to some degree, sequential and emerging over time in or-

der to be open to the ways experiences, needs and contexts change. Therefore, the 

investigation of victim positions falls into the methodological framework as another 

case study despite the fact that this investigation uses quite different methods and 

deals with a very different kind of data. 

 

The methodological experiment of this project as a whole has been to design inter-

ventions and mix methods in ways that, while untraditional, are inspired by questions 

appearing within the context of a participatory process. The next chapter, which is 

also the first article of the dissertation, continues these discussions on methodology 

by diving deeper into the political and activist aspects of the project. 



65 
 

Article 1. The article is published in Women,	Gender	and	Re‐

search	(BFI: 1),	Vol 29, issue 2. Pages 27-39. DOI: 

10.7146/kkf.v29i2.124893. Published on February 2nd 2021.  

 

 

 

This article reflects on the dilemmas and strengths in combining academic research 

and activist commitments. Being the second published article, it draws data from the 

first four writing workshops and from the follow-up interviews. It is in this article 

that I first started to perceive the project as performing not only an investigation into 

but also a transformation of DSA victimhood. 

The article first makes the argument that DSA victimhood is narrowly repre-

sented in public discourse; specifically, it criticizes an environment wherein victims 

must choose between two extreme positions as either guilty or ruined. This critique 

is based on the experiences of the participants. In article 4, I nuance and expand upon 

this argument exploring other possible victim positions, but even though my critique 

in this first article is more superficial, the identification of the ruined or the guilty 

victim as common positions holds truth in the more thorough analysis of media cov-

erage as well. 
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Chapter 4. Writing Victimhood 

A methodological manifesto for researching  

digital sexual assault 

 

Abstract 

Non‐consensual	sharing	of	intimate	images,	here	called	digital	sexual	assault	(DSA),	has	

been	a	heavily	debated	subject	 in	Denmark	over	the	past	 few	years.	 In	the	polarized	

public	and	academic	debate,	DSA	victims	are	often	either	subjected	to	victim	blaming	

or	portrayed	as	‘broken’	victims	with	little	agency	and	hope	of	redemption.	This	article	

presents	a	methodology	for	working	with	DSA	victims	to	construct	their	own	alternative	

and	empowering	stories	of	victimhood.	

Through	an	experimental	methodology	based	on	creative	writing,	I	have	included	three	

young	women	in	a	process	of	collectively	developing	and	exploring	aspects	of	their	ex‐

periences	with	DSA.	With	this	methodology,	I	aim	to	combine	activism	and	research	in	

investigating	DSA	and	actively	supporting	victims	in	constructing	progressive	stories	of	

victimhood;	stories	that,	as	activism,	work	in	opposition	to	oppressive	discourses,	and,	

as	research,	offer	insights	into	complex	experiences	of	victimhood.	The	article	ends	in	a	

discussion	of	change	as	the	prospect	of	activist	research	and	experimental	methodolo‐

gies	and	concludes	with	a	“manifesto	for	writing	victimhood”	stating	activist	aims	that	

encourage	and	value	social,	personal	and	political	change	in	and	through	research. 

 

4.1 Introduction 

“She can never have a normal life” 

Ole Søgaard-Nielsen in C. N. Jensen and Ilsøe (2018) 

	

“They have nothing to lose anymore. They have lost their name and reputation” 

Miriam Michaelsen in Vestergaard and Jensen (2019) 
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These quotes are from prominent lawyers and advocates representing victims of 

non-consensual, sexual image sharing. They are part of a debate about digital sexual 

assault (otherwise known as image-based sexual abuse) that has been gaining recent 

attention. Since Emma Holten (2014), the first person in Denmark to become well-

known after going public, published her story, there has regularly been new cases of 

digital sexual assault (DSA) surfacing in the national press. During this time, DSA has 

been an ideological and political battlefield. On one side, there are those who describe 

it as a problem mainly concerning young people’s risky digital behaviour with child 

psychologist John Hasle being a prominent example: 

 

“They should not be sharing anything. […] we must tell them that we don’t 

feel sorry for them when their nude images have been shared – because we 

told them what consequences it [taking them ed.] could have.” (Sommerand, 

2017) 

 

On the other side are lawyers, activists and NGOs advocating for policies that take 

DSA seriously. The introductory quotes are examples of how they often frame the 

consequences of DSA. While there are other perspectives present in the public debate, 

e.g. those of educators and teachers, it often tends to be polarized between victim 

blaming and stories of ruined lives.  Hence, victims are mainly offered two possible 

positions: Either they are seen as reckless, naïve teenagers and their victimhood 

unacknowledged, or they are seen as inherently damaged by the assault and thus de-

prived of agency in creating better futures for themselves. 

The public visibility of this debate has affected academic interests as well. It is a 

common argument among scholars researching intimate digital practises that the vic-

tims’ side has already been heard. For example, in a recent special issue of Medie‐

Kultur that focussed on digital intimacies, several articles unfold the argument that 

assault has dominated the debate on digital sexual practises so that other studies are 

now needed (Thorhauge et al., 2020). Ironically, none of them reference studies that 

present the side of victims through their own words. 
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While I certainly agree that multi-facetted knowledge of intimate sharing prac-

tises is important, I also think that the perspectives of victims have not yet been, and 

need to be, heard. Therefore, I wanted to explore alternative positions of victimhood, 

or rather, I wanted to build a research project that could support victims in develop-

ing and exploring such stories themselves. This article presents the methodological 

efforts behind this aim; I am not so much analysing victim positions as I am evaluating 

the methodological basis for their construction. 

As an activist, I have met a large number of women who are living with the con-

sequences of sexual assault, and I live with such experiences myself. I know how frus-

trating and painful it can be to find yourself stuck in a position where you have to 

choose between giving up your claim to victimhood and accepting the stigma of the 

‘ruined’ victim. Therefore, I recognize the importance and vulnerability of negotiating 

victim-positions, and these negotiations are what current research on DSA overlooks. 

This is also why, I hold on to victim instead of e.g. survivor; I wish to insist on victim-

hood as a position of authority, one that gives you a special insight when addressing 

sexual assault personally and	politically. Further, the participants of this study openly 

preferred victim, referring to the term ‘survivor’ as something ‘American’ (and alien-

ating) or not descriptive of assaults that essentially repeat themselves every time the 

images are shared. 

The three women, who became my co-researchers and co-activists in this project, 

choose the pseudonyms Mathilde, Karen and Amalie; these names are references to 

historic Danish female writers (Mathilde Fibiger, Karen Blixen and Amalie Skram), 

and they thereby echo a history of women claiming a voice through writing. And writ-

ing, as the title indicates, was our methodological practise. In the participatory setting 

of the writing workshop, we used creative writing as a method for collectively devel-

oping a language to describe experiences of DSA different from those dominant sto-

ries mentioned above. The methodology does not assume that alternative stories of 

DSA victimhood already exist if we look the right places. Rather, it seeks to construct 

new and complex stories; stories with empowering and thus political potentials. 

This article examines the possibilities and dilemmas of this methodology. First, I 

define a set of theoretical principles for doing feminist activist research. Elaborating 
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on these principles takes me through the methodological and ethical reflections be-

hind the project. The section ‘Activist research must engage in problem-solving’ sug-

gests experimental and creative methods as a way to accommodate the need for more 

nuanced stories of DSA victimhood. The following two sections analyse ethical chal-

lenges inherent in this approach, and the next section discusses these ethical consid-

erations in relation to victimhood specifically. The final session concludes by address-

ing the hope for change as basis for the above considerations and by proposing a 

“manifesto for writing victimhood” placing the research project in the context of a 

collective activist struggle. 

In short, the article offers some answers to the complex question of how to do 

ethical and activist research on a highly sensitive subject that, like sexual violence in 

the context of MeToo5, is vibrant with public opinion. 

 

4.2 Activist research 

 

By activist research, I mean a method through which we affirm a political 

alignment with an organized group of people in struggle and allow dialogue 

with them to shape each phase of the process (p.97) 

 

These are the words of Charles Hale (2006) when reflecting on his own activist re-

search practices. In his approach, inclusion is the key to doing activist research that 

represents oppressed perspectives respectfully and within their own regimes of 

truth rather than those of the stigmatizing majority. This logic is rooted in the idea 

that the victims of a specific struggle cannot only learn to understand their problems 

but also to provide sustainable solutions (Koirala-Azad & Fuentes, 2009). Therefore, 

the alignment that Hale mentions is crucial for activist research that seeks to pose 

realistic and viable solutions to social problems. Activist research, in other words, 

must be participatory. 

                                                        
5	Note that this article was published in a special issue on “#MeToo, Discrimination and 
Backlash”. 
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Along similar lines, activist research must seek to engage in problem-solving. 

Reason and Bradbury (2008a) argue that the strength of activist research is its ability 

to find social and political solutions based on knowledge and reflection. "Action with-

out reflection and understanding is blind, just as theory without action is meaning-

less" (p.4), they state, calling for researchers to use theory for the purpose of action. 

Addressing structural inequality, the proposed solutions must move beyond the 

individual to the collective level. Nancy Naples (2003) makes this point when discuss-

ing the potentials of individual victim stories as part of a joined struggle. While Naples 

argues that coming forward with individual stories of assault can be empowering and 

serve as a way to raise a feminist movement, she criticizes discourses that are either 

dominated by expert statements and ignore the voices of victims or become specta-

cles of individualized pain without exposing the underlying, structural inequalities. 

Activist research must be collective. 

However, engaging in collective, political struggles blurs the relation between the 

researcher, the researched and the research (Naples, 2003). Politics and research be-

come inseparable and pose what Hale (2006) calls “dual loyalties” referring to how 

activist scholars “must embrace two quite distinct sets of objectives and forms of ac-

countability, and they must negotiate the often considerable tensions between them" 

(p.105). These tensions, between academic norms of accountability and activist goals 

of political and personal change, result in activist research being evaluated on two 

different parameters: The researcher is accountable for the quality and reliability of 

the research and for its social and political impacts. Thus, activist research poses dual 

commitments. 

A commitment that lies in the tension between activism and research is repre-

sentation. How is it possible to represent victims respectfully within a research cul-

ture that has a history of objectifying women and minorities for the sake of the devel-

opment of that very knowledge system (Naples, 2003)? One answer to this challenge, 

echoed in many works on feminist research, is the argument that empathy supports 

representation. Within participatory action research, Reid and Frisby (2008) advo-

cate for empathetic dialogue as a method that encourages diversity because listening 

to others is the basis for understanding and representing their unique perspectives. 
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The same idea is prevalent in the field of feminist care ethics; Carol Gilligan (2014) 

writes: 

 

[W]e need to hear and encourage the full range of voices within and around 

us by becoming a society of listeners. Active listening means asking, how 

might I call forth a voice that is held in silence, a voice under political or reli-

gious or psychological constraint? (p.104) 

 

Gilligan’s work originally criticized a research culture that did not represent women 

and girls. She posed a feminist ethics based on listening and care as a way to encour-

age diversity and aim for representation (Gilligan, 1982). The idea of thinking with 

care as an ethical principle has developed into a broad field of feminist care ethics 

emphasizing the importance of relational obligations in research (Bellacasa, 2017; 

Held, 2014; Tronto, 1994). Hence, activist research aims for representation through 

care. 

Finally, activist research provides hope, or in the words of Koirala-Azad and 

Fuentes (2009) it “provides a hope for change that traditional research and scholar-

ship often lack” (2). This is, I suggest, the essence of activist research; it allows us to 

hope for, believe in and work towards change. 

 

Activist research must be participatory. Activist research must engage in problem-

solving. Activist research must be collective. Activist research pose dual commit-

ments. Activist research aims for representation through care. Activist research pro-

vides hope. These statements structure the following reflections on methodology and 

ethics. Returning to the subject of working with DSA victims, I will elaborate on the 

impacts of these principles when balancing research and activism. 

 

4.3 Activist research must engage in problem-solving 

As described in the introduction, a problem that DSA victims face is the lack of avail-

able positions that both offer agency and acknowledge victimhood. This project’s 
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commitment to problem-solving therefore lies in constructing alternative knowledge 

on DSA victimhood. An aim such as this calls for a methodological framework that 

pays attention to the performative aspects of research methods and their ability to 

not just investigate but also create. Lisa Blackman (2012) points to how performative 

methodological experiments can bring “something into being that did not pre-exist 

the experimental encounter" (184). Likewise, others argue that experimental meth-

odologies can help us imagine alternative futures and open up for unrealized poten-

tials of action and understanding (Davies, 2014; Lezaun, Marres, & Tironi, 2016; 

Staunæs, 2016; Staunæs & Kofoed, 2015c). 

An experiment, however, must be performed through specific practises. Sophie 

Hope (2016), working with what she terms practise research, elaborates on the in-

tersections between creative practises and research. She distinguishes between re-

search into practise, research that uses creative practises as methods and research 

that develops creative practises. In this case, the goal is to develop empowering prac-

tices among DSA victims through writing while these writing practices are also the 

method used to examine experiences of victimhood; this positions my methodology 

in the field between research through practise and research for practise. Research 

through practise shares traits with experimental methods as it emphasizes research 

as a constructive process. I would argue that in order to do an experiment, you need 

to build from a practise; here, writing is that practise. 

Building on this tradition, I have designed a research process that functions as an 

experimental space fostering alternative knowledge production through collective 

and individual storytelling. This took place in four creative writing workshops, 

through continuous communication and finally follow-up interviews after the bulk of 

the research process was over. Figure 4a illustrates this process. 

In terms of data, this resulted in 22 creative writing texts and 105 pages of tran-

scribed conversations and interviews. Out of the 22 texts, 10 were about DSA while 

the remaining texts were writing exercises with a pedagogical rather than empirical 

purpose. The first workshop started with an introduction to the research process and 

unstructured conversation, and at the end of the workshop, I introduced the first 
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writing task. In workshops 2 and 3, we first discussed the texts from the former work-

shops, then practiced writing and finally prepared for the next writing task. Work-

shop 4 started with sharing writing as well but was mostly spend on coding and ana-

lysing texts and transcriptions from the former workshops. 

 

 

 

 

As indicated in the figure, each of the workshops had specific focus areas in relation 

to the research questions and the writing practise. The focus areas were combined in 

the main writing tasks, which draw on primarily two approaches to writing: Creative 

writing, as practised at Danish author schools, and therapeutic writing. 

Figure	4a	
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Therapeutic writing concerns caring for the participants, which I will return to in 

the following section. The creative writing approach offers the collective writing and 

reading workshop as a practise. These workshops consist of writing and reading texts 

to one another and collectively analysing and improving your writing (Lind, 2019). 

Creative writing offers both a method for working with writing in groups and a set of 

tools for designing and giving feedback on writing tasks that teach the participants a 

specific way of using language. Creative writing practitioners make it a point that 

writing is a way to see the world from new perspectives and gain new understandings 

through the creative breaking up and reshaping of everyday language (Llambías, 

2015; Zola Christensen, 2005). 

Altogether, experimental research can accommodate activist commitments to 

problem-solving in relation to DSA because research experiments can meet the needs 

of victims to construct alternative and oppositional truths. Having stated this connec-

tion between activist aims and research methods, in this case creative writing, I will 

now turn to the ethical dilemmas it implies. 

 

4.4 Activist research poses plural commitments 

While creative writing and experimental methods celebrate going beyond the well-

known, they do not address the vulnerability of insisting on alternative truths. They 

pay little attention to the fact that staying within the normative often feels safer, even 

when this normative is as constraining as the narrow victim positions criticized here. 

This ethical concern goes beyond the dual loyalties between activism and research. 

Therefore, I wish to expand Hale’s (2006) concept and instead talk about a plurality 

of commitments. 

Phelan and Kinsella (2013), in their work on doing research with children, iden-

tify three ethical commitments that they name care, clarity and representation. Care 

is the here and now concern for the participants’ well-being, clarity is the commit-

ment to produce long-term beneficial knowledge, and representation is the obliga-

tion to represent the participants rightfully. Similar ideas are expressed by Staunæs 

and Kofoed (2015b) as the dilemma between long-term benefits and doing good here 
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and now. They, in different ways, deal with the dilemmas between constructing good 

and useful knowledge and not sacrificing the participants’ safety and dignity along 

the way. When combining these approaches with Hale’s concept of dual commitment, 

three related categories of commitments appear: 

1. The commitment to research clarity 

2. The commitment to care 

3. The commitment to activism, representation and change 

In the above and following parts of this article, research and activism are the focus 

areas, but addressing vulnerabilities and care is important in order to understand the 

ethical complexity and precariousness of the process. I have no training in psychology 

or therapy, and I therefore needed an applicable way to minimize the risk of inflicting 

harm in the form of re-traumatization. Therapeutic writing offered a way to integrate 

precautions around care into the practise of my methodology. 

There are different arguments within the field of therapeutic writing as to what 

writing and reading do. Some argue that the therapeutic potential in writing comes 

with gaining new perspectives through aesthetic engagement (Llambías, 2017; 

Steenberg & Ladegaard, 2017; Zwisler et al., 2017); in this tradition, it is not im-

portant what people write about, but rather	how they use writing to see the world in 

new ways. Others accredit the therapeutic potentials to finding new ways of reflect-

ing on one’s self and creating meaningful life narratives (Bolton, 2008; McNichol, 

2016; J. Pennebaker, 1990); within this tradition, people are encouraged to write 

about themselves, and what	they write is just as important as how they do it. Despite 

their differences, practitioners generally agree that the benefits of writing come from 

being confronted with something new and different, whether this is aesthetic forms 

and world-views or new perspectives on one’s own story and thoughts. Not unlike 

creative writing, therapeutic writing seeks the potential of alternative truth in crea-

tive expression. McNichol (2016) specifically warns against writing processes that 

cause people to linger on their pain. She breaks the therapeutic writing process down 

into steps going from describing a trauma, to reflecting on it and finally moving on to 

write a new less constraining story. This process was incorporated into the progress 

of the writing tasks (see figure4a). 
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The methodological approaches that I have drawn on all share a belief in the pos-

itive forces of the creative, as a way to gain new perspectives and develop alternative 

knowledge, and the new, as a way to heal trauma and change perceptions. But a di-

lemma that has haunted my conscience is on how to deal with the pieces of writing 

that are not ‘good writing’, in accordance with the creative writing principles, and do 

not tell alternative stories but instead dip into the usual, constraining discourses of 

DSA victimhood. Especially one text, by Karen, has troubled me: 

 

She is vulnerable and a total security addict. When she has nightmares, hold 

her, be there for her […] She is convinced that she is difficult to love because 

of the things she has been through. She is so atrociously strong that it is in-

describable. Show her that she is not difficult to love, and let her never be-

lieve she is. 

Be her rock through thick and thin. 

Promise never to break her heart. 

 

The text mirrors the story of broken lives surrounding DSA victims, and it draws on 

common figures indicating vulnerable girlhood. With this text, she paints a rather ste-

reotypical picture of the vulnerable young girl in need of (male) care and protection. 

From an activist perspective, I have two concerns with this: First, it reinforces a gen-

der pattern where women and girls are less in control of their own well-being and 

need a romantic connection to be safe. Second, it talks into the prejudices of DSA be-

ing mainly a problem concerning young, naïve girls with unrealistic romantic ideas. 

On the other side, I also see potential in openly sharing the voices of vulnerable girls 

and young women in a call for the world to take their lives and problems seriously. 

Several studies point to how the choices of girls are not taken seriously or even 

deemed risky, e.g. in relation to education and social lives (Driscoll, 2016), sexual ex-

pression (Lamb & Peterson, 2012), and cultural practices (Hickey-Moody, 2013). 

From a feminist perspective, this needs to change. 

However, I also have to consider if it is responsible to make Karen a scapegoat 

for this political agenda; after all, she contributed to the project wanting to shed light 
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on DSA experiences, and defending girl culture is my agenda – not hers. Using her 

story as an example of this might, if read by the wrong audience, undermine her au-

thority and make the stigma of naïve girlhood stick to her. 

While I do not want to share a text that can expose or even ridicule Karen, and 

potentially contribute to a discourse that dismisses the importance of DSA as a ‘girls-

problem’, I find the text analytically interesting. Put in contrast to Karen’s other con-

tributions, it points to how complicated assault experiences can be, on one side need-

ing to break out of limiting positions and on the other side finding comfort within 

them. Karen otherwise comes across as an incredibly strong victim. She is fighting for 

her case in the court and on a number of public platforms, and I need to accept that 

she wanted to show an aspect of her experience that does not match my ideology or 

her public ‘mask’, as she called it. 

Negotiating this illustrates the dilemmas of plural commitments between re-

search, care and representation. Even when integrating methods that encourage al-

ternative stories and take precautions around care, ethical dilemmas like these arise 

when activist and methodological agendas meet people in their complex realities. The 

ethical challenges of bridging the personal and the political are the focus of the next 

section. 

 

4.5 Activist research must be participatory and collective 

Looking back at the workshop process a year later, Mathilde noted, “It is nice to see 

that it can be used for something real, for change”. I asked her how she felt that she 

had contributed to this change, and after a moment of thinking in silence, she an-

swered: 

 

“With experiences. Not a lot of people had come forward with it at that time 

[…] If people don’t understand how it affects you, it is difficult to offer specific 

help and to know what kinds of efforts are needed.” 
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With this reflection, Mathilde places individual stories at the core of inflicting social 

and political change. Elaborating on the role of personal stories in political struggles, 

Nancy Naples (2003) writes: 

 

Feminist allies must continue to recognize the value of speaking out and of 

personal testimony by survivors for processes of personal empowerment. 

Personal empowerment is the necessary stepping stone toward building a 

more inclusive movement. (p.185) 

 

By pointing to personal empowerment as stepping stones, she connects the individ-

ual experience of claiming your own story with a political potential of creating a col-

lective movement. In her account, the shift from individual pain to collective meaning 

making is essential to political processes, hence, the potential of individual assault 

stories in activism and research is their ability to expose the underlying, sexist or vi-

olent discourses by which these experiences are structured. 

Naples also emphasizes the need for progressive discourses to come from victims 

themselves stating that victims must be “authors of their own lives” for their stories 

to stand “in opposition to oppressive expert discourse” (p.185). There are weak-

nesses in this notion since not all victims of sexual assault draw on oppositional dis-

courses to frame their experiences, as Karen’s example from above illustrates. How-

ever, there is something essential in the idea that a movement capable of inflicting 

change must be inclusive in the sense of listening to personal victim stories as a basis 

for collective political struggle. Letting victims define the essence of their struggle 

and the use of their stories is a participatory approach. 

Participatory research overlaps with activist research as they both seek to in-

clude the subjects of the research into the research process. However, while partici-

patory research often aims for total inclusion and research processes lead and de-

signed by the participants from start till end (Bell et al., 2004; Bergold & Thomas, 

2012), activist research allows more researcher structured processes facing the chal-

lenge that participatory ideals are often compromised in practise (Borg et al., 2012). 
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As this project evolves around storytelling, I have aimed to support the partici-

pants in defining which stories should be the outcomes and prospects of the research 

process. I offered the workshop as a space and writing as a practise, but the partici-

pants decided what to bring to that space, how to interpret it and often how to assess 

its values. In other words, within the experimental workshop space, they played the 

role of co-researchers as well. This convergence of perspectives (Bergold & Thomas, 

2012) took place as the participants started to see themselves as not just informants 

but co-researchers and activists contributing to research in the pursue of social and 

political change. Amalie addressed this position when stating that “knowledge is 

power, and the better we are at knowing and documenting the devastating conse-

quences of digital sexual assault for the victims, the better we can get at making a 

difference.” Here, she writes from a position of a ‘we’ that is both politically motivated 

and is in a position to create reliable and powerful knowledge, which is by essence 

the position of a researcher (Naples, 2003). 

Amalie even addressed how working with writing as a medium of expression had 

given her a feeling of being in control of her own story. She puts this experience in 

opposition to contributing to news articles, saying, “I don’t think your experiences 

are actually really being heard. It is more like they just want some sort of quote that 

they can use in an article”. 

There is irony to using a quote like that here – in an article. With this statement, 

Amalie criticizes the press as institutions that put the economic value of the good 

story over listening to victims. A similar dilemma is prevalent in participatory pro-

cesses within the context of academic institutions; after all, these institutions have 

had enormous power in shaping the status quo of our knowledge systems. Further, 

institutional interests easily become built into the participants’ perspectives (Mosse, 

2001); when they start to see themselves as co-researchers they gain greater influ-

ence on the project, but they also accept the interests of the institution and the prem-

ise that academic knowledge is indeed important to political change. 

In this way, ethical participation involves balancing between integrating partici-

pants into institutions that can legitimize and support their political aims, and the 
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institution’s interests in e.g. exploiting the stories of the vulnerable or strengthening 

their own claim to truth. 

 

4.6 Activist research aims for representation through care 
Now, I have elaborated on ethical tensions between care, clarity and representation, 

and I have considered the ethics of participation in relation to political movements 

and representation. Here, I wish to discuss these ethical dilemmas in relation to vic-

timhood specifically.  

Colvin (2019), working with victimhood in post-apartheid South Africa, shows 

how a strong belief in the power of victim stories can create reconciled victims who 

loose political agency because their trauma is considered healed as soon as their story 

is told. Similarly, Naples (2003) warns against a depoliticization of victimhood 

through individualization. Others, considering the wellbeing of the victim, points to 

how self-absorbent stories of victimhood can be harmful (McNichol, 2016; J. 

Pennebaker, 1990), or how the stigma of victimhood can marginalize people in their 

communities (D. M. Søndergaard, 2008). What they all warn against are positions of 

victimhood where the victims loose personal and political agency. 

As stated in the section on activist research, care ethics address the challenge of 

managing representation without objectification. Feminist care ethics has been 

framed as a practice of listening to and encouraging unheard voices (Gilligan, 2014), 

a moral theory of respectfully meeting the needs of others (Held, 2014), an ethical 

practice of negotiating and criticising power structures (Tronto, 1994) and an ap-

proach to understanding the relational structures of co-dependence and power in hu-

man and non-human relations (Bellacasa, 2017). All these approaches share an 

awareness of the ways researcher and researched are entangled in relational struc-

tures of dependence. With an understanding of relations of care, it becomes clear how 

timid this research process is when seeking to include a group of people who are in 

need of care and representation but are also particularly vulnerable to objectification 

through the potential stigmas of victimhood. 
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One approach to this challenge is to listen to the needs of others as they appear 

in each unique context of relations. Amalie, for example, was at times very clear about 

what kind of care she was willing to accept. She insisted on being acknowledged as a 

victim in the justice system while also resisting others’ encouragements to make her 

story into a spectacle of pain. She said: 

 

“I think it is important to tell your story. But it was also because I wanted to 

tell it from a different perspective than just ‘it is really hard’. […] I didn’t want 

to talk about how I felt, only about how I had been treated by the public in-

stitutions that I had contacted.” 

 

Here, she points to how talking as a victim should allow you to criticize a system unfit 

to handle DSA related crimes. “I think being victimized by some things make you see 

a lot of stuff in society that is just fucking unfair,” she adds arguing for a position of 

victimhood that gives social authority in addressing the struggles of DSA victims. 

This shows how Amalie negotiates the idea of victimhood and allows it to frame 

aspects of her experiences while still resisting the misunderstood notions of care at-

tached to the story of the ‘ruined’ victim. Listening to her story means understanding 

it as an emergent construction rather than fitting it into recognizable tales of victim-

/survivor-hood. In this kind of listening, what Davies (2014) terms emergent listen-

ing, lies the potential of change. According to Davies, change becomes possible exactly 

when we stop listening for stories that confirm the status quo – the victim positions 

that we already know – and start listening for the possibility of the new. When we do 

so, victimhood with agency and without stigmatization becomes possible. 

 

4.7 Activist research provides hope 

Since DSA is a publicly debated subject, representation and diverse victim stories are 

central to shaping general opinions and allowing victims to exist on their own terms. 

I have argued that creative and experimental research methods are ways that re-

search can support activist aims of broader representation by creating alternative 
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knowledge. Alternative knowledge is central because one of the problems that DSA 

victims face is a lack of resources for shaping their own positions of victimhood per-

sonally and politically. 

However, there are ethical challenges in taking on a political commitment to 

problem solving. I have discussed the plural commitments and potential dilemmas 

between caring for participants, producing useful data and meeting activist aims of 

representation and change. Similarly, I discussed some of the ethical challenges of 

balancing between participation as a necessity for knowledge production that inflict 

positive change, and participation as a gateway to exploiting the tragedies of the vul-

nerable or strengthening potentially oppressive institutions. 

Finally, I discussed representation through care as an approach to balancing 

these ethical dilemmas by listening to victims and allowing them to define their own 

victimhood. I argued that these methods and ethical considerations are necessary for 

facilitating emergent listening and making it possible to construct alternative victim 

positions with agency and without stigmatization. 

The article has presented a mixture of academic and non-academic methods, and 

it has led to the point of concluding that experimental research can and should help 

victims of sexual violence to construct stories and positions that are more representa-

tive and more nuanced than those often found in the context of e.g. lawsuits and news 

media. 

But what are the impacts of the specific project, you might ask. I know that the 

research process helped the participants find new ways of living with DSA (see 

Uldbjerg 2020), but I can’t say to which extend there is an effect beyond our group. 

This is where the hope for change becomes central. As activists, we can rarely prove 

change as a direct result of our work; instead, activism – and activist research – must 

maintain the hope for change by making change possible. Mathilde, Amalie and Karen 

are now taking their co-constructed stories out in the world, to their peers and to the 

organisations and groups that they interact with in their professional and activist 

work. Another aspect of activist research is that its dissemination is not on the aca-

demic alone and therefore my own activism and advocacy is only a small part of it – 

this makes its impact stronger, but also harder to trace. 
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This article too is part of the network of ways that these ideas spread. Therefore, 

to nourish them further, I wish to propose a “manifesto for writing victimhood”. It is 

my hope that this manifesto will inspire future work on victimhood in the context of 

DSA and beyond; it is my hope that if we – activists, academics, peers and citizens – 

listen to people as they shape their own becoming as victims (and survivors), we will 

indeed change the world. 

 

I	WILL	LISTEN	TO	VICTIMS	

I WILL NOT FORCE VICTIMHOOD, OR A SPECIFIC KIND OF VICTIMHOOD, ON ANY-

ONE 

I RESPECT THE COMPLEXITY OF ASSAULT EXPERIENCES, even when they don’t fit 

into my political and theoretical agendas 

I	AIM	TO	DEVELOP	PROGRESSIVE	METHODOLOGIES	

I WILL SUPPORT VICTIMS IN FINDING THEIR OWN VOICES by introducing creative 

and participatory practises 

I ENGAGE IN ALTERNATIVE KNOWLEDGE CONSTRUCTION through experimental 

methodologies 

I ACKNOWLEDGE THAT INSISTING ON ALTERNATIVE TRUTHS IS A VULNERABLE 

POSITION  

I adhere to an ethics of care 

I RESPECT THAT CARE IS RELATIONAL AND REQUIRES OPEN LISTENING 

I	VALUE,	BELIEVE	IN	AND	WORK	TOWARDS	CHANGE 

I KEEP THE HOPE FOR CHANGE CENTRAL and I aim to develop methodologies that 

make change possible 

I BELIEVE IN THE IMPORTANCE OF INDIVIDUAL SURVIVOR STORIES AS PART OF A 

COLLECTIVE STRUGGLE, and I take responsibility for the ways my work becomes 

part of this struggle 

I	FIGHT	FOR	A	WORLD	WHERE	VICTIMS	ARE	LISTENED	TO	AND	DO	NOT	HAVE	

TO	CHOOSE	BETWEEN	DIGNITY	AND	JUSTICE	
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Article 2. The article is published in MedieKultur:	Journal	of	Media	

and	Communication	Research	(BFI: 2),	Vol 36, issue 67. Pages 100-

120. DOI: 10.7146/mediekultur.v36i67.113960. Published on Janu-

ary 20th 2020. 

 

This article was the first one published on the project and, therefore, refers only to 

the first four writing workshops for its source of data. It presents some of the con-

cepts and frameworks that become essential to the following articles, in particular, it 

contains the first version of the framework of kinds of DSA also presented in the in-

troduction, and it develops the concepts of the onlooker and the potential onlooker, 

which become central to the analyses and contributions of the dissertation in general. 

These are developed as part of another framework describing the different kinds of 

DSA aggressors from a victim perspective. 

However, since it was the first published article, I sometimes stumble on termi-

nology. For example, at the point of writing this first article, I used ‘victim-survivor’ 

as a term to refer to participants despite them having expressed preferences for the 

term ‘victim’. Later, I revised my terminology to use ‘victim’ when referring to the 

participants in this project, and ‘victims’ and ‘survivors’ when referring in general to 

people who have experienced DSA. In article 4, I discuss victim positions further; but 

as was already made clear in the first article, my hope is to void forcing either victim- 

or survivorhood onto anyone. 
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Chapter 5. Defying Shame 

Shame-relations in digital sexual assaults 
 

Abstract	

This	article	gives	voice	to	Mathilde,	Karen	and	Amalie:	three	young	women	who	had	

intimate	images	of	themselves	shared	non‐consensually	online.	Their	experiences	help	

build	a	framework	for	categorising	digital	sexual	assault	(DSA),	as	well	as	giving	in‐

sight	into	how	shame,	in	cases	of	DSA,	connects	to	social	media	affordances.	The	em‐

pirical	data	was	produced	during	four	creative	writing	workshops.	The	participants	

described	 their	experiences	during	 these	workshops	and	 they	collectively	developed	

strategies	 for	defying	 shame.	This	article	analyses	 their	experiences	of	shame,	 their	

shame‐defying	strategies,	and	the	role	that	social	media	played	in	forming	types	of	ag‐

gressors	and	assault	experiences.	I	present	what	I	call	the	onlooker	as	a	digitally	aug‐

mented	aggressor	and	I	show	how	this	aggressor	inflicts	shame	through	the	look,	as	

described	by	Sartre.	This	results	in	a	discussion	of	imaginary,	progressive	contra‐sham‐

ing,	which	is	one	of	the	four	coping	strategies	that	showed	empowering	potential	in	

relation	to	DSA.	

 

5.1 Introduction 

Let me start by introducing the three women – here called Amalie, Mathilde and Ka-

ren – who are the subjects and the co-researchers of this article. We met for the first 

time in the autumn of 2017. I had just started my PhD and had been searching for 

participants who would be willing to engage in a year-long process of talking and 

writing about digital sexual assault (DSA). At that time, they were in the middle of 

learning to live with the consequences of these assaults. Karen had heard about the 

project through activist Emma Holten, whom I had contacted in my search for partic-

ipants; Amalie became involved through a feminist grassroots organisation; and 

Mathilde joined after having talked to her. 
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When I first reached out, I was working with a very broad definition of DSA that 

included all kinds of non-consensual sharing of intimate images, which is also known 

as non-consensual pornography or image-based sexual abuse (Maddocks, 2018). 

However, it quickly became clear that Mathilde, Amalie and Karen had a more specific 

understanding of the phenomenon, which they all referred to as ‘digitale	sexkræn‐

kelser’ (digital sexual assault). Consequently, we developed the following definition 

of DSA: 

 

Digital sharing of sexually explicit or sexualised images when the person in 

the image(s) is identifiable (potentially through added data) and has not con-

sented to the distribution; and/or harassment, stalking, shaming and bully-

ing of the victims. 

 

This definition does not include all cases of DSA. The need for a definition came from 

the participants themselves in their attempt to frame what was central to their expe-

riences. Unlike broader definitions of image-based sexual abuse (e.g. McGlynn et al., 

2017; Powell et al., 2019), our definition includes identifiability and harassment. 

These elements were central to the participants and, while the definition certainly 

excludes other cases of DSA, it gives an accurate understanding of the basis of this 

study. 

The part of our work that I will present here concentrates on the dynamics of 

digital exposure and shame in victims, aggressors and the societies to which they be-

long. In other words, I take a relational approach to shame – shame is seen as contex-

tual and social. I show, primarily through Sartre’s concept of the look, how the partic-

ipants express shame. I will also reflect on the connection between shame and social 

media because shame is related to the exposure and visibility that social media facil-

itates. 

First, I will present a framework for understanding DSA, representing the range 

of assaults described by the participants. Second, I introduce various approaches to 

shame in relation to their experiences. And finally, I discuss ways in which the partic-

ipants sought to avoid, renegotiate and defy the shaming gaze of others. 
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Research on image-based sexual abuse often focuses on institutional issues, such 

as legislation that wrongly criminalises victims for possession of child pornography 

and which ignores young people’s right to sexual agency (Albury & Crawford, 2012; 

Henry & Powell, 2015, 2016; Saleh et al., 2014), or online risk behaviour and ‘sexting’ 

among adolescent as a focus of social work and education (Döring, 2014; Livingstone, 

2008; Reyns et al., 2013). Those scholars who take a more structural approach tend 

to focus on image-based sexual abuse as gendered violence, criticising misogynist 

systems (Henry & Powell, 2015; Ringrose et al., 2013; Salter et al., 2013; Shariff, 2015; 

Wood & Thompson, 2018). Very few works are based on direct, in-depth conversa-

tions with victim-survivors. When they are, the negative psychological consequences 

are in focus (Bates, 2017) or the subject is describing general sexting practices rather 

than assault (Boyd, 2014; Davidson, 2014; Livingstone, 2008). 

In contrast, this article adopts the perspectives of Mathilde, Amalie and Karen 

exclusively. This enables the analysis to foreground the stories of victim-survivors 

and interpret them through the values that they imply rather than values defined by 

a broader educational, health or legal system. This approach is inspired by the study 

of digital youth culture (Albury, 2017; Hickey-Moody, 2013, 2016; Hjorth & Hendry, 

2015; Larsen, 2016). In particular, this work is inspired by Danah Boyd (2014), 

whose work on adolescent digital culture aims to represent young people in a way 

that is not determined by adult values. 

Hence, what I have aimed to do is to offer a space for victim-survivors to express, 

explore and share their experiences, thereby opening the way for a more complex 

understanding of the relationships between shame and social media, and the coping 

strategies that they make possible. Voicing these perspectives has an ethical poten-

tial, but calling forth a voice that has been silenced or constrained also poses meth-

odological and ethical challenges, to which I will now turn. 

 

5.2 Writing voices 

Amalie tilts her head and looks at her computer screen with a quiet laugh. She does 

this when she is politely trying to accept the writing task that I have given her, even 
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though she does not quite see its purpose. The text that she has just written resulted 

from a creative writing exercise on working with alternative ways of describing sen-

sory experiences, in this case the taste of liquorice. “It’s weird when you get, you 

know, Superflyers [a kind of black liquorice surrounding a white core] and the white 

stuff inside tastes like liquorice,” she says, “it’s white, so it’s weird”. The rest of us 

agree, the colour black apparently can be used to describe a taste. 

The taste of liquorice and experiences of assault are obviously two very different 

things to write about, but describing the sensory experience of eating liquorice chal-

lenges the writer’s ability to put into words things for which most people do not have 

an adequate language. It opens a discussion of how we tend to rely on the metaphors 

that we already know when describing sensory and emotional experiences, even if 

these are not always helpful or accurate. Writing can become a way of exploring new 

potentials of storytelling and descriptions that open up different ways of grasping 

and sharing traumatic experiences (J. W. Pennebaker, 1997). 

 

5.2.1	Planning	the	writing	workshops	

This writing task was inspired by the work of Pablo Llambías (2015) and Robert Zola 

Christensen (2005), who are two Danish authors teaching creative writing. Their ver-

sion of creative writing is one out of four writing approaches, which I combined in 

the planning of four writing workshops. These approaches are: 

o Creative	 writing, as the tradition has developed in the Scandinavian author 

schools (Llambías, 2015; Zola Christensen, 2005). This approach offers practical 

tools for teaching writing, and it introduces the concept of the writing workshop 

as a collective learning space (Lind, 2019; Ringgaard, 2013a). 

o Therapeutic	writing is an approach mostly used by therapists and health profes-

sionals (A. J. Rasmussen, 2017). I have drawn on this tradition when implement-

ing techniques in the writing tasks that can minimise the risk of retraumatisation. 

Specifically, I relied on McNichol’s (2016) reflections on the progress of the ther-

apeutic writing process. In her recommendations, therapeutic writing must move 

from describing the traumatic event to reflecting on it and eventually reframing 
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it in a way that is easier to live with. Additionally, the therapeutic writing ap-

proach increases the opportunities to develop a process that is valuable to the 

participants (Bolton, 2008; Bolton et al., 2006; J. W. Pennebaker, 2000; 

Steenberg, 2013; Steenberg & Ladegaard, 2017; Wright, 2009). 

o Writing as a	creative	(Gauntlett, 2007; Gauntlett & Holzwarth, 2006) or	practice‐

based	(Hope, 2016) research method involves traditions that are based on the 

idea that creative expression gives access to different aspects of an experience 

and can therefore facilitate alternative knowledge production. Seeing the writing 

workshop as a practice-based method is central, not just with regard to data pro-

duction but also because it emphasises the relevance of a creative, social and em-

powering outcome. 

o Finally, the writing workshops are also seen as a participatory	research	practice. 

This describes the participants’ influence on the crucial parts of the research pro-

cess, from data production to analysis (Reestorff et al., 2014). Engaging the par-

ticipants in decision making has been seen as an attempt to balance the ethical 

dilemma between creating a safe process sensitive to their vulnerabilities and at 

the same time trusting their ability to judge which parts of themselves they 

wanted to share (Phelan & Kinsella, 2013). Participation can facilitate this pro-

cess because it makes it necessary to train the participants to understand the re-

search process, which enables them to give their consent on a more informed 

basis (Bergold & Thomas, 2012). In addition, it also enhances continuous com-

munication between participants and the researcher, and encourages active re-

flection on the power dynamics of this relationship (Bell et al., 2004; Tronto, 

1994). Finally, participatory research emphasises that the goals of empower-

ment and personal or political outcomes are just as important as traditional re-

search outputs. (Borg et al., 2012). 

 

The creative writing approach offers the writing workshop as a method, where the 

participants first write, then read and finally discuss their texts (Llambías, 2015). 

This was the structure used here. The specific writing tasks that I asked them to per-

form were mostly borrowed from creative or therapeutic writing practitioners. The 
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creative writing tasks were useful in learning basic writing principles, and the thera-

peutic tasks were useful in facilitating safe writing on sensitive subjects. This method 

shares traits with elicitation (Rose, 2012), in which creative productions spark con-

versation. However, the writing workshop constitutes a more collective learning pro-

cess. This process of learning together is represented in the participatory approach, 

and it places emphasis on collective rather than individual knowledge production. 

This process resulted in 10 creative writing texts on DSA and around five hours 

of conversation. Despite the fact that not all of the participants finished all of the writ-

ing tasks on time, and the fact that one of them did not participate in all of the work-

shops, writing was still seen to be a crucial tool in finding and sharing experiences 

because it started an engaged and mutually vulnerable conversation. 

 

5.2.2	The	ethics	of	‘being	heard’	

“I think it would be nice if we could also meet outside of this”, Mathilde said during 

the first workshop. As always, she was sitting with a straight back, hair carefully ar-

ranged over her shoulders, but her breath was short and her sentences rushed. “Yes, 

also just because there is somebody who understands you”, Karen agreed. They had 

all searched for connections with other victim-survivors before, but without much 

luck, and they were grateful for a chance to meet. Mathilde and Amalie in particular 

maintained a friendship after the workshops, and we all kept in touch occasionally. 

As is probably clear, the workshops struck a balance between producing analys-

able data and empowering participants by giving them a chance to find their own 

voices and share experiences. Carol Gilligan (1982) introduces the concept of giving 

voice as a way of working against oppression and including representation in the re-

search process. She writes: 

 

If we are serious about recognizing and respecting differences, then we 

need to hear and encourage the full range of voices within and around us by 

becoming a society of listeners. Active listening means asking, how might I 

call forth a voice that is held in silence, a voice under political or religious 

or psychological constraint? (2014, p. 104) 
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The writing workshops were a chance for Mathilde, Karen and Amalie to be heard: by 

each other, by me, and hopefully by readers of this article as well. This gives a sense 

of both professional and political urgency, which echoes through the field of feminist 

ethics of care (Bellacasa, 2017; Held, 2014; Noddings, 2013; Ramdas, 2016; Tronto, 

1994). Ethics became a “relational obligation” (Bellacasa, 2017, p. 20) towards the 

three young women who had opened their lives and minds to me in the hope that I 

could help them get their stories out. 

However, this method does not necessarily offer this chance to everybody be-

cause it excludes people who are not comfortable with or capable of writing. The ex-

tent of the study – eight months – is a similar challenge because such a long-term 

commitment may be impossible for many people. This, and the fact that no formal 

victim networks had been established at that time, also made recruitment difficult. 

Despite these challenges, Amalie, Mathilde and Karen actually told very different sto-

ries about both their assault experiences and their lives in general. They are from 

different geographical areas, with different class backgrounds, and had different 

ideas of or attachments to subjects such as sexuality, relationships, feminism and ed-

ucation. The diversity of their assault stories has inspired the following section. 

 

5.3 A framework for understanding digital sexual assault 

Mathilde and Amalie laughed when Karen put on a confused face and a masculine 

voice while imitating the ignorant responses that she sometimes gets when sharing 

her story. “Well yes, ya, yes, I guess I can see that”, she says while dramatically nod-

ding her head. Amalie continues: “I really think there are just so many different sto-

ries about it and how it starts and so on, it’s not at all just ‘angry ex-boyfriend shares 

image’”. 

The idea that people (friends, professionals and the public) do not understand 

what DSA is came up often during the workshops. It was clear that Mathilde, Karen 

and Amalie resented the fact that discussions of DSA focus in general too much on 

why young people take and share images and not enough on how DSA stories actually 
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start and develop. They were frustrated about being stereotyped as naïve teenagers 

“ignorant of the inevitable ‘consequences’ of their actions” (Albury, 2017, p. 719), or 

as Mathilde says: “They don’t see us as victims, often we are viewed as if it was our 

own fault”. However, nor did they want to be seen solely as ‘ruined’ victims without 

any hope of redemption. “A lot of the people I met who have experienced it are pretty 

strong women,” Amalie said, “many have become quite tough because of it”. 

What they asked for is a more nuanced understanding of DSA, which focuses not 

on the presumed ignorance of the victims but rather on the non-consensual acts of 

the aggressors. In trying to answer this need, I looked at three levels of consent: dis-

tribution, production and sexualisation – defining four categories of DSA6. 

The first category consists of images that are non-consensually distributed but 

were consensually produced in a consensual sexual situation. These images are re-

ferred to here as consensually	produced	sexual	images. This covers not only the com-

mon example of revenge porn (McGlynn et al., 2017) but also cases in which pictures 

are stolen (Holten, 2014) or the distributor is simply unknown. This is the case in 

Mathilde’s story. She took the pictures herself and then sent them to someone she 

was seeing, but she does not know if he was the one who shared them. Her story also 

has another rarely considered layer because her original images were not identifiable 

but somebody later added her personal details. 

The second category consists of non‐consensually	produced	images. These images 

were produced without the consent and knowledge of the victim, and were subse-

quently distributed. This category includes pictures from changing rooms 

(Frederiksen, Sørensen, Sjögren, & Pedersen, 2018); from hacked webcams (T. K. 

Jensen & Frederiksen, 2015); or things like creep shots (Wood & Thompson, 2018), 

drone porn (Thompson, 2017), and upskirting (Kott, 2017). Karen’s story has an-

other example of this kind of DSA: some of the images of her that her ex-boyfriend 

shared were produced without her knowledge. 

                                                        
6 See the finished framework in chapter 2 of this dissertation (figure 2a). 
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The third category consists of non‐sexual	 images. These involve cases in which 

images were not sexual in their original context, but are sexualised through repro-

duction and distribution (McGlynn et al., 2017). One commonly discussed example of 

these images is deep fake or Photoshop porn (L. M. Sørensen, Frederiksen, & Kirk, 

2017), in which an image of the victim’s face is edited onto a pornographic body or 

into a sexualised situation. Amalie’s story gives another example of this category: Her 

images were meant to document weight loss, and she did not originally think of them 

as sexual – they were sexualised through reframing and distribution rather than ed-

iting. 

The fourth category consists of coerced	images. These are cases in which the pro-

duction, the sexual situation and the distribution of images were non-consensual. Co-

ercion may involve psychological violence such as threats (Thisgaard, Tolberg, & 

Andersen, 2018); manipulation, as in the case of grooming (K. Sørensen, 2013); or 

physical violence, as in Karen’s case where some of the images were taken while she 

was being held down. 

This framework defines the various kinds of DSA as seen from the victims’ per-

spective. It is important to use a framework that adopts this perspective because it 

highlights which aspects were non-consensual and thus constituted an assault. This 

is something that only the victims themselves can know. 

 

5.4 Shame and ‘the look’ on digital media 

 

I am starting university this summer, and it is also choosing an education. 

Where are there many young men? I mean, where are there fewest? I am 

tired of having to think about these things because I just want to get into the 

programme I want to study, and not have to think about where it is most 

likely that nobody has seen me. 

 

These are Mathilde’s words when reflecting on how the assault influences her life. 

She goes on to talk about how she is trying to give herself a	fresh	start when entering 
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university life. This involves finding a community where nobody has seen her. “You 

are naked on the Internet,” she explains, “I think it is really shameful”. Here, Mathilde 

connects shame with being seen, and particularly being seen as “naked on the Inter-

net”. This implies that there is a connection between shame and exposure, and that 

this exposure is somehow particular to the Internet. This suggested connection 

serves as a hypothesis for the following analysis. 

A relationship between shame and being seen can be found in the work of Sartre 

(1992 [1943]), where he defines shame as follows: “I am ashamed of myself before 

the other” (p. 385). The argument is that to be ashamed you must be ashamed of 

something, this something is the self, and thus myself is the self as an object that the 

subject I	can relate to. However, since the I	will always see itself as a subject, a medi-

ator is needed between the subjective	I	and the objective myself.	This mediator is the 

other. This means that shame is only possible if there is an other present, whose look 

the I can internalise and thereby see the myself. Shame thus depends on objectifica-

tion and on being looked at or imagining being looked at by others. With the possibil-

ities of broad exposure that social media offer, the	look as an analytical concept may 

be a way to understand shame in a digital context. 

However, Mathilde’s experience differs from Sartre’s description of shame in that 

the other takes a different form. For Sartre, the other is either present or imagined, 

but the other	that Mathilde describes is neither. It is not present because she does not 

know who might have seen her, but it is not imagined either because she knows that 

somebody has. Instead, the other in this case is potential. This implies specific digital 

media affordances: the people who might have seen the images are not necessarily 

personified, but they are an abstract, endless potentiality that it is impossible for 

Mathilde to identify, both because of the incomprehensible number of potential oth‐

ers in the digital context and because of the possibility of anonymity that digital media 

offer (Kofoed, 2013). 

This brings us to two temporary conclusions. First, that the concept of the look is 

useful in analysing experiences of shame in a digital context, because the exposure is 

an affordance of digital media. Second, that the other – in this case, the aggressor – 
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takes different forms due to social media affordances. Before moving further into the 

analysis of shame, it is therefore relevant to describe the aggressors. 

 

5.4.1	Onlookers	and	other	aggressors	

The kind of other that Mathilde describes is a specific kind of aggressor: someone who 

does not act directly in relation to her, but who becomes an aggressor by seeing the 

images. I call this kind of aggressor onlookers, with some onlookers being potential 

(as described above). The difference between onlookers and others is that an on-

looker is a specific kind of other, whose look is not just shameful but also constitutes 

an assault. 

The onlooker differs from other kinds of aggressors who actively seek to worsen the 

assault. Amalie describes onlookers as people who see an image when “it is just out 

there”. She adds: 

 

It’s not nice, but in a way it is easier to push it away. It’s when people want to 

contact you or tell you about it or write nasty things to you. That’s almost the 

worst part. Or when somebody has named you.  

 

Here, she distinguishes between onlookers (who just see), harassers	(who contact her 

and confront her with the assault), and people who worsen the assault by adding per-

sonal information to the images (here called aggravators). Aggravators were also of-

ten described as people who re-share images. The perception that re-sharing consti-

tutes a different kind of assault than initial sharing calls for a fourth category of ag-

gressors, which I will call initiators. This category includes the people who shared the 

images the first time and thereby initiated the assault. 

Onlookers, harassers, aggravators and initiators all play different roles in relation 

to the assault experience. They often overlap, but they are also mutually dependent: 

there would be no initiators if nothing major was initiated, there would be no aggra-

vation without interest from onlookers etc. Therefore, the typology is not meant to 
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reflect a spectrum, and the participants did not necessarily regard any kind of aggres-

sor as definitely worse than the others. Instead, it serves as an analytical framework 

that enables us to identify specific assaulting acts. 

 

5.4.2	Contextual	shame	

Turning to shame again, the onlooker becomes a particularly interesting concept be-

cause shame relates to the look. In the following analysis, I will look at different kinds 

of shame imposed by the onlooker and connected to other aggressors and their con-

texts. The first example shows how family members can become onlookers, and how 

this calls for a consideration of family relationships when analysing shame. The sec-

ond example reflects on the onlooker’s objectification of the victim in relation to sex-

uality. The final example shows how we may consider the dynamics of different kinds 

of shame. 

When asked to think about the first time that she had to talk to her parents about 

the assault, Karen writes: 

 

But to hear her father cry, ask why the pictures were taken, why he and 

mom had to receive them. That broke her. The feeling of shame was inde-

scribable. It was her fault that her family had been dragged into the drama 

that she had lived in for months. Her decision, for all this time she had been 

pushing it further and further away. She was drawn back to when the pic-

tures were taken. Her hands that were held. His tight grasp around her 

wrists. Her begging for the humiliation to come to an end. She could not see 

anything, tried to get away, but nothing helped. She can still feel the cold 

bathroom floor under her feet. […] She was thrown back into the conversa-

tion, screams into the telephone that it is not her fault, that she is terribly 

sorry, that she wishes she could go back and change everything. The re-

proachful sentences about how she should know better, how she should 

have handled it. Her body reacts with the same reaction that she has met for 

months. Sickness rises in her throat, the pressure on her breast is so deep 

that it hurts. 
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Because Karen’s ex-boyfriend sent the assaulting images to her parents, they have 

unwillingly become onlookers. However, they differ from other kinds of onlookers in 

that they did not want to see the images, and they are differently invested in the per-

son – their daughter – whom the images depict. Karen reflects on this investment: “I 

think it was also about them seeing their own little girl in a situation they didn’t want 

to know about”, she says, stressing that one shameful aspect of the assault was that 

her sexuality became present in their family. Sara Ahmed (2014) describes shame as 

something that we feel when we have “failed to approximate ‘an ideal’ that has been 

given to us through the practices of love” (p. 106). According to Ahmed, shame de-

pends on how we are affectively invested in relationships with others. Because of her 

investment in the family, Karen felt shame before her father when he accused her of 

failing the ideal of the family and her role as the innocent child.  

The next example is Amalie reflecting on how being sexually objectified feels to 

her:  

 

[I] see myself a little bit as asexual, and I think it’s really hard to be made into 

a mega sex object. It’s really weird to be made into a thing […] when you are 

assigned a lot of qualities that you can’t see in yourself at all.  

 

As Sartre argues, objectification in itself can be shameful; but sexual objectification in 

Amalie’s case performs a specific kind of undoing of the self. Like Ahmed, Elspeth 

Probyn (2005) describes shame as a betrayal of what one values, or as a “profound 

intra-subjective moment” that “produces a new sense of self” (Probyn et al., 2019, p. 

325). For Amalie, her sexuality, and thereby the communal and personal investments 

and values that come with it, are betrayed when she is faced with having to see herself 

sexualised. 

Finally, there are also dynamics between different kinds of shame. Reflecting on 

how being on social media feels to her, Mathilde writes: 
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I am sitting on my bed watching an unimportant TV show when I suddenly 

feel a vibration next to my hand. It’s my phone. When I unlock it and the 

messenger app opens, I find myself in a clinical white room. All the walls are 

made of glass. Behind the glass, I can see several silhouettes lurking in the 

room, but I can’t see their faces. They don’t have any. […] In the middle of 

the room is a big round table. In front of each seat is a lamp fixed to the table 

top. Most of the seats are taken by my nearest friends, but several are empty. 

Four of the lamps are green. My lamp is also green. […] 

I am alone in my kitchen cooking a meal when I receive a message. I barely 

look at the phone before I am back in the clinical white room with the glass 

walls again. One of the seats is no longer empty. It is taken by one of the 

empty grey silhouettes without a face. He wants to contact me. 

	

Exposure is an important aspect of Mathilde’s experience, as is the potential on-

looker; in this example, depicted as the unidentifiable Facebook profiles staring at 

her through the glass walls. At the end of the text, a potential onlooker contacts her 

and becomes present in her inbox. This is a typical situation of harassment. Her text 

shows the difference between onlookers and harassers, it also shows how they are 

connected. As she said later, the fear of the potential onlooker is the “fear of the next 

assault”. This requires us to consider different kinds of shame in relation to different 

aggressors. Wurmser (2015) differentiates between shame affect, shame anxiety and 

shame as a reaction formation. Using this terminology, potential onlookers cause 

shame anxiety because they make the potential fear of shame constant; while har-

assers cause shame affect because they are manifestations of the look. These two 

work together to cause shame as a reaction formation, which covers the things that 

victim-survivors do to avoid confrontation and the shame affect. 

Mathilde’s experience involves oscillating between shame anxiety in the poten-

tial presence of onlookers, and the shame affect when onlookers turn into harassers 

and become present. This balance is described by Bonnie Mann (2018), who distin-

guishes between ubiquitous shame (which is similar to Wurmser’s shame as reaction 

formation), and unbounded shame, which she defines as “a thick, relentless, engulfing 
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shame […] that snuffs out any hope for redemption” (p. 403). Unbounded shame is 

engulfing because it is everywhere, and it is without redemption because it seems 

unlimited in time. It describes an important characteristic of DSA because digital me-

dia transgress space and time, and makes an assault as repeatable and as spreadable 

as the digital images are. Or as Amalie, Mathilde and Karen agree: 

 

Mathilde: I feel like it’s more than just one assault. I think it’s an assault al-

most every time you are contacted and confronted with it. 

Amalie: Yes, it just goes on. 

Mathilde: Yes, it doesn’t go away at all. 

Karen: Mmm, not at all. 

 

The three examples analysed here show how shame experiences vary depending on 

family relationships, sexuality and the rhythms of the assaults. Shame in these cases 

is still related to the look, and (as argued above), this exposure is an affordance of 

social media in the sense that the platforms (mostly Facebook) where the images 

spread all encourage sharing (Davis & Chouinard, 2016). In a similar sense, digital 

media grant the aggressors with anonymity, e.g. by using fake profiles. These af-

fordances help to constitute the potential onlooker. Here, online and offline reality 

merge into an augmented reality (Jurgenson, 2012), with digital exposure, harass-

ment etc. being entangled in offline shame anxiety and affect in a way that makes 

online and offline aspects inseparable. This means that coping with DSA is intrinsi-

cally linked to negotiating the possibilities of this digitally augmented reality, as I will 

show in the following. 

 

5.5 Defying shame 

If shame is a loop, as suggested by Scheff and Retzinger (1997), then defying it must 

be about breaking the loop. According to Scheff and Retzinger, this is possible only by 

acknowledging the shame. Here are five different ways in which Mathilde, Amalie and 

Karen tried to break the loop by negotiating and defying shame. 



100 
 

5.5.1	Normalising	youth	culture	

 “I tried to explain to my mother how normal it [taking intimate images] is”, Mathilde 

says. “It’s almost unusual not to do it”. “That’s it,” Karen answers, “everybody does it”. 

They often talked about how adults – from journalists and Facebook users to parents 

and relatives – would blame DSA victims for taking intimate or scantily dressed im-

ages. Boyd (2014) describes this conflict: 

 

In situations like this, teens are blamed for not thinking while adults assert 

the right to define the context in which young people interact. They take 

content out of context to interpret it through the lens of adults’ values and 

feel as though they have the right to shame youth because that content was 

available in the first place. (p. 51) 

 

Boyd (2011) calls this context collapse, while Papacharissi (2011, 2015) talks about 

social saturation. Both refer to how digital media content that was produced for a 

specific context can easily be found, interpreted and sometimes misunderstood by 

outsiders. When Amalie, Karen and Mathilde assert that it is normal, or when 

Mathilde tries to explain this to her mother, they are insisting on interpreting the im-

ages in their original contexts where they are not shameful failures but everyday sex-

ual practices in a digitally augmented reality. Defying shame then becomes a question 

of negotiating different values between generations when their contexts collapse. 

 

5.5.2	Negotiating	understandings	of	DSA	

Normalisation was not the only way in which the participants tried to justify their 

position. Karen talks about her process of refusing shame: 

 

It was also difficult for me to look myself in the eye at first, because I was 

thinking like, this is actually a bit wrong, and this and that. But it wasn’t, 

because there were also a lot of the pictures and videos that he had taken 

when I didn’t know about it. Mmm, and like, when I had said no and he had 

held my arms and all sorts of stuff. 
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Her struggle to look herself in the eye reflects an internalised sense of shame through 

the look. A shaming look that she ascribes to her parents. “They were like ‘really, why 

did you take those pictures?’” she answers, when I asked how they reacted. To defend 

herself from their shaming, she explained to them that she did not take all of the pic-

tures herself, and that some were produced non-consensually. In doing this, she con-

tradicts the common discourse in which DSA victims are stereotyped as naïve and 

reckless. She emphasises that she does not fit this stereotype, and by refusing this 

position she undermines the basis for her parents’ shaming. However, Karen’s strat-

egy of defying shame works because it plays out within a relationship and community 

in which she is invested and from which she is not entirely excluded (Ahmed, 2014; 

Probyn, 2005). She is not so much trying to create a counter discourse as trying to 

position herself in a way that is less shameful within the existing norms of the rela-

tionship. Therefore, by using this strategy, she also unintentionally undermines the 

normalisation argument by arguing in accordance with adult values so as to be ac-

ceptable to them. This was never a conflict between the participants because they 

supported each other in their different ways of coping, but it shows that not all coping 

strategies are equally inclusive – and perhaps they do not have to be. 

 

5.5.3	Taking	control	

Unlike Karen, Amalie hardly talked to her parents about the assault, and therefore 

she has other primary concerns when it comes to managing shame and exposure. One 

of these is related to retaining control of her digital identity. For example, she said: 

 

I spend a lot of time every time I go to bed on checking that I am not logged 

in anywhere, and I change my passwords all the time. So every time some 

little thing happens, like the other day my Apple ID logged out by itself, so 

my phone logged out by itself, and I don’t know why, I still don’t know why, 

but I could see that I was not logged in anywhere else, and I have step veri-

fication on everything so it is not like anybody can just get in. It was proba-

bly nothing, but I was up all night until half past six the day before I had an 
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exam, and I hadn’t slept and just been really, changed all my passwords and 

stuff, I really can’t, if something happens it just releases a long series of 

things that I have to do to fix it, so it is really fucking annoying. I have also 

had like, after the last time somebody contacted me, there was a long time 

where I had my Facebook deactivated and I only logged in to check things. 

Now I have switched to deactivating it every night when I sleep so I don’t 

get any messages at night and wake up to see them. 

	

This can be seen as an example of shame as reaction formation (Wurmser, 2015). Like 

the former example, in which Amalie talked about sexual objectification, she is con-

cerned with managing her identity. She tries to do this by using the Facebook deacti-

vate function to opt in and out of digital reality, and by creating routines connected 

to data safety (Pink, Lanzeni, & Horst, 2018a). Despite this effort, Amalie is still aware 

that she cannot control her digital presence because the DSA images keep circulating. 

This kind of confrontation with the boundaries of one’s freedom is what Amanda 

Lagerkvist (2017) calls a limit situation. When confronted with the limits of her digi-

tal freedom, Amalie realises her throwness in a digital world with certain boundaries 

that she cannot change and certain freedoms she does not have. 

For Lagerkvist, this uncontrollability is what makes digital reality existential, For 

Larsen (2016), however, it is what makes it valuable. She argues that digital identities 

have value because they reveal social status through co-constructed elements. Amalie 

is trying to limit the assault by strictly limiting her social media presence, but she also 

expresses frustration about not having equal access to a digital social and profes-

sional life. “You can’t write where you work [on FB], you can’t have a LinkedIn profile, 

you can’t do anything!” she exclaims. In other words, this kind of shame as reaction 

formation that limits social media possibilities might minimise the exposure, but it 

also allows the assault to impose other negative consequences because it forces her 

to keep her online and offline lives separate and thus disconnects her from the digi-

tally augmented reality of others. 
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5.5.4	Coming	out	of	hiding	

Another type of shame as reaction formation revolves around avoiding confrontation 

by not going out, skipping social events, avoiding connections with new people etc.. 

Scheff and Retzinger (1997) also find that this is a common reaction to unacknowl-

edged shame in women. “The past year, every time I’ve had to go shopping, I walk and 

look down at the ground, always. I haven’t dared to get eye contact with anyone, and 

if there is a guy who smiles at me, I panic,” Mathilde recounts. But she also talked 

about how to overcome these fears and limitations. In this text, she imagines such a 

situation through creative writing: 

 

The sun has come out early this year. The winter coats have been packed 

away at the back of the closet. She can no longer hide behind dark coats and 

scarfs. The folds of the green flowered dress are dancing in the light wind. 

The determined steps of the high heels are echoing between the tall old 

buildings. Her back is straight and her eyes a little distant. The city is vi-

brant. Young men and women with red and blue hats [high-school gradu-

ates]. They are happy. When she sees a group of young men all wearing red 

hats, she straightens up, more than seems possible, while passing them. She 

looks ahead. Cool, with a rigid glance. 

	

The text shows that Mathilde, when acknowledging (Scheff & Retzinger, 1997) and 

defying her shame anxiety (Wurmser, 2015), sees the possibility of a future beyond 

unbounded shame (Mann, 2018). The potential onlooker is still present in the text – 

embodied by the young male graduates – but it no longer has the power it once had. 

In contrast to Amalie’s example, Mathilde’s story embraces the presence of the digital 

world in her offline life and overcomes the fear of exposure rather than accepting the 

limitations of avoiding it. 
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5.5.5	Imaginary	progressive	contra‐shaming	

In the last workshop, we talked about how things had changed and improved over 

the past year while we had been working together. Mathilde and Amalie shared sto-

ries of recent situations that had made them realise that they were getting better. 

Eager to produce some sort of empirical evidence of empowerment in the group, I 

encouraged these stories – not thinking about the fact that in my position as a re-

searcher, I could paradoxically be forcing ideas of empowerment onto the partici-

pants. At least, until Mathilde reluctantly said: “Yes, but it isn’t easy”. She went on to 

give a specific example of her coping process: 

 

Mathilde: Not too long ago when […] I was walking down to the local su-

permarket to do some shopping, I had eye contact with the guy 

who I think shared my images, and I haven’t seen him for years. 

And then he gives me this crooked smile and laughs a little, and 

then he just walks on. 

Signe: So, what did you do? 

Mathilde: I didn’t do anything. I didn’t really feel anything. At the time I 

thought ‘fuck, I will get an anxiety attack now’, I was prepared 

for my body to react, but it didn’t. Nothing at all. I just walked in 

and did my shopping and then I went to my mom’s place. I was 

just really surprised that – he has given me anxiety attacks be-

fore if I have seen him around that has triggered it – there was 

nothing. […] 

Mathilde: Even though you are not supposed to take pleasure in that kind 

of thing, I feel a bit pleased that he has gotten a little fat. 

Signe: Fair enough 

Mathilde: He was not as good looking as he used to be. He played a lot on 

how attractive he was back when I was seeing him. He can’t do 

that anymore.  

Amalie: *laughs 

Mathilde: He is still good looking, but I don’t think he thinks so. 
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This story also has an aspect of managing to overcome shame anxiety. However, the 

way that Mathilde does it here is different. Instead of ignoring the potential aggressor, 

she actively looks back at him, objectifying his body and imagining that her look 

makes him feel ashamed. This can be described as a kind of contra-shaming, but it is 

important to remember that this is an imaginary form of shaming. Mathilde does not 

actually confront the potential aggressor – potential because she is not sure that he 

is responsible – but she imagines him feeling ashamed under her look, and it helps 

her defy her own shame. 

This kind of imagined contra-shaming is particularly interesting in relation to 

digital assault because the onlookers in these cases are often undefined or unap-

proachable. “I look down on the guys who do that sort of thing,” Mathilde says when 

talking about looking back at aggressors that are not embodied or identified but who 

represent an abstract idea of who the aggressors are. “Before I was afraid of them, 

now I just think they are really low persons”. Imaginary contra-shaming in these ex-

amples makes it possible to respond to potential aggressors because it does not re-

quire a specific well-defined other to be the target. When the look is imagined, the 

construct of the aggressor can be so too. 

Both Amalie and Karen have similar accounts of looking down at aggressors, but 

Mathilde’s story is particularly interesting because this kind of contra-shaming was 

not available to her when the workshops started. Contra-shaming became an option 

following interactions with the group, acknowledging her feelings of shame, and gain-

ing an understanding of the discriminative structures behind the assault. 

 

5.6 The progressive in imaginary contra-shaming 

As revealed above, it was important for Mathilde, Amalie and Karen to find ways to 

live without shame; but they also cared about political and social justice for DSA vic-

tims in general. Amalie is engaged in grassroots activism, Karen was fighting her case 

in court and has been present in the news media, and Mathilde does work to support 

other victims. This engagement was important for Amalie in particular. When reflect-

ing on her anger after the assault, she said: 
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You think you are part of a society that will take action when you experience 

something unfair, but that is not the case at all […] It made me so angry, it 

really isn’t good enough and it must be possible to do something. So, I got 

involved in different things because I was angry, and that has been empow-

ering, this feeling of being able to do something […] I am not ashamed in the 

same way as I was at first, but still, it is just in a different way, I think. 

 

Imaginary contra-shaming became a part of being	able	to	do	something because it was 

a way of rebelling against the dominant discourse that positions DSA victims as 

shameful individuals. Instead, contra-shaming seeks to direct the shaming look at the 

aggressors. This resonates with Probyn’s description of positive shame (2005; 2019) 

as that which shames those who unrightfully shame others; with Ahmed’s claim 

(2014) that positive shame is that which encourages resistance against exclusive be-

haviour; and to some extent with Bissenbakker’s claim (2012, 2013) that progressive 

strategies can use shame to examine and expose the systems that shame some indi-

viduals before others. When Amalie, Karen and Mathilde practise contra-shaming and 

defend themselves from shame in the communities that they are part of, they partic-

ipate in renegotiating their own position and that of other DSA victims within these 

communities. By imagining the aggressors being ashamed, they indirectly criticise a 

structure in which shame is attached to their sexuality rather than to the assaulting 

acts of the aggressors. 

This circulation of shame between victims and aggressors can be understood 

through what Kofoed and Ringrose (2012) call travelling and sticky affects. They de-

scribe situations of cyberbullying as assemblages of bodies and technologies in which 

affects circulate and temporarily stick. Like Bissenbakker and Ahmed, Kofoed and 

Ringrose show that some affects stick particularly well to certain bodies because dis-

cursive power formations support this attachment. Based on this understanding, I 

will argue that imaginary, progressive contra-shaming causes and is caused by a re-

negotiation of the discursive attachment of shame to victim-survivors. This negotia-

tion instead allows shame to circulate and also land on the aggressors. This does not 
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just have a personal value as part of a complex set of coping strategies but it also has 

political potential because by openly defying shame, Mathilde, Amalie and Karen en-

courage the people around them to rethink the discursive affective system surround-

ing DSA and the attachment of shame to sexuality. This constant circulation is not 

only part of the unboundedness (Mann, 2018) of shame but it also breaks it by imag-

ining a future in which redemption becomes possible because aggressors are shamed 

before victims. 

	

5.7 Conclusion 

This article has focused on Mathilde, Amalie and Karen, and the ways in which they 

live with DSA. My aim was to offer insights into their perspectives as victim-survivors, 

and to describe a research process that not only helped them communicate their ex-

periences but which has also shaped their ways of thinking and acting in relation to 

the assaults. As mentioned in the introduction, this is a relevant contribution to a field 

in which the in-depth, nuanced perspectives of victim-survivors are rarely repre-

sented. 

There are two kinds of concluding remarks to be made here: the first relates to 

knowledge about how digital media shape shame experiences of DSA; while the sec-

ond relates to the process of exploring and defining these experiences, which gener-

ates new perspectives  In other words, how giving voice is not just about “call[ing] 

forth a voice that is held in silence” (Gilligan, 2014, p. 104), but about taking part in 

(co-)constructing voices that did not necessarily exist before somebody asked to hear 

them. 

The article has presented two typologies: one for different kinds of assault based 

on levels of consent; and one for different kinds of aggressors based on their relation 

to the victims. One kind of aggressor in particular – the onlooker – was central in the 

analysis, which showed how shame in relation to DSA is often connected to the look. 

This article has brought Sartre’s concept of the look into the digital arena and con-

nected it to the spreadability, anonymity and endless audiences that social media 

make possible. 
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Furthermore, I showed the different ways in which Karen, Amalie and Mathilde 

sought to defy shame through avoiding, negotiating and standing up to the onlooker 

and the norms behind their shaming. Out of five documented coping strategies, one 

in particular  imaginary, progressive contra-shaming  seemed to have empowering 

potentials. With this strategy, the participants turned the shaming look around and 

directed it at the aggressors. I have argued that this kind of contra-shaming has polit-

ical and personal potential because it helps the participants to cope with feelings of 

shame, fear and exposure; and because by turning shame around, it seeks to establish 

a new discursive order in which shame in digital sexual assault is moved from the 

victims to the aggressors. Or in Mathilde’s words: “I know now that it’s not my fault, 

I’m not the problem, it’s not me who is flawed”. 

Karen, Mathilde and Amalie have read and approved this article. When reading 

the first draft, Mathilde e-mailed me giving her thoughts. “It is impressive how much 

you can get out of so little”, she commented. She meant this in a positive way, but it 

also implies that there is a lot more to be said. Owing to the workshop format, the 

discussions developed around experiences that the participants shared, such as the 

feeling of shame and exposure. These shared perspectives are the focus here, but in 

future it may be interesting to open up to more diverse voices and the potential con-

flicts between them. 
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Article 3. The article is published in First	Monday	(BFI: 2),	Vol 

26, number 4. DOI: 10.5210/fm.v26i4.11660. Published on March 

18th 2021. 

 

 

 

This article expands the analysis of article 2 (chapter 5). First, it finalizes the defining 

framework for DSA already suggested previously, and it identifies many of the same 

ways of living and coping with DSA. However, the article addresses these experiences 

from a different theoretical perspective and consider the ways they evolve over time 

– and not simply as a linear progression from shame to empowerment. 

This article includes data from both the writing workshop interventions (phase 

1 and 3) and from the follow-up interviews (phase 2), which means that the data co-

vers a period of around 2½ years. This long-term perspective allows for different sto-

ries and experiences not included in the previous article. It becomes especially clear 

how, overtime, DSA became a lot less intrusive in the participants’ lives. 
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Chapter 6. The Rhythms of Shame in  

Digital Sexual Assault 

Rhythmic resistance and the repeated assault 
 

Abstract	

The	non‐consensual	distribution	of	intimate	images	is	a	highly	mediated	kind	of	sexual	

violence.	This	article	shows	how	data	persistence	and	shareability	constitute	victim	ex‐

periences	of	digital	sexual	assault	as	‘repeated	assaults’;	as	recurring	instances	of	expo‐

sure	and	shaming	facilitated	by	mediated	rhythms	and	circulation.	I	also	show	how	the	

participants	of	this	study,	who	are	young	women	victimised	by	digital	assault,	managed	

to	create	stability	and	resist	the	rhythms	of	their	assault	by	modifying	their	social	media	

presence	and	politicising	their	experiences.	

 

6.1 Introduction 

Digital sexual assault (DSA) is the practice of sharing intimate and sexualised images 

of a person online without their consent. The research project presented here has 

involved five young women in a long-term participatory research experiment fo-

cussed on their experiences of digital assault. In this context, they call themselves 

Amalie, Mathilde, Karen, Leonora and Anne-Mette, and they all have different stories 

to tell. Anne-Mette has been a victim of sextortion, with images taken of her without 

her knowledge being used to blackmail her. Karen was in an abusive relationship that 

resulted in revenge porn. Leonora was filmed during a sexual act that she was too 

drunk to remember and consent to. Mathilde had her private information shared 

online with intimate images. And Amalie also had information shared, along with im-

ages that were originally meant to document weight loss. 

Despite the differences in their stories, there seem to be two shared characteris-

tics. First, the circulated images are identifiable because they can be associated with 

the victims’ names, social media profiles or other kinds of information, making it pos-

sible to find and contact them. Second, the images are shareable: either they are being 
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circulated, or there is a credible threat that they will be. These two characteristics are 

the basis of the analytical and theoretical approaches that I adopt in this article. 

First, I look at shame and its connection to identity and exposure. I show how 

digital exposure causes moments of shame and how these recurring instances of 

shaming cause an underlying shame anxiety and a potential for shame. These in-

stances reveal that DSA experiences move in rhythms characterised by repeated ex-

posure and shaming. Second, I show how these rhythms of shame and exposure 

changed over time, and how the participants were able to act in order to cause rhyth-

mic disruption and sometimes even turn shame into anger and claim political agency. 

Shame and its rhythms are important components of DSA experiences because of the 

mediated conditions of exposure and repeatability, and they are some of the compo-

nents that the participants kept returning to. In this way, an analysis looking into such 

experiences offers a significant contribution to our knowledge of victim experiences 

of DSA. 

In short, the article presents an analytical framework that combines theories on 

shame and rhythm in the context of digital exposure, circulation and data persistence. 

But more importantly, it offers valuable insights into the mediated experiences of 

DSA victims by involving five women in the research process and allowing them to 

share and construct their stories. While I know that the research project was a helpful 

process for the participants, I also hope that these insights can find their relevance in 

other projects – academic as well as pedagogical or political – that seek to respectfully 

understand and improve the situations with which DSA victims have to cope. 

 

6.2 Theory: Digital sexual assault, shame and rhythms 

In academic, educational, legal and political contexts, stories of DSA have been circu-

lating in recent years. Digital sexual assault has been described within the realm of 

gendered violence (Bates, 2017; McGlynn et al., 2017; Uhl et al., 2018; Wood & 

Thompson, 2018), as a legal issue in a new mediated society (Henry & Powell, 2015, 

2016), and often as a part of digital youth cultures (Davidson, 2014; Döring, 2014; 

Mandau, 2019; Moore et al., 2016; P. Rasmussen & Søndergaard, 2020; Ringrose et 
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al., 2013; Shariff, 2015; Thorhauge & Bonitz, 2020). While these contributions add 

immensely to the understanding of digital sexuality and assault, there are certain 

weaknesses in the field, which I wish to address in this article. First, however, it is 

relevant to present my definition and understanding of DSA within the context of this 

research project. 

Digital sexual assault is a translation of the Danish term ‘digitale sexkrænkelser’, 

which is generally used by politicians, legal practitioners, activists and the press. It is 

also the term preferred by the participants of this research project. In the interna-

tional literature, however, the same practices are often referred to as image-based 

sexual abuse (Maddocks, 2018; McGlynn et al., 2017; Powell et al., 2019). 

Many attempts to find a suitable terminology for these assaulting practices try to 

group them into subcategories (McGlynn et al., 2017; Powell et al., 2019), or describe 

image sharing as one out of many kinds of technology-facilitated sexual violence 

(Henry & Powell, 2016). Powell et al. (2019) define five different categories of image-

based sexual abuse (relationship retribution, sextortion, voyeurism, sexploitation 

and sexual assault), which categorise such assaults based on the aggressors’ acts and 

motives. In doing so, they give valuable insights into the diverse range of practices 

described as digital assault; but by asking what was done and why, they also take the 

perspective of the aggressors, making the experiences of victims almost invisible in 

their framework. 

Generally, there seems to be a growing consensus among youth and media schol-

ars that victims’ perspectives on digital sexual assault have already been addressed, 

and that the focus should instead be directed towards broader sharing practices 

(Thorhauge et al., 2020), bystanders and offenders (Fransson et al., 2020; Harder, 

Jørgensen, et al., 2020). While I agree that these foci are important, I will also argue 

that in fact very few (if any) studies to this day take their point of departure in victims’ 

voices when discussing digital assault in a mediated reality. Further, the studies that 

do address victim perspectives, for instance in relation to psychological trauma 

(Bates, 2007) or gendered violence (Mann, 2018), seem to focus on the immediate 

traumatic reactions and thereby fail to represent the ways in which DSA experiences 

change over time, are repeated and sometimes fade. 
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To add to this field of research into digital sexual violence, I combine three theo-

retical frameworks. First, I suggest four defining categories of DSA that are prevalent 

when working with victims’ perspectives. Second, I draw on theories of shame to 

frame victim experiences of exposure and objectification. Finally, I introduce rhyth-

manalysis as a framework that broadens the analysis of shame to reveal modulations 

and repetitions in shame experiences. All three theoretical frameworks further relate 

to the digital context that DSA and its victims exist in. Hence, the analysis contributes 

to the existing research by foregrounding mediated victim experiences, not just at the 

moment of tragedy, but as contextual and continuously lived realities. 

 

6.2.1	Definition	and	types	of	DSA	

Because the aggressors, at least initially, are the acting agents of the assault, a defini-

tion of DSA that takes a victim perspective cannot be based on what was done. In-

stead, I base my categorisation of types of DSA on non-consensual factors: where and 

how did the victims feel that their boundaries had been overstepped? By emphasising 

non-consensual acts, the framework makes it clear exactly which parts of an event 

turn it into a sexual assault. 

Figure 6a shows four different categories of DSA. They are all characterised by 

the fact that they were distributed without consent, while 2 and 4 include situations 

in which the image production was also non-consensual, and 3 and 4 include situa-

tions in which the sexual situation was also non-consensual. The figure shows exam-

ples of practices that fall under each category. 

While all the categories include non-consensual sexualisation on the level of distribu-

tion and exposure, ‘non-consensual sexualisation’ here refers to instances where the 

victim experiences a sexualisation that is somehow detached from the original image 

production. This is why upskirting (2), for example, does not fall under this category; 

because the sexualisation occurs when the image is taken, making it a case of primar-

ily non-consensual production. In contrast, the examples categorised under non-con-

sensual sexualisation (3) cover cases where the production was consensual (it could 

be that the victim uploaded a beach picture to social media), but the image was later 

used in a sexual context (for instance being shared on an escort or revenge porn site). 



114 
 

Furthermore, the category that includes both non-consensual production and sexu-

alisation (4) consists of cases where the sexual acts would have been perceived as 

assaults even without the image production, but in which the image production adds 

to the assault (for instance when rape is filmed and shared). In addition, all the cases 

of DSA analysed here have resulted in instances of the victims being recognised and 

harassed. These confrontations are particularly important in relation to shame, as I 

will discuss below. 

 

 

Figure	6a	
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6.2.2	Shame	and	the	digital	subject	

There is something intriguing about drawing the connection between shame and dig-

ital media, especially since several scholars have described shame as being related to 

exposure and seeing yourself and being seen. Sartre (1943) defines shame as the feel-

ing of being seen and seeing yourself through the look of the other; Ahmed (2014) 

claims that “to be witnessed in one’s failure is to be ashamed” (p. 103); and Probyn 

suggests that shame involves seeing oneself differently (Probyn, 2005; Probyn et al., 

2019). In all these approaches, shame is part of a relation between identity (subjec-

tivity) and exposure (objectification). 

In an earlier article (Uldbjerg, 2020), I used the concept of ‘the look’ as presented 

by Sartre to show that shame is central to digital assault experiences. I introduced the 

concept of ‘the potential onlooker’ to reflect the fact that DSA victims do not neces-

sarily know who might have seen their images, which means that anyone they meet 

on and off digital media can potentially be the holder of a shaming look. However, 

approaching shame through the concept of the look and the onlooker produces a 

somewhat static account of DSA experiences. The look is a moment of exposure, a 

sudden turning point for the self, well defined in time and space, but – as I will explore 

in this article – DSA experiences change over time and exposure involves not only 

separate instances but a recurring pattern of living with the consequences of digital 

assault. 

Change is embedded in some approaches to shame. Probyn (Probyn et al., 2019) 

explains that shame is productive, in the sense that it can undo the self and produce 

new subjectivities. She writes: 

 

When one feels shame it is a profound intra-subjective moment that has the 

capacity to undo something of the person […] Feeling shame produces a new 

sense of self even if it is only momentary; it produces a profound reflection 

of the self. (p. 325) 

 

The idea of changing identities calls into question the way shame shapes the subject 

over time. What happens when the potential onlooker, and thereby the shaming look, 
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is constantly present in the mediated reality of DSA victims? In extension thereof, 

what does it mean that the subject in question is a digitally mediated subject? 

Tero Karppi (2018), drawing on Deleuze’s concept of the ‘dividual’, describes 

how subjects in mediated reality become “doubles who exist simultaneously in dif-

ferent databases, information banks, and other technomaterial assemblages” (p. 78). 

One’s online presence, in this sense, becomes a part of the self that is both detached 

from offline reality and intertwined with it in the sense that it plays a role in consti-

tuting the self. This mediated self, as Karppi also notes, cannot be controlled or de-

leted: even when we disconnect from social or digital media, our data persists. In con-

crete terms, victims of DSA cannot escape the assaulting images because they do not 

just persist – they persist as parts of the bodily and technological assemblage that 

make up who these victims are. There simply is no ‘turning it off’. 

It is also relevant to note that mediated selves are also relational or networked 

selves (Papacharissi, 2011, 2012). The ways that the self can be performed online 

depend on others perceiving and accepting the performance of the self. Papacharissi 

(2012) argues that the upholding of a digital self depends on its shareability (its cir-

culation) and not just its existence as data. In this way, what is being shared is crucial 

to defining the mediated self. 

With data persistence and shareability being central concepts in understanding 

the mediated self, the circulation of DSA images is clearly a profound violation of a 

person’s identity. This is how digital exposure becomes shameful in the sense that 

shame is an undoing of the self, and it is the reason why disrupting rhythms of shame 

is a kind of identity work that has the potential to shift hegemonic victim positions. 

However, these shifts happen over time and through repeated instances of exposure 

and resistance. It is these perspectives on time and repetition that rhythmanalysis 

can help us understand. 

 

6.2.3	Rhythm,	media	and	resistance	

According to Lefebvre (1992), rhythmanalysis involves attempting to identify and 

separate the various rhythms that make up a situation or a phenomenon. As a frame-

work for identifying and separating intertwined rhythms, he builds a terminology of 
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the ways in which rhythms differ and relate. He terms the coexistence of rhythms 

polyrhythmia, and coins three ways in which they can relate: eurhythmia is when the 

rhythms combine smoothly (as in the functioning of a healthy body); isorhythmia is 

when the rhythms do not just combine smoothly but merge into a higher harmony 

(as in music); and arrhythmia is when rhythms clash or are out of sync (as in the case 

of a sick body or in conflicts). 

Chen (2016) expands Lefebvre’s terminological framework with the idea of 

rhythmic assemblages inspired by Deleuze and Guattari (1998). She describes politi-

cal and social situations as assemblages of multiple rhythms, none of which exist as 

separate entities, but all of which are in a state of constant exchange. Hence, analysing 

the social involves identifying the rhythms of the assemblage and the disruptions or 

conflicts (arrhythmia) and the harmonies (eurhythmia) between them. In other 

words, rhythmanalysis is one way to study how elements of mediated identities re-

late to each other when they are eurhythmic, and especially when they are disrupted 

(arrhythmia) and changed by digital assault and repeated instances of shaming be-

come part of the rhythmic assemblage constituting the self. 

As I show in the analysis below, the affective rhythms of shame in DSA depend 

on digital media. Kofoed (2013) describes such mediated rhythmic assemblages in 

relation to cyberbullying in school communities. She analyses cyberbullying situa-

tions as ongoing phenomena consisting of spectacular events and a subtle sensation 

of uncertainty, claiming that “the spectacular and the uncertain together make up 

what can be understood as an affective affair, which moves in rhythms [my transla-

tion]” (p. 164). In other words, there are shifts of intensity in cyberbullying situations 

defined by recurrent spectacular events, while the uncertainty – the general feeling 

that something is wrong and it is impossible to know when it will break out and for 

whom – makes up the underlying pulse of the rhythm. This uncertainty is amplified 

by the persistence and shareability of data. 

In this framework, rhythms of DSA and digital exposure control and moderate 

the subject. Rhythms of recurring digital exposure create shame and the constant po-
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tentiality of shame. These affects are part of constituting the victims’ mediated iden-

tities as affective and rhythmic assemblages. However, DSA victims have the agency 

to affect rhythms as well.  

Lefebvre (1992) writes about the possibility of inflicting change and creating new 

rhythmic hegemonies: 

 

Objectively, for there to be change, a social group, a class or caste must inter-

vene by imprinting a rhythm on an era, be it through force or in an insinuat-

ing manner. In the course of a crisis, in a critical situation, a group must des-

ignate itself as an innovator or producer of meaning. (p. 24) 

 

While Lefebvre here talks about historical change, it is relevant in this context to pay 

attention to the idea that a moment of crisis (a situation of arrhythmia) leaves space 

for interventions producing new meaning. The fact that DSA is a crisis for the individ-

ual also means that there is space for new resisting rhythms, meanings and identities 

to be formed, so, arrhythmia includes the possibility of change in the formation of 

new eurhythmic assemblages.  

In his work on illness blogs, Stage (2014) shows how writing online blogs and 

sharing stories of illness became a way for three critically ill women to “structure the 

chaos of arrhythmia through new socially produced rhythms that stabilise the private 

life of the blogger” (p. 208). In other words, the arrhythmia that is caused by illness 

(or assault) calls for innovative ways of creating a new rhythmic order that can form 

a less chaotic rhythm of everyday life. Stage also points out that these new rhythms 

are “turning the blogger into a publicly active citizen” (p. 208) because their blogging 

becomes part of communal and political efforts to raise awareness of and improve 

the treatment of their respective illnesses – generating the potential for social change 

in rhythmic resistance. 

Similarly, the analysis will show how Mathilde, Amalie, Karen, Anne-Mette and 

Leonora tried to create counter rhythms to those of the assaults, both to structure 
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their own daily lives and to join collective efforts leading towards social change. Be-

fore moving on to this analysis, however, I will describe the methodological and em-

pirical basis behind it. 

 

6.3 Methodology: A participatory writing experiment 

As Figure 6b illustrates, the data construction process can be split roughly into three 

interventions producing the vast majority of the empirical data. 

 
Figure	6b	
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The first intervention (W1-4) was a series of four creative writing workshops in 

which Mathilde, Karen and Amalie were involved. These workshops were spread 

over eight months, and after they were over, we kept in touch with relevant news 

about the project and their cases. About 1½ years after the end of the workshops, I 

conducted follow-up interviews, meeting each of the participants individually. During 

the workshops, the focus had been on finding shared perspectives and developing 

mutual understandings, and it was therefore relevant to go back and discuss some of 

their texts and statements outside the group, where there was more space for ex-

pressing individualities.  

After the follow-up interviews, I also realised the need to look into DSA stories in 

a broader time perspective. The writing tasks in the initial workshops had been con-

cerned with describing and comprehending moments of shame, exposure and em-

powerment, and we had only sporadically talked about how these instances changed 

over time. Therefore, I invited Amalie, Mathilde and Karen to join me in developing a 

new set of writing tasks that would encourage reflections on time, repetitions and 

change. Amalie and Mathilde agreed to participate, while Karen did not have the time. 

This was supposed to form the basis of a one-day writing workshop, this time includ-

ing a new group of participants. However, because of the COVID-19 lockdown, we had 

to reschedule and the writing tasks were done from home. For Leonora and Anne-

Mette, the two new participants, these tasks were followed by online interviews in 

which I talked to them about their texts. The extent of each participant’s involvement 

is shown by their initials in Figure 6b. I have described the methodology and the prin-

ciples of the creative writing workshops in detail elsewhere (Uldbjerg, 2021b), so I 

will only comment on them briefly here. 

All the interventions involved discussions based on the written texts that had 

been produced by the participants. This method comes from creative writing, where 

it is used as a pedagogical tool, for instance in literature programmes (Donnelly & 

Harper, 2012; Fenza, 2011; Ringgaard, 2013b) and author schools (Lind, 2019; 

Llambías, 2015; Zola Christensen, 2005). In the traditional creative writing work-

shop, writers get together to read their texts aloud and give each other feedback 

based on principles and techniques for aesthetic writing that are often derived from 
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reading literary texts or listening to experienced authors (Lind, 2019). In the work-

shops, Karen, Mathilde and Amalie therefore learned about creative writing and were 

asked to implement the techniques into texts about their own experiences. In the 

writing tasks that Leonora and Anne-Mette did, and owing to the restraints of the 

digital format, there was no introduction to creative writing. Instead, they were asked 

to construct narratives on which the discussions could be based.  

Apart from principles of creative writing, the writing tasks that I gave the partic-

ipants also drew on a tradition that I call therapeutic writing (Bolton, 2008, 2011; 

Bolton et al., 2006; McNichol, 2016), overlapping with traditions like expressive writ-

ing (J. Pennebaker, 1990, 2000; J. Pennebaker & Evans, 2014) and reflective writing 

(Bolton, 2001, 2009; Charon, 2001). The idea behind this tradition is that writing can 

be a way to express, reflect on and relieve trauma. So working with reflection, expres-

sion and narratives also involves an ethical commitment to the construction of a pro-

cess that was safe and beneficial for the participants. 

The idea of using text conversations and creative expressions as research meth-

ods calls for a methodological framework that considers practical and creative inter-

ventions in research. I have drawn on traditions like practice-based (Hope, 2016), 

art-based (Davies, 2014; Hickey-Moody, 2013, 2017), creative (Gauntlett, 2007; Kara, 

2015) and experimental (Blackman, 2012; Lezaun et al., 2016; Staunæs, 2016; 

Staunæs & Kofoed, 2015a, 2015c) methods to support the argument that creative ex-

pressions can offer insights into dynamic experiences, which are not just reflections 

of a series of events but become part of constructing alternative perspectives that can 

benefit the participants and produce many-faceted, in-depth empirical data. 

Finally, I wish to offer a few words on the participatory aspects. I understand 

participation in this context as a methodological and ethical effort to include the re-

search participants in decision making during the research process and allow their 

perspectives to shape the research output (Bell et al., 2004; Bergold & Thomas, 2012; 

Reestorff et al., 2014). Here, I also draw on action research (Hale, 2006; Koirala-Azad 

& Fuentes, 2009; Naples, 2003), and feminist ethics (Bellacasa, 2017; Gilligan, 1982, 

2014), emphasising the moral obligations connected to doing research with (and not 
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just about) vulnerable and politically motivated groups. While the participatory as-

pect of co-designing the third intervention with Amalie and Mathilde is clear, there is 

also a less obvious participatory standpoint in the writing workshops. During the text 

conversations, the participants collectively analysed and discussed each other’s texts, 

thereby adding a level of collective text analysis that goes beyond just creating data 

on DSA. Further, after the collective analysis of the workshops was over, the partici-

pants were offered the chance to read and comment on publications and presenta-

tions based on their contributions. 

Seen from the outside, this research process might look messy and at times in-

complete. And it is. The five women involved here are young and facing difficult chal-

lenges not just in becoming adults, but also in becoming adult women living with sex-

ual trauma. So, their participation in the project is just as precarious as their life situ-

ations, making it ethically necessary to create a dynamic process in which they can 

participate and contribute to the extent they feel able to. Consistency was never a 

precondition for this methodology, instead, I wish to present in-depth perspectives 

on assault experiences, and on the chaotic, inconsistent, dynamic lives that victims 

might live. 

 

6.4 Three rhythms of DSA: Fear, exposure and potentiality 

One of the concepts that the participants often returned to was ‘the repeated assault’ 

– The notion that, in Mathilde’s words, “it’s more than just one assault […] it’s an as-

sault almost every time you are contacted and confronted with it.” Here, she refers to 

the recurring instances of being contacted on social media, thereby describing a 

rhythm that is highly mediated. In one of her creative writing texts, Amalie expresses 

something similar: 

 

It is quiet, and I think I am staring into my phone screen, Facebook, easily 

recognisable in blue and white. Suddenly the phone vibrates, it tickles my 

hand, and out of nowhere, a tiny red dot with a number in it appears by the 
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miniature of a person’s silhouette. A friend request has come in. It is face-

less, no information, only the grey outline of a person. 

[…]  

I decline. 

A few seconds later, my phone vibrates again. The same red dot appears, 

again with a number in it. A new friend request, but from the same anony-

mous grey silhouette as before. 

I decline. 

This is repeated a couple of times. 

 

This excerpt of a longer text exemplifies how Amalie uses the creative writing format 

to play with layout, repetition and sentence length in order to give a sense of the 

rhythmic component of her experience. The text shows that looking at rhythm, un-

derstood as repetition and return (Lefebvre, 1992), is relevant in relation to immedi-

ate DSA experiences. Return, however, is also a relevant consideration over time. Le-

onora, who does not remember the situation in which the images were taken, talks 

about the idea of her memory potentially returning: 

 

If it came back today, I think I would be afraid of having to reconsider every-

thing. The point where it turned for me was in the week after it happened 

when I received the pictures. Before that, I was like, something happened at 

that party, I don’t remember it, it’s probably not too bad. 

 

Here, Leonora deals with two different but intertwined ways in which the assault 

might potentially be repeated: she is afraid that her memory of the night will return; 

and she is afraid that the pictures will return in an external repetition of the assault. 

When the assault first happened, these two levels were intertwined, as the pictures 

forced her to deal with and create a memory of a situation that she did not actually 

remember. This story shows that repetition in DSA is linked to digital media, and that 

the repeated assault depends on the persistence of digital elements, or the fact that 
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DSA images continue to exist and maintain a connection to the victim as a layer of 

their mediated existence (Karppi, 2018). 

As I also argued earlier, the persistence and circulation of the images contribute 

to an underlying uncertainty (e.g. Leonora’s fear that her memory will return, or 

Amalie waiting for the next contact request), which is very similar to what Kofoed 

describes as the pulse of cyberbullying situations. It feeds an underlying shame, or 

fear of shame, similar to what Mann (2018) calls ubiquitous shame and Wurmser 

(2015) terms shame anxiety. Hence, in this constellation, the repeated assault poses 

rhythmic shifts in intensity between an underlying fear of shame and moments of 

exposure or shame events (Mann, 2018). 

This analysis helps to identify two rhythms in the DSA assemblage, both of which 

are connected to digital media: the repeated instances of exposure, and the underly-

ing, constant fear of the next contact. This mirrors the rhythms of uncertainty and 

spectacular events that Kofoed described in cyberbullying. However, I will argue that 

there is a third rhythmic layer to DSA experiences which is linked to the potential 

onlooker and often to contact requests on social media. This rhythm becomes clear 

when Anne-Mette says: 

 

When somebody messages me on Facebook or Instagram and it comes up as 

a message request, that’s what happened back then, then I get this feeling like 

‘Oh no, now it’s starting all over again’ 

 

The anxiety connected to receiving a contact or friend request is not exactly a mo-

ment of exposure, because the reaction to the ‘ping’ of the phone happens before she 

has seen the message. However, it still causes a moment of increased intensity that is 

different from the more constant underlying fear. This third rhythmic component can 

be described as the rhythmic aspect of the potential onlooker; it is the intensity of the 

moment of potential assault that is caused by the more constant general fear of expo-

sure. This rhythm of potentiality creates a bridge between underlying fear and expo-

sure because it occurs at the moment when fear turns into shame. However, it is also 
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a rhythm in itself because it does not always turn into exposure: some contact re-

quests are not related to the original assault, after all. In this way, this rhythm of 

shame potentiality and the potential onlooker connects shame anxiety (Wurmser, 

2015) with shame events (Mann, 2018), or in the terminology of Kofoed (2013), it 

connects the pulse of underlying fear with the recurring spectacular events. These 

three rhythms of shame in DSA are illustrated in Figure 6c, which shows one example 

of an interval. 

 

Figure	6c	

 

In conclusion, this analysis adopts Lefebvre and Chen’s methodological approach to 

analysing the social by identifying its rhythms and their relations. I present three 

rhythmic components of DSA experiences: underlying fear of exposure or shame anx-

iety, returning exposure or shame events, and a rhythm of potentiality that exists sep-

arately but also bridges the other two components. 

 

6.5 Breaking the rhythms: Disruption, change and decline 

Having analysed the rhythmic components of assaults, I will now look at the ways 

these change over time and through active interference. The analysis falls into three 

parts: First, I look at the ways in which the participants tried to disrupt the repeated 
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assault and re-establish some sense of eurhythmia in the time shortly after these as-

saults occurred. Second, I look at shame modulations: how shame turns into anger, 

and how the participants shifted the meaning of the assault by politicising their ex-

periences. Third, I show how the rhythms of the repeated assault not only shift but 

also decline over time. 

 

6.5.1	Disruption	and	rhythmic	control	

When giving a narrative account of their experiences, Amalie, Mathilde, Karen, Leo-

nora and Anne-Mette all focussed on the things they had done to try and stop the 

images from spreading, thereby disrupting the rhythms of the repeated assault. Un-

fortunately, only Karen and Leonora had positive experiences of taking their cases 

through the established legal systems: Leonora felt that the police gave her good ad-

vice even when they could not investigate, and Karen was lucky to be represented by 

a steadfast lawyer, even when the police investigation failed. The other participants 

turned to different ways of using (and not using) social media to interfere with the 

assault. Mathilde and Amalie talk about their social media practices as follows: 

 

Mathilde: Every time I see guys who comment something degrading, and I 

can tell that they are that kind of person, I block them because I am panicking 

about it. 

Amalie: Yes, and if a profile comes up in friend requests that you don’t have 

any shared friends with, I block it. 

[…] 

Mathilde: I get Facebook messages, not every day, but often. Especially in the 

past. And I have extra security on all my logins and change my passwords 

often […] And then I have an Instagram account that is closed and I only fol-

low people, I mean other girls, who have the same interests as I do. 

 

Amalie and Mathilde are talking about their ways of seeking to regain rhythmic con-

trol. These practices do not stop the images from circulating, but they keep people 
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from contacting and finding them, thereby delaying the instances of contact and ex-

posure (the shame events). For Amalie and Mathilde in particular, these practices in-

volving modifying networks, changing passwords and sometimes regularly deac-

tivating accounts became routines that they incorporated into their everyday life 

with digital media. Such routines, as suggested by Pink, Lanzeni, and Horst (2018b), 

can be seen as ways of living with data and coping with data anxiety, which is an un-

derlying form of anxiety related to not knowing what is happening to your data. Pink 

et al. show that developing routines around data safety can be a way to tackle the 

anxiety of losing data. In a similar way, Amalie and Mathilde’s social media routines 

can be seen as ways to interfere with the uncontrollable spreading and exposure and 

create their own routines or counter rhythms to regain a sense of control and stabil-

ity, in other words to construct a new, more eurhythmic state. 

Karen and Anne-Mette took an opposite approach to using social media. Instead 

of trying to keep their accounts detached from the images, they used Facebook to 

share their stories. Anne-Mette, who was being blackmailed by someone threatening 

to send the images to her friends and family, elaborates on her choice to share the 

story: 

 

I wanted to make people aware that it was happening, that these pictures 

existed, and someone would probably send them to somebody. So I meant to 

try to get a little help just in case anybody was contacted and received some 

of the pictures. 

 

Like Mathilde and Amalie’s approach, Anne-Mette’s choice to be open about her situ-

ation does not stop the image circulation. However, the extortion stopped after she 

came forward, as she explains: 

 

I think I have more control in relation to the person who has been blackmail-

ing me. Because I have come forward with it and people around me know 

about it, it is not so exciting to blackmail me anymore. 
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Here and at several other moments, Anne-Mette mentions being in control as a rea-

son for wanting to interfere with the image sharing. So, her approach is not very dif-

ferent from Amalie and Mathilde’s approach – they also tried to gain control by mod-

ifying their social media presence. But while Amalie and Mathilde negotiate the af-

fordances of social media and use its functions in ways that the media design discour-

ages (Davis & Chouinard, 2016), Anne-Mette and Karen, when sharing their stories, 

use Facebook exactly as it encourages: for social sharing. In this way, Anne-Mette and 

Karen perform (Papacharissi, 2012) new versions of their digital selves that include 

the assault experiences in their identity. This changes the rhythm of shame, because 

exposure no longer has the same power in undoing the self, as they have already em-

braced this exposure as part of their current identity. Limiting the use of social media 

delays the rhythm of shame events, but using social media to be open about such 

events reduces their intensity. 

This strategy does not always work either, and both Anne-Mette and Karen de-

scribe situations of trying to hide from the shaming look just like Amalie and 

Mathilde. However, both the strategies mentioned here create agency and stability in 

a situation in which the participants had lost control of their digital existence. In this 

way, they interfere with the mediated rhythms of the repeated assault. Even though 

completely erasing the images from social media is impossible (Karppi, 2018), they 

find ways to resist the circulation that social media are designed to facilitate, and they 

manage to build a new sense of eurhythmia in their everyday lives (Stage, 2014). 

 

6.5.2	Change	and	rhythmic	agency	

Focussing on longer-term ways of coping, the participants also described how their 

relation to DSA and the ways in which they reacted to continuous exposure changed 

over time. Two ideas recurred: first, they described a gradual shift from shame to 

anger; and second, they talked about how “using it for something constructive” had 

given them a sense of meaning and made it easier to live with. 

The shift from shame to anger is clear in the two ways in which Mathilde talks about 

her neighbour: 

 



129 
 

I have this weird feeling about my neighbour. He always looks at me weirdly, 

and he seems like the kind of person who could do something like that […] 

He knows what name is on my door. I have changed my name now and I have 

been very afraid that he will upload my new name to those sites. (Work-

shop4) 

 

He tried to get into my apartment […] he didn’t get through but then he went 

to the other side, there is a woman who has PTSD, and she opened the door 

because she knows him, and then he attacked her. So she called the police 

and they took him away in handcuffs. […] A few weeks later, I saw him out-

side the grocery store, and we had eye contact and I was just ready to go over 

and yell at him, or even do something physical. I was so angry, it was like 

something turned at that point […] He was just wearing boxers and boots 

[when the police picked him up] and his trousers were hanging around his 

ankles, so it was really humiliating for him. It felt good to see him humiliated 

like that. (Follow-up interview) 

 

In the first story about her neighbour, she describes how he triggers her shame anx-

iety by posing as a potential onlooker. In the second story, however, seeing him hu-

miliated changes something for her. In my previous article on shame, I described how 

contra-shaming – turning the shaming look around to look back at the potential ag-

gressor – was a way in which the participants could defy shame. Similarly, Mathilde 

here describes how her shame, when seeing him humiliated, switches to anger and 

her fear is overruled. Probyn (2019) elaborates on the relation between shame and 

anger in cases of sexual violence: 

 

In terms of rape it’s surely a mixture of anger, rage and shame that women 

feel, but given the structural/cultural milieu in which we live, that anger is 

not allowed voice as much as the shame. […] But there are many political 

movements where rage is again being mobilised as a shield, as reparation 

against the idea that women should feel ashamed of being raped. (p. 328) 



130 
 

 

The idea that rage becomes a shield against shaming resonates with Mathilde’s story 

about anger taking over her shame. She is still responding affectively to exposure and 

potential assault; but instead of this affective intensity turning into shame, it turns 

into anger, which allows her to act in relation to her aggressor. 

For many of the participants, this anger was political, especially for Amalie, who 

said: 

 

I feel like I have been able to turn it into something constructive and use it to 

fight the structures that create digital sexual assaults. […] I generally always 

have it at the back of my mind, but it doesn’t control my life any more, and I 

feel more anger and an urge to go against it. 

 

In this quote, she addresses anger/agency as reasons why shame does not control 

her life any more. For her, turning it into something constructive is central for her 

recovery, which means that using and politicising her experiences allow her to gain 

agency and take back control of her (mediated) self. Karen, Leonora and Anne-Mette 

have similar stories, and they all play an active role in fighting DSA: Karen and Anne-

Mette give public speeches; Anne-Mette has an Instagram account (@kampenmod-

sextortion) dedicated to raising awareness of sextortion7; Amalie has been involved 

in feminist grassroots activism; and Leonora is a volunteer at Offerrådgivningen, 

which is an anonymous support line for victims of sexual violence. 

Hence, the notion of “doing something constructive with it” involves politicising 

their individual experiences and seeing them in a broader perspective. Returning to 

the idea of the assault as a rhythmic assemblage, this perspective broadens the as-

sault assemblage to include a larger range of political movements and developments 

(Chen, 2016). The rhythmic assemblage of the repeated assault can be broadened to 

include another linear rhythm in society – one of consistent and violent sexism – its 

counter rhythm being e.g. the feminist movement, which aims to disrupt century-old 

                                                        
7 Anne-Mette has requested that this information is shared in order to promote her work 
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cultural traditions, or, in the words of Lefebvre (1992), aims to “intervene by imprint-

ing a rhythm on an era” (p. 24). In other words, anger can become a counter rhythm 

that shields people from individual shaming and imprints a new, appropriate affec-

tive response to sexual violence that seeks to remove shame from assemblages of 

sexual assault. 

Finally, it is relevant to add that the participants saw participation in this re-

search project as part of a movement towards change. Amalie, for example, said that 

“projects like this make it possible to take back the power a little bit”. Of course, not 

all victims of DSA (or other kinds of sexual violence) have the resources to politicise 

their experiences and engage in collective meaning making. Amalie, Mathilde, Karen, 

Anne-Mette and Leonora represent a privileged group of assault victims. However, it 

is relevant to add that for Amalie, Mathilde and Karen, part of this politicisation pro-

cess happened during (and partly because of) the workshops. 

	

6.5.3	Declining	rhythms	

In the follow-up interviews with Mathilde, Amalie and Karen, and in in the text-con-

versations with Leonora and Anne-Mette, I asked them if their experiences of shame 

had changed over time. They all agreed that they had; and even though some of them 

are still being contacted, this is happening less frequently. However, this does not 

mean that the rhythms of repeated assault disappear completely. For example, during 

the follow-up interview, Mathilde describes her experiences of potential onlookers 

like this: 

 

It happens sometimes when a young man looks at me in a certain way or I 

get eye contact with someone who laughs and moves on. Then I get the same 

feeling, but I also think that it’s okay. I can feel it but I don’t want it to influ-

ence the rest of my day, so in the moment I feel it and then I can push it away 

again. 

 

And Amalie elaborates on shame and the decline of regular exposure as follows: 
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I don’t really think I am ashamed about it anymore at all. But this is also be-

cause it has been a long time since I was last confronted with it. […] I think I 

would be ashamed or embarrassed if anyone confronted me with it in a neg-

ative way, because they think that I am gross or wrong. Then it would be im-

posed on you to be ashamed, and of course you feel that way then. 

 

Interestingly, shame in these quotes has turned from being something the partici-

pants felt was constantly present, to being something that is imposed on them in spe-

cific situations. The underlying fear of shame has almost disappeared in their every-

day lives, so that they mainly have to deal with the assault in cases where they feel 

watched (the rhythm of potentiality) or when they are confronted, and these two 

rhythms even seem to decline in frequency. This decline happens alongside the affec-

tive modulations described above, which is particularly interesting in relation to the 

rhythm of potentiality: as they start to feel more in control, they also perceive poten-

tial assaults less often. Because the potential onlooker is imagined, shame anxiety and 

potentiality are closely connected. This means that when they get to the point when 

they stop waiting for the next assault to happen, both the underlying shame anxiety 

and the rhythms of potentiality almost disappear, leaving only isolated instances of 

exposure. These instances, as Amalie describes, are instances that they regard as the 

imposition of shame on them by other people, which is easier to resist in a broader 

politicised perspective. 

 

6.6 Conclusion 

Talking to DSA victims and people representing them, the idea that ‘it never ends’ is 

prevalent. This analysis has shown that even though DSA might never end com-

pletely, it declines and changes over time. Even though there is no returning to the 

time before the assault, and even though the data persists, there are several possibil-

ities for victims to claim agency and redefine themselves in positive ways. 

First, I offered a framework for defining kinds of DSA by specifying which acts 

were non-consensual and therefore assaulting. Second, I identified three rhythmic 
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components of the repeated assault: a rhythm of exposure and shame events, a 

rhythm of potentiality and an underlying rhythm of shame anxiety. I then moved on 

to show the ways in which these rhythms change and are disrupted over time and 

through active interference. 

The two strategies that the participants used to regain some sense of control and 

rhythmic stability (eurhythmia) during the period immediately after the assaults in-

volved taking steps to limit and control their digital existence and networks, or being 

open about the assault on social media, thereby including the assault as part of their 

mediated identities. While the first strategy delays the rhythms of assault by making 

contact less frequent, the second strategy reduces the intensity of the assault because 

it means that exposure no longer has the same shaming power. 

In a broader perspective, I have shown that politicising the assault and thereby 

expanding the assault assemblage allowed the participants to gain agency and some-

times turn shame into anger. Anger, I argued, can become a counter rhythm that 

shields people from individual shaming if it is part of a broader political movement 

framing sexual violence as injustice rather than personal failure. Hence, anger instead 

of shame becomes an appropriate answer to assault, allowing the victim a greater 

sense of agency and control. 

Finally, it became clear that the rhythms of DSA also decline over time. The con-

frontations or shame events become less regular; and as the participants started to 

feel less ashamed and therefore stopped constantly fearing the next assault, the 

rhythms of shame anxiety and potentiality almost disappeared. Shame, instead of be-

ing a constant condition, over time and through rhythmic resistance and affective 

modulations became something which was momentarily imposed, which they were 

able to shake off and blame on others instead of themselves. 

Even though the trauma of digital sexual assault might never go away completely, 

living with it becomes easier over time and, most importantly, through personal and 

collective resistance to rhythms of shame – whether these are the mediated rhythms 

of exposure, potentiality and anxiety, or the broader societal rhythms and assem-

blages of sexual violence that wrongfully impose shame on victims. These insights 

have, or should have, implications for the ways in which DSA victimhood is addressed 
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in academic, political and pedagogical discourses. To support victims in their coping 

processes leading towards regaining agency, we must move away from the idea that 

‘it never ends’ towards more representative and nuanced understandings of victim-

hood. 

This paper has contributed to our knowledge of mediated experiences of DSA 

from a victim perspective. Future work in the field could expand this perspective to 

include a broader and more diverse range of experiences, and to further consider the 

relations between media and victimisation. 
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Article 4. The article is under review with Feminist	Media	Stud‐

ies	(BFI: 2). Submitted April 29th 2021. (ID: RFMS-2021-0156) 

 

 

 

 

This final article draws on data from the entire process including two rounds of writ-

ing workshops, follow-up interviews and construction of the dataset of news media 

coverage of DSA. It is a direct continuation of the participatory process, guided by an 

ethics of care, in which the participants expressed a frustration with inadequate and 

stigmatizing media representation that they wished to see analyzed and criticized. It 

also expands the argument prevalent throughout the dissertation, but especially im-

portant to article 1 (chapter 4), that current popular stories of DSA victimhood are 

constraining and do not represent victims rightfully. 

This analysis uses quite different methods from the rest of the articles; however, 

as previously mentioned, I consider this study of news media a case study in exten-

sion of the previous ones, only with a different kind of data. 

This article finally considers the term ‘victim’ and definitions of victimhood that 

have been used throughout the other articles with only sporadic justification. Here, 

the terminology, as well as the project to rewrite victimhood, is justified in its con-

temporary context. 
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Chapter 7. Counter-stories of Digital  

Sexual Assault 

An analysis of victim positions in news media 

	

Abstract	

Digital	sexual	assault,	the	non‐consensual	sharing	of	intimate	images,	is	becoming	an	

increasingly	debated	topic	leaving	victims	and	survivors	to	negotiate	a	large	number	of	

stories	about	and	representations	of	digital	violence	in	the	public	sphere.	This	article	

investigates	the	construction	of	victimhood	in	the	Danish	press	coverage	of	digital	sex‐

ual	assault,	and	identifies	five	dominant	victim	positions:	1)	The	innocent,	white	girl;	2)	

The	forever‐ruined	victim;	3)	The	greedy,	guilty	victim;	4)	The	local,	working	class	vic‐

tim;	and	5)	The	heroic	victim.	It,	furthermore,	discusses	these	findings	as	part	of	a	larger	

long‐term	 study	 involving	 young	women	who	have	 experienced	digital	assaults	and	

whose	stories	oppose	or	nuance	the	positions	of	victimhood	constructed	in	the	press	cov‐

erage.	

 

7.1 Introduction 

This article is part of a larger study on victim experiences of digital sexual assault 

(DSA), otherwise known as image-based sexual abuse, or non-consensual sharing of 

sexualized images. Since 2017, I have been working with initially three, and later a 

total of five, young women who have experienced these kinds of assault; hereafter 

referred to as Mathilde, Amalie, Karen, Leonora and Anne-Mette. Over the past few 

years, they have been involved in a participatory research process using creative 

writing interventions as experimental methods to construct and comprehend alter-

native, empowering stories of DSA victimhood (see Uldbjerg, 2020, 2021a; 2021b). 

During our time working together, they often expressed frustration with the 

ways in which news media outlets covered DSA, specifically describing the feeling of 

being stuck between two narratives, with discourses of victim blaming on one side 

and stories of broken lives on the other, where DSA victims are portrayed as forever 
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traumatized and with little hope of redemption. This article takes its vantage point in 

the participants’ experiences of being framed by news media and aims to understand 

the discursive environment in which these experiences take shape. Within a theoret-

ical framework of cultural storytelling and positioning, I describe the stories of DSA 

victimhood that dominate the Danish press coverage and analyze the victim position 

typology these stories imply. This article investigates two questions: 

 

1. What victim positions are prevalent in the Danish news coverage of digital 

sexual assault, and through which/whose stories are they constructed? 

2. How do the research participants tell their stories of victimization in relation 

to the dominant press narratives? 

 

The media data collected specifically for this article dates as far back as September 

2017 until as late as September 2020, and includes 914 articles from a broad range 

of Danish news media outlets. The coding of the dataset was a two-fold process: First, 

I coded the dataset consisting of articles, which explicitly mentioned victims and that 

would, therefore, likely contain clearer concepts of victimhood and victim positions. 

Second, I coded all of the articles in relation to what perspective they are primarily 

interested in (e.g. expert, offender, victim). In the articles that explicitly mention vic-

tims, I identified five primary victim positions. These are: 1) the innocent, white girl, 

2) the forever-ruined victim, 3) the guilty, greedy victim, 4) the local working-class 

victim, and 5) the heroic victim. Between them, the first three positions are by far the 

most common, and each of these positions include a common sub-position or varia-

tion as I will show in the analysis. 

Finally, I discuss the problems and shortcomings of these victim positions and 

argue for a broader representation of DSA stories with critical consideration of who 

gets to shape dominant narratives of victimization and define victimhood. 
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7.2 Context and theory: Digital sexual assault 

During the time period selected for analysis (2017-20), a number of DSA cases re-

ceived broad public coverage in Denmark. However, already back in 2014 and 2015, 

DSA, or ‘revenge porn’ as it was commonly called, became a known phenomenon to 

parts of the Danish public. In 2014, activist Emma Holten went public with her per-

sonal story of having had intimate images shared non-consensually online, and in 

2015, national news uncovered networks of young people sharing large numbers of 

DSA images of local girls. In the following years, legal, political and educational initi-

atives started to occur, and in early 2018, Denmark saw the break of ‘the Umbrella 

case’ where more than 1000 young people were prosecuted for distributing child por-

nography after sharing the same assaulting video. 

The Umbrella case was a turning point in the Danish debate on DSA. It was not 

only covered as a thematic news story, but it also reached all kinds of public news 

media outlets and maintained general public interest through a long process of court 

procedures and appeals. It is the case most regularly mentioned in the general press 

coverage of DSA and is often a point of reference for other DSA cases. 

After the disclosure of the Umbrella case, Danish media outlets reported a num-

ber of additional local DSA stories. One of the more extensive cases in the following 

years was the Aalborg case or ‘the folder of the 720’. This case received specific at-

tention for a number of reasons. First, it had the largest number of identified victims 

seen in one case yet. Second, the people behind the folder had deliberately aimed to 

target women older than 18 years, thus avoiding prosecution under child pornogra-

phy legislation as had been the court practice in earlier cases. 

In 2020, local and international cases of ‘hurtcore’ gained the interest of Danish 

media. The Hurtcore cases were different from former cases in that while the focus 

in the Umbrella case had been on the video’s distribution (and not its content), the 

focus in the hurtcore cases was mostly on the abuse that is facilitated, documented 

and distributed by means of digital and social media, but which has aspects more 

similar to known forms of non-digital sexual abuse. 
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7.2.1	Current	research	on	DSA	

Evidently, the data analyzed for this article covers a period with variety in the kinds 

of DSA cases reported on in the Danish press. This is relevant in relation to current 

research on DSA that often focuses on ‘stories of problem youth’  (Thorhauge et al., 

2020, p. 1). 

Generally, a majority of research on DSA and related practices is concerned with 

three recurring topics. There is a large quantity of research concerned with young 

people’s digital sexual practices (e.g. Davidson, 2014; Moore et al., 2016) and the ped-

agogical implications (e.g. Agustín & Faber, 2016; Albury & Crawford, 2012; Moore et 

al., 2016) and the legal implications (e.g. Henry & Powell, 2016; Philips & Morrissey, 

2004; Shariff, 2015) thereof. Others research DSA in relation to gender, investigating 

e.g. gendered double standards (Döring, 2014; Paasonen & Sundén, 2021; Ringrose 

et al., 2013) and the victimization rates across genders (Ruvalcaba & Eaton, 2020; Uhl 

et al., 2018; Walker & Sleath, 2017). Finally, a more recent branch of research argues 

for a “more empirically grounded and systematic analysis of the complex ways in 

which the sharing of intimate photos becomes part of everyday life practices” 

(Thorhauge et al., 2020, p. 1). These studies focus on the diversity of digital practices 

(Dodge, 2016; Jørgensen & Demant, 2021; Kofoed, 2021; Mandau, 2020; P. 

Rasmussen & Søndergaard, 2020) and agents (Fransson et al., 2020; Harder & 

Hassinoff, 2021; Harder, Jørgensen, et al., 2020; Wood & Thompson, 2018) implied in 

and going beyond cases of assault. 

Relatively few studies exist on the experiences of people who have been victim-

ized by DSA. Those that do tend to focus on diagnosable mental health effects (Bates, 

2017; Ruvalcaba & Eaton, 2020; P. S. Søndergaard, 2016) or deeply tragic, individual 

victim stories (Corry, 2021; Mann, 2018). Few studies are concerned with the long-

term experiences of coping and living with DSA and few include perspectives and sto-

ries of actual living victims. The project that this article is part of starts to fill this gap 

by engaging people that have been victimized by DSA via long-term participatory re-

search. 
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7.2.2	Oppositional	stories	of	DSA	

While working with the five participants, I noticed that they often explained and nar-

rated their experiences as negations: “It is NOT like I have just uploaded the images 

to the internet”, “It was really NOT actually that sexual”, “It is NOT just like ‘angry ex-

boyfriend shares image’”. These statements indicate that the research participants 

were talking in opposition to stories of DSA that they felt were important to address. 

The kind of stories that only make sense in opposition to other (dominant) stories 

are what Molly Andrews and Bamberg (2004) call counter-narratives or counter-sto-

ries. They explain how people “frame their stories in relation to the dominant cultural 

storylines which form the context of their lives, especially when those storylines don’t 

seem to fit” and how these stories “offer resistance, either implicitly or explicitly, to 

dominant cultural narratives” (p.1). 

The dominant cultural storylines, also often referred to as master-discourses 

(Bamberg & Georgakopoulou, 2008; Davies & Harré, 1990; Giaxoglou, 2020), allow 

people to conform to a limited number of roles that frame their position or under-

standing of a certain issue. Bassett et al. (2020), analyzing narratives of the post-dig-

ital, call these kinds of stories - which are so dominant that we have forgotten that 

they are stories - a form of “narratological violence” (p.3). These stories are violent 

because they wipe out all lives that do not fit the narrative, and warn us that beyond 

this narrative is “only the abyss of the unnamed, bit characters, plot functions without 

function, actants without agency (human machines), illegitimacy and indeterminacy” 

(p.8). In other words, if you do not fit into the dominant storyline, your existence re-

mains unacknowledged. 

In cases of sexual violence, it seems that there is often a lack of dominant story-

lines constructing positive and empowering victim positions. A number of frame-

works have been suggested for the types of victim positions constructed through 

press coverage of sexual violence. Some aim to describe the constraining character-

istics of the ‘ideal victim’ (Greer, 2007), others to identify culturally dominant victim 

figures and their social capital (Munt, 2017), and others to identify the ways in which 

victims are scrutinized by association with untrustworthy stereotypes (Biressi, 2019; 
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Hindes & Fileborn, 2020). What they all have in common is a critique of the insuffi-

ciency of dominant storylines to represent the diverse range of stories about sexual 

victimization, and thus, a critique of their power to render some experiences illegiti-

mate. 

Counter-narratives are attempts to create acknowledged existence, and re-

sistance, outside of dominant narratives, when they do not seem to fit, but Bassett, 

Kember, and O’Riordan also point to how “storytelling can change the story” (p.40) 

indicating an approach in which counter-narratives are created not only outside of, 

but also within, existing storylines. Similarly, Clare Hemmings (2011) encourages in-

terventions into the existing political grammar to break up dominant narratives 

about feminism and make it possible to imagine a “future that is not already known” 

(p.3). She writes: 

 

If we can identify the techniques through which dominant stories are se-

cured, through which their status as 'common sense' is reproduced, that po-

litical grammar may also offer a rigorous point of intervention through which 

Western feminist stories might be transformed. (p.20) 

 

In the same way, identifying the reproduction of existing, and potentially oppressive, 

stories of DSA can be a starting point for transformation of them into narratives with 

more inclusive and empowering positions. 

It was important to me and to the participants that our research process would 

not only describe DSA but would also help construct alternative stories of victimhood 

that reflect the participants’ personal experiences and the ways their perceptions and 

stories of DSA have morphed, shifted and developed over time. In other words, we 

wanted to construct stories of victimhood that allowed DSA victims to change, rather 

than lock them in, traumatic or shameful narratives and to redefine victimhood in 

progressive and empowering ways. In the words of Bassett et al. (2020) “The point 

of our story is to queer their story” (p.14), and to do so, we must seek to understand 

the dominant narratives that we need to ‘queer’, broaden and diversify – and that is 

the purpose of this analysis. 
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7.3 Methods I: Construction of the dataset 

The articles in the dataset are retrieved from InfoMedia (1975), an online database 

of Danish media sources including both digital and printed outlets8. I searched in the 

period between September 2017 and September 2020, which is the time from my 

first meeting with the participants until performing the search. The media data, 

therefore, reflect their context at the time of the research as well as the major devel-

opments in DSA coverage taking place during these years. I performed the search us-

ing this IQL command: 

 

(digitale AND sexkrænkelser) OR “sexvideo” OR “Umbrella” OR (mappe AND 720) 

OR “Hurtcore” 

 

The first element (digitale[digital] AND sexkrænkelser[sexual assault]) refers to the 

commonly used term for DSA in Denmark. The second element ‘sexvideo’ is a term 

regularly used by tabloid media. The last three elements refer to respective cases of 

DSA that have received particularly extensive media coverage: The Umbrella Case 

(2018), the Aalborg case or the folder with 720 names (2019), and the complex of 

hurtcore cases (2020). 

The full dataset includes articles on a number of other cases, but probably due to 

the special status of these three cases, other articles often refer to them for compari-

son. The three cases can, therefore, serve as key points in a purposive-sampling 

(Eskjær & Helles, 2015) that supplement the total dataset of DSA mentionings and 

correct it for bias related to the different types of DSA. 

The search command gave 8590 articles, which were reduced to 3590 after remov-

ing duplicates. The database’ duplicate remover only reads the first parts of the arti-

cles and, therefore, may miss articles wherein the text is identical but editors have 

chosen different titles. Here it is relevant to note that a large part of the articles are 

short news updates that are published in, for example, all local news media owned by 

the same media house. 

                                                        
8 See Nielsen (2020) for descriptions of working with the database 



143 
 

Next, I removed some articles that I could not get access to and the articles that 

were not relevant (e.g. articles on Rhianna’s song “Umbrella” and articles on other 

kinds of cybercrime) reducing the dataset to 1137. Finally, I used the Adobe extension 

program Adobe	Autosplit	to recheck for duplicates. This reduced the total number of 

articles to 914. These articles were spread across national and local sources with dif-

ferent political standpoints, interests and audiences, and they contain a broad range 

of perspectives and DSA cases, ensuring variety in the dataset (Bauer & Aarts, 2000). 

 

7.4 Methods II: Data coding 

To split the dataset into more manageable subcategories, I searched the dataset to 

retrieve the articles that did not contain the words ‘offer*’ [victim], ‘krænkede’ [the 

offended/assaulted], ‘udsat’ [victimized]. I also searched the words ‘overlever’ [sur-

vivor], ‘fået delt’ [had X shared] and the names Julie and Sara that are regularly used 

as pseudonyms for victims; however, none of these searches gave any new results, 

which implies that the dataset is most likely saturated (Bauer & Aarts, 2000). This 

search produced two datasets: one with articles that explicitly mention victims (323 

articles), and one with articles that do not (591 articles). 

I was struck by the number of articles that did not mention victims, and while 

reading through those 591 articles, I categorized them according to their perspective 

(table1). Perspective, here, refers to the  interests that are framed (Entman, 1993) as 

central to the DSA story the articles cover. The focus on perspectives gives an idea of 

what kind of roles exist within the debate on DSA and thus adds to the understanding 

of the stories DSA victims are positioned within. Due to the size of the dataset, there 

may be overlooked duplicates or variations of perspectives; however, such accuracy 

is considered irrelevant for this analysis. 
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TABLE 1: Articles that do NOT mention victims (n=591) 

Category	 No.	of	articles	

Articles framing DSA in relation to youth culture perspectives (including in-

terviews with young people who are neither offenders nor victims) 
111 

Articles whereby expert statements frame DSA (researchers, legal profes-

sionals, NGO representatives, psychologists, professional criminal investiga-

tors, youth professionals etc.) 

69 

Facts, overviews, quizzes, guidelines (short bullet-point style articles)  21 

Articles framing DSA in relation the offenders’ perspectives 237 

Short articles that frame DSA cases as part of a news/information stream 

(e.g. police announcements of developments in investigated cases) 
130 

Debate pieces where DSA is analyzed or used as an example in the frame-

work of broader social, political, legal and cultural issues 
23 

 

In categorizing the 323 articles that mention victims, I drew on the same six catego-

ries in order to make my analysis of victim positions mirror the context of press cov-

erage on DSA in general – even when victims are not always mentioned but perhaps 

exist through unspoken relations to cultures, aggressors, media, law etc. Adding a 

necessary ‘other’-category. 

 

TABLE 2: Articles that mention victims (n=323)	

Category	 No.	of	articles	

Articles framing DSA in relation to youth culture perspectives 17 

Articles whereby victims are represented through expert statements 45 

Facts, overviews, quizzes and guidelines (short bullet-point style articles) 6 

Articles framing DSA in relation the offenders’ perspectives 37 

Short articles that frame DSA cases as part of a news/information stream 

(e.g. police announcements of developments in investigated cases) 
94 

Debate pieces where DSA is analyzed or used as an example in the frame-

work of broader social, political, legal and cultural issues 
43 

Articles that frame DSA in relation to victims’ experiences (including arti-

cles written by victims themselves) 
76 

Other articles that mention victims (e.g. interviews with people involved in 

DSA cases such as the victim’s relatives, whistle-blowers etc.) 
5 
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7.5 Analysis: Victim positions in the media coverage of DSA 

In the following analysis, I identify the various victim positions in the dataset of arti-

cles that mention victims (n=323). Some of these victim positions exist throughout 

the dataset, while others are tied to specific perspectives. Here, I mix the categories 

and account for the totality of victim positions, while simultaneously acknowledging 

the importance of who has the privilege of narrative. 

 

7.5.1	The	innocent,	white	girl	

The victim story with the most immediate legitimacy in the dataset is that of the in-

nocent, young, white, middle class, Nordic girl being groomed in the, presumed safe, 

space of her children’s bedroom. The innocent, young girl is regularly described by 

researchers as an ideal victim figure. Sally Munt (2017), for example, points to this 

position as one out of five dominant victim positions in Western society; and  Jenny 

Kitzinger (2004) criticizes the focus on (childlike) innocence assumed of victims of 

sexual violence for being infantilizing - depriving the victim of agency and delegiti-

mizing claims to victimhood from anyone who does not live up to this ideal.  

The general assumption that youth, and especially girlhood, is equivalent with 

legitimate victimhood is prevalent throughout the dataset, as the most dominant po-

sitions of victimhood are intrinsically linked to youth. For example, the two persons 

victimized in the Umbrella-case are usually referred to as “two 15 year olds”i and 

headings such as “children offend children”ii and “victims down to seven years of 

age”iii are typical. Additionally, they are regularly described as naïve and in need of 

adult guidance. For example, when articles state that “we must teach the children that 

they have to take a moment to think before putting anything online”iv.  

Furthermore, victims and offenders are regularly mentioned as members of the 

same group of ‘young people’. When articles repeatedly state that “it has conse-

quences – both for the offended and the prosecuted,”v they position victims and of-

fenders as occupying similar roles, and the description of naïve youth extends to all 

involved parties indicating that youth culture, rather than sexual violence, is the main 

aspect of victimization. 
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When DSA is acknowledged as sexual violence instead of bullying, the perpetra-

tors are more often adults, as for example in the Hurtcore cases. In these cases, the 

victims, it is told, are white, Western girls from wealthy homes, and their cases are 

compared to, and deemed different from, cases from e.g. South East Asia where crim-

inals rape and assault children on camera to sell the videos on global markets for child 

pornography. These victims of what are legally the same kinds of crimes are posi-

tioned as others in relation to Danish culture and their victimhood is treated as part 

of a story of foreign perversion that does not say anything about ‘Western’ culture 

(Kitzinger, 2004; Munt, 2017). 

 

7.5.2	The	young	victim	with	legal	and	social	rights	

The positioning of victims as innocent, white girls is prevalent throughout the data, 

and is particularly prevalent in the articles that take youth culture as their primary 

focus. However, when lawyers and other ‘experts’ are interviewed, they often refer 

to victims as ‘clients’, ‘the offended’ or ‘the injured’, hence expanding the position of 

the young girl to include a notion of basic legal rights. One article for example states 

“Last week, a 14-year-old Nordic girl reached a settlement with Facebook”vi. Here, 

she is positioned as a child but somehow with enough agency to sue one of the world’s 

most powerful tech companies. 

Apart from offering a level of legal agency to the victim position of the innocent 

child, experts also often criticize the police and the justice system. Thereby, they fur-

ther expand the positions of victimhood by arguing that victims of DSA are not just 

victims of toxic youth culture but also victims of a failure in the welfare state. This 

critique at some point became so dominant that the Minister of Justice publicly re-

sponded by promising policies that put the victim in focusvii. Several of the victims 

interviewed in the articles also draw on this position, especially when telling their 

stories of being failed by the justice system and the police. One person, for example, 

says about the police: 

 

They could have done so much more to stop the spreading. For example, they 

could have contacted those who shared it and warned them. Or they could 
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have contacted the social media, where the video was, to have it removed. 

They did none of that.viii 

 

Overall, we see a victim position that is still characterized by youth, whiteness, femi-

ninity and passivity, but there are nuances questioning this positioning such as the 

portraying of victims as people with legal and social rights and legitimacy when crit-

icizing failures of the welfare state. 

 

7.5.3	The	dangerous	victim	

When moving into the category that covers offenders’ perspectives, the positioning 

of the victim as someone with legal rights and agency becomes dominant to the extent 

that notions of innocent girlhood disappear making for quite a different victim posi-

tion all together - i.e. the victim becomes dangerous. By many offenders, the (female) 

victim is described as someone who has suddenly, and unexpectedly, through legal 

actions gained a level of agency and personhood that they did not think she had. One 

boy, prosecuted in the Umbrella case, says: 

 

At that time, I didn’t think about whether the things we were doing were 

wrong. It sounds weird today, but at that time, I didn’t think of [the offended] 

as a victim. None of us knew who she was.ix 

 

And another in the same article adds: 

 

She had her life ruined and now thousands of young people – myself included 

– will have their lives ruined too for something that happened a long time 

ago. I can’t figure out if I think it is fair. 

 

This shows a process whereby the victims move from being objects of teenage boy 

bonding to becoming subjects; someone to feel sorry for (many of the prosecuted 

boys express this), but also someone who threatens the future and possibilities of the 

offenders who are facing charges for distribution of child pornography. 
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Munt (2017) writes about perpetrators of abuse that they “almost always see 

themselves as victims” (p.867). She argues that victimhood, if it is deemed legitimate, 

in Western society is a position with political implications because it entails a right to 

legal and social protection. Therefore, perpetrators can claim victimhood as a way to 

opt for protection against the accusations directed at them from their original vic-

tims. The offenders in the Umbrella case often position themselves as victims of a 

naïve youth culture or of a rigid justice system, and when perpetrators become vic-

tims, the original victim, in a problematic but dominant victim-perpetrator dichot-

omy (Kitzinger, 2004), turns perpetrator and dangerous. 

 

7.5.4	The	guilty,	greedy	victim	

In other articles covering the perspectives of offenders, the ambivalence described in 

the above section disappears, the offenders’ stories develop into full-blown attempts 

to discredit victims, and victims are directly blamed for their own victimhood or for 

the ‘victimization’ of offenders. 

This can be by explicit victim blaming; for example, by saying that “it is their own 

fault that they ended up on that [revenge porn] side”x, by pointing to the victim’s ear-

lier sexual or moral behavior, or by claiming that the victim seemed to be “okay with 

what was happening”xi. One lawyer, representing a young offender in the Umbrella 

case, even claims that the victims should have been clearer about whom they wanted 

to show the assaulting video to and what the purpose was of making it: 

 

[…] they should have explained whom it should be distributed to and which 

considerations they had. It could be interesting to hear what the purpose was 

when recording those images and scenes. They have a problem explaining 

that.xii 

 

Another discussion that many articles address is that of damages compensation: how 

much should perpetrators pay the victims as compensation for damages? In these 

situations, there is often the tendency to imply greediness of the victims. “It is not 

intended that someone shall become a multimillionaire even though there are many 
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individual offenders”xiii, one lawyer for example argues, indirectly suggesting that vic-

tims are (unrightfully) benefitting from the case. The positioning of victims as greedy 

is another way to discredit the legitimacy of their victimhood (Hindes & Fileborn, 

2020). 

 

7.5.5	The	local,	working‐class	victim	

A contrasting story to that of the greedy victim is that of the wealthy male perpetrator 

exploiting financially and socially vulnerable girls and women - a narrative where the 

upper classes are associated with perpetration and the lower classes with victimiza-

tion. This is in contrast to the first victim position of the middle class innocent girl but 

draws on similar assumptions of victim powerlessness while also drawing connec-

tions to the positioning of victims as failed by the welfare state. 

In some articles, these assumptions around class are treated as synonymous with 

geographical locations, and especially in local news media. For example, the Umbrella 

case is regularly described as a case from North Zealand, despite the fact that the 

video was shared all over the country and beyond. The Umbrella case did start in 

North Zealand, as did another couple of known cases. In a Danish context, North Zea-

land is associated with a financial upper class and a concentration of political power, 

although in reality, only a small part of North Zealand lives up to this reputation. Some 

writers draw on this stereotype, with one writing about the young men of North Zea-

land: “It is clearly not about a healthy and natural curiosity of sexual life, but about 

the power to humiliate and cross other people’s boundaries. An upper class behavior 

[…]”xiv. This means that the victims, who are victimized by this social and economic 

inequality, are also positioned within a historic narrative of class struggle as  the 

working class woman who is being abused and exploited by the upper class man – 

another well-known victim story (Biressi, 2019). 

 

7.5.6	The	victim	as	a	spectacle	

On the other end of the spectrum of structural or non-structural victimization are the 

victim positions defined in relation to stories of ‘monster perpetrators’ (Gilbertson & 
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Pandit, 2019). Especially in many articles that focus on the perspective of perpetra-

tors in the Hurtcore cases, victims seem to be described almost only as objects of the 

offenders’ pleasures and beastly acts. Many of these contain very detailed accounts 

of what the victims have experienced, but the purpose of these accounts never seems 

to be to represent victims. Instead, they serve to construct an image of an evil, mon-

ster-like perpetrator whose bizarre fantasies and acts are consequences of a sick 

mind rather than problematic cultures.  I will not quote any of these descriptions 

here, as I do not wish to repeat such stories out of respect for the victims. But as an 

example of this objectification, one article compares the victims to paintings when 

explaining how the serial offenders have each their ‘signatures’ which are specific 

things they do to many of their victims: “You can compare them [offenders] to a kind 

of artists writing a signature on the back of painting”xv. 

In these articles, the mental instability of the offender is essentially seen as the 

interesting part of the story, leaving the victim to become a spectacle - i.e. the victim 

is objectified in order to tell a story that convincingly illustrates the evil of the of-

fender and to shock the reader. Meanwhile, the reader gets a free pass to distance 

themselves from the story, to ignore the cultural (gendered) conditions that allowed 

the abuse (Gilbertson & Pandit, 2019), and to focus only on the evil mind of the indi-

vidual, othering the offender and taming the political potential of the abuse story 

(Kitzinger, 2004). The victims might have a claim to justice and no one questions their 

victimhood, but they have no real political agency and are not in a position to call for 

general social change. 

 

7.5.7	The	forever‐ruined	victim	

While the monster-perpetrator story is mainly prevalent in the coverage of the 

hurtcore cases, similar ideas about the broken victim exist across coverage of a vari-

ety of cases – even when there are no ‘monsters’ involved.  A common narrative is 

that of the innocent, often young, victim, who is offended over and over again and 

whose life therefore is (almost) forever ruined. This story is repeated especially in 

the short news updates. Many articles even use the same quotes repeatedly in all cov-

erage of specific cases. Some of the quotes are: 
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She has been suggested that she should move to the other side of the globe, 

but there, the images circulate as well.xvi 

 

Even with a new identity, she will have to live with the videos surfacing over 

and over again.xvii 

 

These types of statements are so often used in the news coverage that they can be 

seen as essential in defining which victim positions are dominant in the general cov-

erage of DSA. There are even examples of victims themselves drawing on the same 

story, however, the articles that cover victim perspectives more often tell counter 

stories. For example, one person says “Instead of thinking ‘now my life is ruined’, con-

tact someone who have experienced the same – it helps”xviii. 

 

7.5.8	The	heroic	victim	

In the articles that focus on the perspective of victims, a kind of heroic victim position 

is relatively frequent, albeit rare in the full dataset. There are headlines stating how 

victims ‘fight’ for justice and win, e.g., “Simone fought for justice after an assaulting 

image of her had been shared. Now she has received compensation for damages”xix. 

There are descriptions of victims showing up in court and bravely sharing their ex-

periences, and there are stories of victims who have used their experiences to help 

others, sometimes even at the expense of their own wellbeing: 

 

I honestly think it would have been better for my mental health to not do it. 

To put it away and move on with my life. But what keeps me going is knowing 

that I help others by talking about it. xx 

 

The story of the solitary, heroic victims sacrificing themselves for a greater good is 

another common victim trope (Munt, 2017).  
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7.6 Discussion: Claiming victimhood  

Moving on to the discussion, I will consider the identified victim positions in relation 

to the (counter) stories told by the research participants. First, however, I will sum 

up and further group the positions identified in the analysis into five primary victim 

positions. 

The	 innocent,	white	girl is the most common position in the dataset and exists 

throughout all of the categories albeit prevalent in the articles focusing on youth cul-

ture. These are stories positioning victims, as well as young perpetrators, as victim-

ized by toxic youth culture rather than sexual violence. With youth and naivety being 

dominant traits of legitimate victimhood within this story, the victims are allowed 

very little agency. There is a subcategory of this position describing young	victims	

with	legal	and	social	rights.	This sub-position entails an acknowledgement of victims 

as somehow failed by the legal system and entitled to protection and justice. How-

ever, this acknowledgement comes with an expectation of supreme childlike inno-

cence that deprives the victim of sexual agency and frames all youth sexual practices 

as suspect within the legal definition of child pornography (Buiten, 2020). 

The second most common position is the	forever‐ruined	victim with the sub-po-

sition of the	victim	as	spectacle. This position is prevalent in the shorter news stories 

and the stories of ‘monster-perpetrators’. It tells the story of DSA as something never-

ending that leaves the victims damaged beyond repair, and offers no hope of agency 

and redemption. Originally, lawyers, journalists and even victims themselves empha-

sizing the endless repetition of DSA might have served a progressive purpose in 

showing the seriousness of the assaults. However, the way that these stories become 

dominant truths can be severely constraining and is not true to the long-term realities 

of DSA victimhood (Uldbjerg, 2021a). 

The third, and also very common, position is the	guilty,	greedy	victim	with the 

sub-position of the	dangerous	victim. This position is characteristic of the stories cov-

ering perpetrators’ perspectives. The extent to which perpetrators acknowledge the 

harm done to victims vary, but they all play into a dominant story of DSA in which all 

young people involved are victims of a problematic youth culture. By doing so, they 
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excuse perpetrators and question the legitimacy of victims who frame their own ex-

periences as sexual violence as opposed to bullying. 

The fourth, and probably least common, position is the	local,	working	class	victim. 

Its focus on classed inequalities in relation to DSA is relevant; however, much like the 

focus on youth culture, it directs attention away from sexual violence and towards a 

related, but different, struggle. This position balances the risk of taking DSA victims 

hostages in a political agenda in which they do not necessarily position themselves. 

While the research participants in my study criticized financial inequality in access 

to e.g. legal help, thereby making a class critique relevant, they just as regularly talked 

about the various backgrounds and social positions of the victims and perpetrators, 

indicating that they did not see DSA perpetration and victimization as inherently 

classed. 

The final, and relatively uncommon, position is	the	heroic	victim. This position is 

almost exclusive to the articles that focus on victim perspectives. It tells an important 

counter story to that of the forever-ruined victim focusing on positive stories of cop-

ing with and acting against DSA. However, heroism as the only positive victim posi-

tion can turn into a constraining and burdensome norm if no other alternatives exist, 

as I will discuss in the following section. 

Considering how dominant the various positions are, it is relevant to remember 

that this categorization is based on the articles that mention victims, as explained in 

the methodology section. The position of the heroic victim, which is reserved for ar-

ticles that focus on victim perspectives, is therefore less common in the general press 

coverage than in this analysis. Likewise, the perspectives of perpetrators, and thereby 

the position of the guilty, greedy victim, is likely more common. 

 

7.6.1	Claiming	victimhood	

The reader knowing the field of feminist studies on sexual violence might have won-

dered about the terminology of ‘victim’ and ‘victimhood’ rather than ‘survivor’ or ‘vic-

tim-survivor’ in this article - especially since the purpose of this study is in many ways 

similar to that of the survivor-study offered in Liz Kelly’s (1988) iconic book Surviving	
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Sexual	Violence. In this book, she illustrates how narratives of sexual violence are of-

ten defined by patriarchal storylines detached from women’s lived experiences – “a 

conflict between men’s power and women’s truth” (p.138). This conflict develops 

around an assumption of passivity in victims of sexual violence ignoring the ways 

women actively resist and cope with assault. As a counter approach, she suggests 

that:  

 

By placing women as decision-makers and actors at the centre, the common, 

although often implicit, assumption that all consequences of sexual violence 

are, or remain, negative can be questioned and attention can be drawn to the 

possibility that the process of coping with negative affects may, in the long 

term, have positive outcomes. (p.159) 

 

In this framework, ‘survivor’ becomes the appropriate term for someone who has ex-

perienced and lived through sexual violence because it draws attention to agency 

while also acknowledging the potential deadly (literally or socially/mentally) conse-

quences. ‘Victim’, on the other hand, becomes almost synonymous with passivity and 

objectification. 

Essentially, this article arrives at a conclusion very similar to Kelly’s - that we 

must listen openly to victims of sexual violence and tell stories that position them in 

roles where they have the agency to determine their own lives despite victimization. 

However, none of the five participants in my study called themselves ‘survivors’, and 

only Leonora was hesitant regarding the term ‘victim’ saying that “I have been vic-

timized, but I don’t call myself a victim”. On the other side, she also described ‘survi-

vor’ as “a bit American” suggesting that the term can be somehow alienating in a Dan-

ish context. Eventually, she landed on ‘victim’ as a decent alternative by stating, “that 

is what we are”. 

With respect to the participants’ self-positioning, I use the term ‘victim’ in this 

article, but I also think that claiming a victim position in relation to DSA has political 

potential. As it became clear with the five victim positions above, the dominant sto-
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ries rarely acknowledge DSA as (structural) sexual violence but rather see victimiza-

tion as a result of toxic youth culture, social inequality, monster-perpetrators or as 

illegitimate all together. In this sense, claiming victimhood can function as one way 

of opposing dominant narratives. Anne-Mette was very aware of this when describing 

how she consciously called herself a ‘victim of sextortion’ in order to provoke people 

to listen to her story. Claiming a position as a victim of sexual violence, when one has 

experienced DSA, seems to be an act of resistance. 

This resistance often actively counters the victim positions analyzed here – even 

that of the heroic victim. Mathilde, for example, rarely felt comfortable with the posi-

tion of the heroic victim, but she still tells stories of claiming agency in relation to the 

assault. Here, she talks about setting boundaries in sexual encounters: 

 

Before, I didn’t care if a guy asked for pictures, I didn’t think of it as anything 

negative. When someone asks now, I say no. If they can’t understand a no in 

one case, they can’t understand a no in other cases either. 

 

Mathilde’s version of a positive DSA story is about sexual rather than political em-

powerment, and, therefore, differs significantly from that of the heroic victim. Fur-

thermore, she tells her story as a counter-narrative to the story of the innocent, young 

victim - she insists on sexual agency and victimhood as being not only co-existent but 

in an exchange where her victimization has influenced her sexuality in persistent but 

also positive ways; she has learned to stand by her ‘no’. Moreover, all participants 

talked about anger as a substantial affective driver in coping and feeling empowered, 

and just as sexuality, anger can be counter to the stories of innocent, naive youth -an 

angry self takes up space, acts, and insists on the validity of their emotions. 

These examples show that listening to counter stories allows us not only to iden-

tify the limitations of existing narratives, but also to open up for stories of sexual as-

sault that are shifting, dynamic, contradictory and most importantly true to victims’ 

experiences rather than to dominant logics of (patriarchal) society. It leads us to 

question who has the privilege to tell the story and shape the discourse in the first 

place, in other words: to solve the “conflict between men's power and women's truth” 
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(Kelly, 1988, p. 138) by understanding them both as stories and starting to consider 

the integrity of their storytellers. 

I do not mean to state that identifying as a survivor is in any ways regressive, or 

that claiming victimhood cannot have devastating social consequences (D. M. 

Søndergaard, 2008). Instead, I mean to encourage an awareness of whose stories we 

listen to and take in as fact, and to question who has the defining power and essen-

tially, to allow victims and survivors a voice to tell their own stories and to believe 

them even when they do not fit into the narratives that we know. 

 

7.7 Conclusion 

In analyzing stories of DSA in Danish news media outlets, I have identified five victim 

positions: The innocent, white girl; the forever-ruined victim; the greedy, guilty vic-

tim; the local, working class victim; and the heroic victim. Furthermore, the first three 

and most common victim positions include respective sub-positions. As a variation 

to the positioning of victims as innocent girls are some stories that assign more legal 

and social rights to these girls than others. As a variation to the positioning of victims 

as forever-ruined are stories of monster-perpetrators where victims are not just de-

scribed as ruined but also used as spectacles to describe the evil of aggressors. And 

as a sub-position to the greedy, guilty victim are variations in which the victim’s claim 

to justice is seen as slightly more legitimate while victims are still portrayed as a dan-

ger to (undeserving) perpetrators who face (unjust) prosecution. 

I have argued for the need of broader and more diverse representation of victim 

stories in news coverage. In addition to the story of the heroic victim, this could for 

example be stories about sexual empowerment; it could be stories embracing emo-

tions like rage and anger; and it could be stories of how DSA over time has the poten-

tial to fade and becomes less significant in peoples’ lives. What is crucial is the aware-

ness of who gets to tell dominant stories of DSA and who counters them. Victims of 

digital sexual assault should not be referred to a position from where they can only 

tell their truths as counter-narratives to those of perpetrators, lawyers, police, youth 

experts, random public debaters, or expectations of heroism. 
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Chapter 8. Discussion  

Anger and academic integrity in feminist,  

activist research 

 
As has probably become clear throughout this dissertation, it is working with at least 

two different parameters of ethical integrity: one academic and one political, or ac-

tivist. In chapter 3, “Ethics and Methodology”, and in article 1, “Writing Victimhood”, 

(chapter 4), I addressed the intersections and dilemmas between the two; but in this 

discussion, I want to separate them and allow political anger to exist first on its own 

terms before taming its agency with academic doubts and rebuttals. Following the 

metaphorical approaches of creative writing, this chapter, therefore, invites the 

reader into two different but connected rooms: an experimental room of political dis-

agreement which clearly distinguishes between right and wrong and defends the dis-

sertation within a current political climate, and a room of academic rebuttal where I 

(re)consider the assumptions and potential weaknesses of an activist research ap-

proach. Finally, I reflect on the victim positions constructed through this approach, 

and their academic as well as political potentials. 

 

8.1 Room one: The home of killjoys, peons, sluts and witches 

This dissertation is about victimhood of digital sexual assault, but it is also about writ-

ing from a position of oppression, writing as resistance to silencing, and writing to 

give shape to experiences and focus affective energies that can drive change. In the 

following section, I want to practice this kind of writing to allow the activist position 

– which has co-existed with the academic position throughout the dissertation – a 

voice and an image. In the dissertation, I have argued that creative writing through 

sensory descriptions and metaphors can convey and create affective experiences 

with a tangibility that every day – and academic – language do not allow. I want to 
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use this approach here to express the affective energy that has guided the disserta-

tion before I move on to discuss the kind of analysis that it has allowed and has in-

formed. 

I tell this story, which is essentially the constructed tale of how this dissertation 

came to be, by drawing on the metaphors of witches and witchcraft, because every 

story of feminist opposition needs a protagonist who is considered both a victim and 

a monster to society. The witch is simultaneously the victim of a misogynist society 

and the monster that threatens to destroy patriarchy; she is the perfect metaphor for 

activist research that speaks from a point of fighting against silencing, but that also 

aims to pressure established structures within society and its (academic) institutions. 

The witch, as a cultural figure, is embedded in narratives of transformative rage 

and feminine power; the witch focuses energies, or affects, and gives collective rage 

direction to create influence and change. Witchcraft – the power to make the unlikely 

or even impossible happen – is almost synonymous with an ethics of change within a 

feminist movement that works against established systems and make new realities 

possible when they were otherwise unimagined and unarticulated in patriarchal 

worldviews. Like witchcraft, creative writing, with its routines and ritualistic rules 

(and rule breaking) can articulate the unarticulated; it can take things, words, images 

and sensations that are present in the world and use them to create new realities – 

realities that, when they are first articulated on paper, can potentially manifest in and 

change the objective world. 

The witch is also the original female victim –the cultural symbol of misogynist 

violence against free feminine and queer sexuality, expressions and lives. The witch 

writes, or casts her spells, from a position of oppression and sexual stigmatization, 

yet witches persist, not in submission, but in power. 

This witch tale starts not at the beginning but in the middle of the conflict that 

brings her dilemma to life (a creative writing trick commonly used in all kinds of fic-

tion). While I am writing this discussion, Danish gender studies and related fields are 

facing a dramatic and very public political backlash that has dragged questions 

around research methods, integrity and ethics into the spotlight. While some politi-

cians in the Danish parliament have been voicing critiques of non-positivist methods 
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within fields like gender studies, critical race theory and migration studies for years, 

the debate escalated in the spring of 2021 when a proposition concerning ‘excessive 

activism in certain research environments’ reached majority support in parliament. 

The adopted proposition in itself seemed relatively harmless, emphasizing that uni-

versities are responsible for securing research integrity and quality control and that 

‘politics should not be disguised as research’ (Dahl et al., 2021). However, the propo-

sition was interpreted by many academics in the implicated fields as an expression of 

distrust to the academic institutions and an attempt to promote specific politics by 

discrediting research-based criticism. During the speech in parliament wherein the 

proposition was put forward, the first article of this dissertation, “Writing Victim-

hood”, was mentioned, along with other articles from similar traditions, as an exam-

ple of the kind of ‘excessive activism’ that allegedly threatens the integrity of Danish 

academia. In that way, this article has ended up in the epicenter of a public debate in 

which it has caught the interest of hundreds of people (according to the journal’s 

download statistics) in the form of both appreciation and scrutiny. 

The article was criticized for trying to ‘disguise activism as research’, but ironi-

cally, “Writing Victimhood” openly and honestly reflects on the tensions, dilemmas 

and potentials of research intertwined with activism. Instead of disguising my activist 

stance, I put it out for critical reflection and explain the ways in which I have worked 

methodologically with the challanges that it entails; in other words, what it means to 

uphold academic integrity as an activist researcher and what it means to uphold ac-

tivist objectives as an academic. 

In this tale, there is a binary opposition between the good of feminist, critical re-

search and the evil of manipulative politics that, speaking from a position of power, 

take already precarious people and marginalized research areas hostage by their own 

agendas. The story of the witch as an activist researcher is the story of standing up to 

this power despite its dominance; I have heard many colleagues defending their work 

from accusations of political bias by pointing to how their research is not activism. I 

am not willing to do that. Instead, I want to argue for the strengths and integrity of 

activist research that is aware of, reflects on and works with its political biases and 

potential for influencing and changing the world – to stand up against the dogmatic 
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perception that research cannot be activist. And I want to defend a researcher posi-

tionality that allows for human relations and affective drive – to stand up against the 

dogmatic perception that anger, and other emotions, have no place in research. 

And I am angry. I am angry that people – politicians, researchers, youth advocates 

and educators – use DSA as a scapegoat for their own agendas. I am angry that there 

is an overload of research claiming an interest in victims of digital sexual assault but 

only using secondary stories of victimization without talking to victims and survivors. 

I am angry that no one seems to care enough to put in the effort that it takes to give 

victims a chance to speak openly. Finally, I am angry that researchers, as well as pub-

lic debaters, use the stories told in the above-mentioned ways to argue that victim 

representation is already prevalent or even dominant. 

I could, and I have throughout the dissertation, reference(d) examples of these 

problems in context, but that is not what I want to do here. This list is not a structured 

systematic argument; it does not adhere to the rules of logic and documentation, but 

is rather a description of a methodological lens and analytical sensitivity fueled by 

anger. The things I am angry with are not research conclusions; rather, they are start-

ing points for asking questions about DSA victimhood that have previously been un-

asked. They are the kinds of questions that witches ask at the stake (when the story 

is being brutally rewritten by patriarchal violence), and they are the kinds of ques-

tions activist researchers ask before reconsidering in the context of academic integ-

rity and methodology. 

The witch has sisters and siblings in areas of feminist research, who show similar 

strategies of resisting positions of power and asking questions from a point of affec-

tive (re)action. In fact, feminist research is rich in excellent reflections on researcher 

positions shaped by oppositional, affective drive. In shaping the image of my own po-

sition as an activist researcher, I have drawn on a number of feminist researchers 

whose works have also been referenced throughout the dissertation. 

Sara Ahmed has coined the position of the ‘feminist killjoy’ (Ahmed, 2010, 2017).  

A ‘killjoy’ is someone who is “not willing to make happiness [their] cause” (2017, p. 

257). The killjoy invites the uncomfortableness of refusing affective hegemony, refus-
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ing to laugh, refusing to compromise ideals in the attempt to uphold collective happi-

ness. Ahmed refers to the feminist subject as not just a killjoy, but also a willful sub-

ject; someone who is driven by willfulness and spite, and who is happy and unhappy 

with the wrong things, whose affective reactions are in opposition to those of oppres-

sive majority structures of collective feeling. In this way, the killjoy exposes and 

shakes up affective systems and causes change by being spiteful of the expectation to 

uphold happiness at the cost of ignoring oppression. 

A different position, with similar affective agency, can be found in Bassett, Kem-

ber, and O’Riordan’s (2020) Furious:	 Technological	 Feminism	 and	Digital	 Futures,	

whose approaches to oppositional storytelling were central to the last article of this 

dissertation. They position themselves as ‘peons’ (as laborers) and describe writing 

as a method that can retell and redefine the post-digital subjects who, within neolib-

eral logics of work and leisure, are “denied the tools to speak and write - even while 

forced to become productive" (p. 8). That is, the subject exists to produce (data) and 

consume (services), and all existence outside of this logic of production and con-

sumption is dubious if possible at all. They use writing as a means to break free from 

this logic and to rewrite the story: 

 

As feminists, as critics of unreflective forms of the deification of the material, 

we claim a political subjectivity that is necessarily antagonistic, not accepting 

of the terms and conditions as they are given, wanting to work around them, 

change them, challenge them. (p. 11) 

 

The feminist peon and the feminist killjoy are both positions that work by refusing to 

accept the hegemony of the situation; they are spiteful. The peon refuses to accept 

the story as it is given, and the killjoy refuses to enjoy and to laugh when faced with 

discrimination disguised as humor. Instead, they respond by telling a different story 

driven by willfulness, spite and fury. I relate to this anger and spite as driving forces, 

and as justified and righteous reactions to structural violence. Such anger as a driving 

affect has been frequently defended and used within especially black feminist re-

search (perhaps most famously in Audre Lorde’s 1984 essay “Uses of Anger”). 
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However, the position of the angry feminist is not unquestioned within feminist 

research. Jenny Sundén and Susanna Paasonen construct a position opposite of the 

feminist killjoy, which they name a ‘slutty Nordic positionality’ (Sunden & Paasonen, 

2020, p. 6). The slut, instead of being driven by anger, is a humorous position that 

pokes fun of gendered, sexual shame (slutshaming). Sundén and Paasonen investi-

gate feminist tactics within #MeToo that deploy absurdist humor and laughter as 

methods to work against shame. They argue that positions of puritan righteousness 

and refusal – such as the killjoy – risk keeping shame intact in relation to sexual vio-

lence because their tactics work by means of counter-shaming moving shame to ag-

gressors and thereby keeping it in circulation, rather than eradicating it: 

 

If one sees #MeToo as operating with the strong affect theory of shame, then 

the redistribution and reorientation of shame occurring within it will fail to 

disrupt or even disturb its overall logic. Rather than helping to lift the sense 

of shame brought forth by sexual assault or associated with sexuality more 

expansively, a strong affect theory further solidifies such connections. (p. 34) 

 

They argue that absurdist humor, on the other hand, can expose the ridiculousness 

of sexist, shaming structures and make them laughable and thereby ineffective as 

tools of oppression. Both “Defying Shame” (chapter 5) and “The Rhythms of Shame in 

Digital Sexual Assault” (chapter 6) in this dissertation have dealt with strategies of 

renegotiating and exposing shame and shaming structures, but in quite different 

ways from the one suggested here; when there were instances of humorous mockery 

in the writing workshops, they usually worked as counter-shaming (mocking offend-

ers). However, I have shown how this counter-shaming can indeed be empowering, 

as well, and can radically dismantle the oppressive powers of shame to control vic-

tims’ lives. 

Sundén and Paasonen goes on to identify what they see as a challenge with anger 

as an affective drive. They write that anger is “a powerful and draining force that 

moves bodies into action while exhausting them, yet it lacks the persistence of shame, 

which works the body at a tenaciously lingering frequency" (p. 34). In other words, 
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when feminist tactics of defying shame use anger as an affective drive, it might have 

a strong immediate effect but its durability does not overcome that of shame; anger 

burns out and shame persists. The fact that shame sticks and lingers is something I 

have pointed out several times in this dissertation as well with reference to, among 

others, Sara Ahmed’s (2014) concept of ‘sticky emotions’ and Kofoed and Ringrose’s 

(2012) ‘traveling and sticky affects’. However, the persistence of shame-resistance 

strategies is equally relevant. 

When thinking of anger as a drive behind resistance to shame, I disagree that it 

is exhausting to the extent that it does not outlive shame. And I think years of feminist 

activism and change driven by anger and rage (among other affects) can attest to this 

point. Furthermore, I have showed in “The Rhythms of Shame […]” how shame can 

transform into anger, and anger, thereby, effectively outlives and overrules at least 

some experiences of shame. What Sundén and Paasonen overlook when criticizing 

anger as a persistent affective drive against shame in feminist activism is that anger 

is not just a fleeting affect in circulation. Anger, for a feminist killjoy, is as sticky as 

shame; it is a core part of the killjoy identity and position, and it is not just in opposi-

tion to but transformative of shame. 

Despite the differences in affective drive between killjoys, peons and sluts, all of 

these positions are oriented towards feminist change. They are all activists as well as 

researchers. This brings me back to where this tale started: the backlash against fem-

inist knowledge production and activist research, and the article “Writing victim-

hood” which ends with an encouragement to “maintain the hope for change by mak-

ing change possible” (chapter 4, p.82). 

The witch shares this hope with her feminist sisters and siblings. In this project, 

I take inspiration from all of the feminist positionalities described here, but, working 

with anger, sexual shame and writing all together, I have shaped a position that is 

driven by affective anger – like the killjoy –, uses writing as a method and as feminist 

labor – like the peon –, and reflects critically on sexual shame – like the slut. The witch 

embodies this position because witches rage against patriarchal violence; witches 

create and convey meaning through structured/ritualistic methods; witches spite-

fully embody free feminine sexuality; and witchcraft is feared by conservative men in 
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power (be it renaissance priests or 21st century politicians). Witches never did exist 

as a symptom of patriarchal violence – on the contrary, witchcraft is a powerful re-

sponse to victimization; it is a way to retell the story of passive victimhood and trans-

form the narrative of female sexual agency in the context of victimization. 

Writing of witchcraft might seem farfetched, but within the current political cli-

mate wherein feminist researchers are being hunted for our methodological prac-

tices as well as our ambitions to make our research matter in the world, it might very 

well be the only position available that does not back down into denial or that silently 

accepts degradation. It is not a role that I feel comfortable claiming (especially not in 

a text like this), but neither is the role of the silent, definitely not activist, certainly 

misunderstood, unrightfully shamed researcher. 

 

8.2 Room two: Trial of an angry researcher position 

When I say that anger has been a driving affect in writing this dissertation, I talk of 

anger as an inbuilt sensitivity towards injustice; anger with poor and diminishing 

representation of victimhood has been a methodological lens that has allowed me to 

identify and focus on shortages and biases in existing research, as well as public rep-

resentation. Anger, as a lens and an affective drive in research, focuses analytical at-

tention on specific aspects of reality. 

But anger does not give an overview and it is not a useful affective drive for 

switching perspectives. What this dissertation does well, when focused through an-

ger, is to see the details and intricate nuances of victimhood from a victim perspec-

tive, while nuances of victimhood, as perceived by other perspectives, might fade into 

the background and fall out of the story. Anger as an affective drive, therefore, raises 

two important methodological questions: 

1. What perspectives and aspects are easily overlooked in a study focused 

through affective anger? 

2. And subsequently, how is a study focused through anger justified? What does 

it see that other affective, academic modes cannot? 
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When discussing affects in research, I, as mentioned, draw on traditions of feminist 

research. Particularly, I have often referenced Elspeth Probyn’s (2011) text “Glass 

Selves” with regards to the affective flows and connectedness between researcher, 

research participants and materials, but Probyn also reflects on anger as a way to 

spark wonder and ask questions. She writes:  

 

[I]t is clear that anger sets into motion a whirlwind of values, stances, and 

ideas, especially as they coalesce in one’s self. It shakes up the self at a very 

fundamental level and lets loose an array of dispositions. (p.684) 

 

In this way, anger can drive research that brings the subjective and relational into the 

research process and that motivates critical potential; Probyn tells how anger and 

rage, propelled by subjective experiences, can be starting points for asking radical 

research questions. 

Anger in Probyn’s account, as well as my own, is a powerful force that sets things 

into motion, wrecking existing orders and opening the possibility for change. Ques-

tions asked from a point of anger, therefore, often deal with injustice and with pro-

jects aimed at undoing oppression. This point is made briefly by Probyn, but it is em-

phasized by Ahmed (2014) who considers anger, as a response to pain, in feminist 

movements. She writes: 

 

The response to pain, as a call for action, also requires anger; an interpreta-

tion that this pain is wrong, that it is an outrage, and that something must be 

done about it. (p. 174) 

 

Pain, as an individual experience, interpreted in its structural context, can create an-

ger as ‘against-ness’ directed at objects and events of painful injustice. Ahmed, how-

ever, also emphasizes that “anger is not simply defined in relationship to the past, but 

as opening up the future” (p.175). As mentioned earlier, with reference to Lorde 

(1987), anger here is an appropriate response to injustice that acknowledges the pain 
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that it comes from but also opens up alternative futures. When studying the structural 

pain of sexual violence, this makes anger a justified reaction and position. 

However, taking the above into consideration, it seems that topics easily over-

looked when asking questions through anger are the ones not relevant to injustice, 

pain and oppression; those that do not spark anger because they are simply neither 

painful nor provocative. Further, a research process guided through an ethics of 

change might also lack interests in aspects of reality that no one wants to change; 

when change becomes an objective, focus moves away from the unproblematic and 

mundane. Previously, I mentioned recent studies on digital sexuality that aims to re-

frame digital sexual practices by turning the focus away from assault towards inves-

tigating the everyday and unproblematic. These studies provide a criticism of existing 

research, which approaches digital sexuality primarily through assaulting practices, 

and the argument that I am making here falls in direct continuation of this critique: 

that the everyday and mundane disappear from research, when the focus is on social 

justice and driven by a wish to cause positive change. 

In this sense, I acknowledge that there is great validity in recent studies that 

move the focus away from assault and social justice, and that these studies, with their 

methodological focus on e.g. media practices instead of positions, see something that 

my investigation does not. However, the relationship goes both ways. My investiga-

tion, guided by the analytical sensitivity described above, also sees things that their 

perspectives overlook. Specifically, how previous research that assumes a connection 

between digital sexuality and assault, does not pay attention to in-depth assault ex-

periences, and how such experiences remain unarticulated within current research 

when victims and survivors are not offered the conditions to shape the context in 

which their experiences are being analyzed. 

I cannot say with certainty if this insight into victim perspectives could have been 

reached by other modes of academic methodology and analysis. However, my meth-

odology and methods have been productive in creating dense and nuanced data and 

analysis, and in identifying relevant gaps in current research. It has also been produc-

tive in creating the potential for positive change for the research participants and 

more broadly. The participants, especially the three who were involved from the 
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start, expressed that the workshops and the process had benefited them. While I have 

not been interested in going further into the details of how the process was beneficial, 

I think trusting their interpretation of their own experiences is a justifiable stance. 

And with regard to broader potentials, many of the research findings are already be-

ing applied by professionals working with DSA victims. Again, a different research 

methodology might have been able to create similarly useful knowledge, but in this 

specific case, the orientation towards change has made these connections and collab-

orations a priority and has made it possible to create knowledge on DSA experiences 

close to victim realities and to practice. 

This orientation of research towards change and application calls for considera-

tions of the role of research in society, which are also prevalent within the current 

Danish backlash on feminist knowledge production. Nowotny, Scott, and Gibbons 

(2003) touches on the core of this question in their identification of a modern trans-

formation of knowledge production systems to move further away from traditional 

research quality paradigms, based on autonomy within academic institutions (mode 

1), to more application-oriented kinds of research that seek legitimacy not only in 

academic institutions but also through their relevance in society (mode 2); in other 

words, a movement away from a system, wherein research results originate from in-

dependent academic institutions and are later applied in society, to a system wherein 

‘society’ and applicability are integrated concerns and agents from the beginning of 

the research process. 

Nowotny (2003) describes mode 2 research as that which considers the robust-

ness of knowledge along with its reliability, while for mode 1, research reliability in 

itself is sufficient. She points to three aspects of socially robust knowledge: First, that 

its validity is tested in real-life complex contexts, not only in isolated academic exper-

iments; second, that  it involves a social distribution of expertise, where involved par-

ties are considered experts on their own terms, meaning that academic expertise no 

longer has a monopoly on the creation of reliable knowledge; and third, that “society 

is no longer only an addressee of science, but an active partner participating in the 

production of social knowledge” (p.155). 
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Hence, the research methodology presented here is part of a more general turn 

in contemporary research that is becoming increasingly oriented towards social 

change and application, and towards knowledge production that is “embodied in peo-

ple, processes and projects” (Ibid. p.156) rather than research which draws validity 

exclusively from academic authority and concepts of reliability. 

Nowotny et al. (2003) attribute part of this transformation to a commercializa-

tion and (managerial) standardization of research funding, quality assessment, dis-

semination and application, where the need for research to become more interactive 

with society is partly a result of commercial and institutional interests. However, they 

also acknowledge that some application-oriented research is concerned with social 

justice and non-commercial movements albeit more rarely. What I am interested in 

here, and what I see my work as being part of, is the kind of mode 2 research that sees 

its objective as social justice – as political disruption rather than application within 

existing political systems. 

While balancing the relation between traditional academic paradigms of integ-

rity and societal influence is a relevant concern, there is a major difference between 

societal influence being commercial and being driven by social justice aims. Specifi-

cally, this difference is in the ethicality of the research, and its ability to create new 

knowledge. Nowotny et al. (2003) point to how an issue in application-oriented re-

search can be that it delivers safe results that fit into the managerial process, rather 

than groundbreaking research that shakes the existing system; however, research 

driven by anger and directed towards social change can certainly produce knowledge 

that is radical and shakes up status-quo. 

Returning to the Danish political debate on activist research, the discussion has 

been frequently focused on quality control within academic institutions. Drawing on 

a typical mode 1 approach to research reliability and validity, critics have pointed to 

potential bias and nepotism within academic review systems, while claiming that 

such bias and lack of validity is particularly prominent within research that has ‘ac-

tivist’ objectives. This criticism does not acknowledge social robustness as an aspect 

of academic validity – it draws upon mode 1-inspired ideals, aiming to keep research 

as separate as possible from its application to, or participation in, society. In this way, 
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the backlash against feminist knowledge production is a backlash against a contem-

porary movement in research methodology and ethicality that is not limited to femi-

nist research. 

While a general shift towards more socially robust knowledge construction lends 

integrity to this project, it does not mean that there are no doubts associated with its 

validity and ethicality. I am especially concerned with how the victim positions con-

structed in this dissertation work in applied reality, and if they risk creating new stig-

mas and stereotypes rather than allowing DSA victims and survivors more agency 

and freedom to change. Therefore, in the following section, I will consider and discuss 

the victim positions constructed throughout the different phases of analysis and the 

four articles. 

 

8.3 Victim positions of DSA 

In the first article, “Writing Victimhood”, I argue that current representations of DSA 

victimhood are problematic because they only allow victims to navigate between two 

extreme stories of victimhood: victim-blaming on one side, and passive, infantilizing 

victimhood on the other. The article positions the research participants in opposition 

to this constraining binary, and through the focus on participatory and activist re-

search, it constructs victim positions that are agential and that have a very strong 

claim to legitimate knowledge production. I argue for a construction of victim posi-

tions that is dynamic and victim-centered, meaning that the responsibility of every-

one else is to facilitate active listening and to support victims in constructing their 

own (counter)stories. While this approach makes the dilemma between passive and 

active victimhood very clear in the ways the participants negotiated their position, it 

also allows more nuanced negotiations of victimhood that do not always support the 

general position of the victim as an active participant in oppositional knowledge con-

struction. Especially in the example of Karen, who draws on discourses of vulnerable 

(and passive) girlhood to describe aspects of her experience, shows “how compli-

cated assault experiences can be, on one side needing to break out of limiting posi-

tions and on the other side finding comfort within them” (chapter 4, p. 77). 
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The second article, “Defying Shame”, was written before “Writing Victimhood” 

and it struggles with defining a clear approach to victimhood. For example, I used 

different terminologies and shifted between victim-survivor and victim as appropri-

ate terms to refer to the participants, despite that the analysis actually shows how 

acknowledgement of victimhood and claiming victim positions was at the forefront 

of their concerns. In the analysis that mainly concerns experiences of shame, victim-

hood of DSA is defined by exposure, with the victim being the one who has been ex-

posed. This invites a construction of victim positions that is relational. Victims exist 

in relation to the different kinds of offenders (onlookers, initiators, harassers and ag-

gravators) who are responsible and active in the exposure; they exist in relation to 

digital media and mediated communities that afford the exposure; and they exist in 

relation to the communities and intimate relations that they experience and fear 

shaming within. “Defying Shame” constructs victim positions with agency to negoti-

ate shame, and victimhood in this analysis is more dependent on ambiguous contexts 

and relations than the strongly oppositional positions in “Writing Victimhood”. 

In “Rhythms of Shame […]”, I extend the understanding of victimhood analyzed 

in “Defying Shame”. Victim positions in this article are still linked to exposure and 

relations, but the analysis emphasizes the ways victim experiences and positions are 

dynamic and change over time; in other words, how the process of  ‘defying shame’ 

is a kind of ongoing identity work that is not linear but nevertheless progresses in 

some ways with time and active interferences. While inconsistency in positionality 

and research participation is a central aspect of victim representation in this article, 

some general trends also occur. For example, the article describes an affective shift 

from shame to anger, opening for a victim position that is (sometimes) driven by an-

ger more than it is defined by shame and exposure. Further, it opens for the oppor-

tunity of positions where victims are at times more indifferent to the assault experi-

ence and do not allow it to define their lives. In short, the focus on long-term and 

dynamic victim positions shows the ways shame becomes momentarily, but also 

gradually, unstuck from positions of victimhood that instead are defined by anger or 

even indifference as affective drivers. Importantly, this does not mean that shame 
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completely disappears; it means that it is no longer overpowering and can co-exist 

with or be overruled by other affects. 

Both “Defying Shame” and “The Rhythms of Shame…” focus on ways of coping 

with and negotiating DSA experiences, and both analyses, thereby, imply victim posi-

tions with agency, sometimes in a broader political context, but always at the level of 

defining their own lives and acting personally and collectively in relation to the as-

saults. 

Finally, “Counter-stories of Digital Sexual Assault” relates the discussion of victim 

positions and –stories to a media-cultural context not only as described by the re-

search participants but also as analyzed in the dataset of media coverage of DSA. In 

this article, I reach a better understanding of counter-stories and of what oppositional 

victim positions can look like. I return to, and nuance, the argument from “Writing 

Victimhood” and propose victim positions that are in active opposition to oppressive 

public discourses. Specifically, I show how the participants’ stories of (sexual) agency 

work in opposition to the stereotype of ‘the innocent, white girl victim’; how positive 

stories of coping and resisting work in opposition to the stereotype of ‘the forever 

ruined victim’; how insisting on legitimate victimhood work in opposition to the ste-

reotype of ‘the guilty greedy victim’; how stories of structural inequality and diversity 

nuance the stereotype of ‘the local working class victim’; and how insistence on the 

damage of victimization and on narratives of personal rather than political empow-

erment questions ‘the heroic victim’ as the only positive victim position. 

Summing up, the DSA victim positions constructed through this dissertation re-

volve around notions of exposure, shame and repeated trauma, but also around 

agency, resistance, anger and dynamic and shifting experiences that transgress static 

positionality. The kind of victimhood constructed here is in constant flux; it is indi-

vidual and emerging, yet it is also oriented towards collective meaning-making and 

towards victimhood as a collective struggle. 

The collective and structural aspects of victimization have been a continuous in-

terest throughout the dissertation. I have pointed to Nancy Naples’ (2003) reflections 

on personal empowerment as a “necessary stepping stone toward building a more 

inclusive [collective] movement” (p. 185). And here, I can repeat Liz Kelly’s (1988) 
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final statement that “without a mass movement of women committed to resisting sex-

ual violence in all its forms there will continue to be casualties in the 'shadow war' 

and women's and girls' lives will continue to be circumscribed by the reality of sexual 

violence" (p. 238). These quotes argue for the relevance of individual and diverse sto-

rytelling in structural critique and activist movements; they justify how the construc-

tion and telling of in-depth, nuanced victim perspectives is the basis for ‘resisting sex-

ual violence in all its forms’. 

I believe this dissertation’s construction of victim positions to be ‘new’ indeed - 

not only in the sense of adding new insights to existing studies on DSA victimhood, 

but also in the sense of being reNEWable, dynamic and open towards change that 

makes these constructions of victimhood dramatically opposite from most of the po-

sitions criticized throughout the dissertation. This is possible in an investigation in-

formed by an ethics of change and driven by anger, because, as I have argued (and re-

argued and substantiated) above, anger can drive change. But just as this approach 

makes room for positive change, it might also be at risk of making change an ideal in 

itself. Obviously, not all change is for the better; what seems like a constructive story 

of victimhood in one case might be damaging in another. The stories of ruined lives 

are a good example of this; when, for example, lawyers draw on such narratives they 

do it to argue for the damage caused by DSA to gain legal justice, yet, these narratives 

become oppressive in people’s lives beyond legal discourses and procedures. 

At this point, I cannot know what kind of future stress or strain might come from 

insisting on victimhood as dynamic. Might it be that some victims and survivors at 

some point would simply wish to settle on a(ny) narrative, and would this mean that 

their experiences and perceptions of victimhood would stop transforming or would 

it just happen in different ways? Undoubtedly, there is still a lot to say about the ways 

victimhood works as a driving and/or constraining force in people’s lives – both 

across longer time spans and more diverse stories and groups of people. Future re-

search would do well considering the dynamics and conditions of victimhood as it 

influences and is influenced by people’s lived realities. Just as Liz Kelly once called for 

a reframing of victims as survivors with agency, I hope to see victimhood considered 

as not just agential but also in exchange with people’s lives and identities in ever-
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changing, transformative and transforming ways – even, or perhaps especially, when 

these transformations involve the ostracization of victimhood to the periphery of 

people’s stories and lives.       
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Chapter 9. Conclusion 

Rewriting DSA victimhood 
 

The four research questions put forward in the introduction were concerned with 1) 

defining DSA from a victim perspective, 2) understanding affective, mediated experi-

ences of DSA, 3) understanding ways of coping with these experiences as part of the 

research process, and 4) investigating how the participants negotiated victimhood in 

relation to their experiences and to public representations. The foundation of the re-

search questions and the analyses were that there is a scarcity of in-depth investiga-

tions of victimhood and victim perspectives in studies on digital sexual violence, as 

well as a scarcity of in-depth and empowering representations of victimhood in pub-

lic discourse. This assertion first appeared during the participatory research process, 

and when reading the existing literature on digital sexual violence through a meth-

odological sensitivity fueled by anger, as discussed in the previous chapter. While the 

awareness of poor victim representation was at first more intuitive, the analyses of 

victim positions in news media (chapter 7), the process of reviewing existing re-

search literature, and the experiences of the research participants have continuously 

confirmed that poor victim representation pose a problem in existing literature and 

public discourse. 

I consider this awareness fundamental to defining the contributions of the dis-

sertation, and the argument that victimhood is misrepresented is the core justifica-

tion of the project’s overall social and academic relevance. However, there are a num-

ber of more specific theoretical, methodological and empirical contributions related 

to the research questions, which I will describe in the following. 

 

9.1 Contributions: theoretical, methodological and empirical 

The dissertation’s methodological and empirical contributions have been the foci of 

the articles, but before moving on to consider those in conjunction with one another, 

I wish to situate my work more clearly within the field of media studies, and conclude 
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on the theoretical contributions, as well. When considering the empirical contribu-

tions towards the end of this chapter, I return to the general discussion of new un-

derstandings of DSA victimhood. 

 

9.1.1	Theoretical	contributions	

Media theory and perspectives have been implicit throughout; out of the four articles, 

numbers 2, 3 and 4 are either published in or under consideration for media studies 

journals. Each of these three analytical articles offer relevant contributions and new 

insights into topics relevant to an understanding of digital- and news media. These 

contributions primarily relate to the second and fourth research questions concern-

ing affective mediated experiences of DSA and negotiations of victimhood in relation 

to public press-media representations. 

In “Defying Shame”, I coined the concept of the potential onlooker. By consider-

ing Sartre’s (1943) understanding of shame as dependent on ‘the look’, I suggested 

that digital media affords a specific kind of potentiality because when images are cir-

culated online, everyone everywhere may have potentially seen them. This potenti-

ality of digital media, which creates the potential onlooker, depends on digital me-

dia’s spreadability and on data persistence, and an analytical focus on potentiality 

contributes with a new perspective on how shame, and especially shame anxiety, can 

be linked to digital exposure. These perspectives on mediated, affective experiences 

of DSA contribute to research on both digital media and shame. 

In “Rhythms of Shame…”, I deployed the concept of the potential onlooker, to use 

it in an expansion of Kofoed’s (2013) analysis of rhythms in cyberbullying situations. 

While Kofoed identifies two rhythms (an underlying pulse of uncertainty and recur-

ring conflicts), I add a third rhythm of potentiality in relation to DSA covering the 

situations wherein victims experience a strong potential for confrontation, but the 

confrontation itself might or might not happen. This rhythm of potentiality is con-

nected to the potential onlookers and is, thereby, defined by the same digital media 

conditions. 



177 
 

In addition to the attention to digital media potentiality, the analyses also show 

a number of media practices related to the participants’ ways of dealing with and try-

ing to regain control of the assaults. For example, I consider the ways that Amalie and 

Mathilde used the option of disabling and enabling Facebook profiles to better con-

trol their presence on the platform instead of completely opting out: and, in contrast, 

how Karen and Anne-Mette used social media to instead share their experiences and 

gain control by breaking the taboo of the assault and, thereby, reduce its shaming 

potential. 

In “Counter-stories of Digital Sexual Assault”, I engage with a different area of 

media studies, specifically representations in news and press media. The contribu-

tion here is mostly empirical and methodological, following that victim positions of 

digital sexual assaults are unaccounted for in current research, and that the combi-

nation between news media analysis and the experimental data offers a new ap-

proach to not just criticizing media representation theoretically, but exploring their 

shortcomings and potentials in relation to real-life, complicated stories of victimiza-

tion. 

The insights and ideas described here might be valuable to studies looking into 

different empirical topics also related to digital media exposure, practices and repre-

sentations, and especially to studies interested in the relation between shame and 

digital media. 

 

9.1.2	Methodological	contributions	

The methodological and ethical experiment of this project sets the frame for its em-

pirical contributions to studies into digital sexual violence. What binds the disserta-

tion together are the efforts, described especially in chapters 3 and 4, to construct 

methodologies informed by an ethics of change; that is, to work in ways that are pro-

ductive and experimental, and oriented towards transformative rather than descrip-

tive meaning-making. This further relates to the third research question, regarding 

the participants’ coping and meaning-making as part of the research process, as it 

encourages considerations into the ways research participation might change the 

lives of participants. 
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The dissertation considers the relevance of working within an experimental 

methodological framework when aiming to explore stories and perspectives often si-

lenced, and it reflects on how this framework can place the research project within a 

broader social and political context maintaining the possibility for change. Within a 

context of recent backlash against feminist knowledge production, suggesting stand-

ards of ethical integrity that negotiate the distinction between academic and activist 

commitments is particularly relevant. I suggest that such standards should be in-

formed by an awareness of affective drive in research, and its strengths as well as 

weaknesses. In the last chapter of the dissertation, I discussed the potentials of anger 

as a driver in feminist research, and I considered how it, on one side, has allowed me 

to develop an analytical sensitivity towards complicated cases of injustice, while, on 

the other, it might cause me to overlook details of everyday, banal conditions and 

practices. 

In conclusion, I suggest that working with performative, practice-based and ex-

perimental methodologies is necessary when researching topics that are over-ex-

posed and simultaneously tabooed and when listening for marginalized voices. I also, 

perhaps more radically, argue that the research aim of constructing alternative per-

spectives on a topic can have activist potentials, because it allows for oppositional 

knowledge construction that has the power to push (constraining) established 

‘truths’. I call this commitment to alternative knowledge construction an ‘ethics of 

change’ referring to a research ethics that makes change possible on all levels; that is, 

a research process that works towards positive change in the shape of new opposi-

tional knowledge, a process that improve participants’ lives, and knowledge produc-

tion that is useful and potentially politically and socially productive beyond tradi-

tional research aims. 

Particularly, the methodological approach draws on traditions in gender and cul-

tural studies to reconsider the relations between research, researcher and research 

material, as described by Probyn (2011), and on participatory action research that 

reflects on these relations within research that is unavoidably and intentionally po-

litically situated. The dissertation contributes to academic, methodological discus-

sions in these fields by negotiating some of the conditions of feminist research, and 
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research on sexual violence, in a time where these topics are receiving increased pub-

lic awareness as well as backlash. 

 

9.1.3 Empirical	contributions	

Considering the empirical contributions to existing knowledge on digital sexual as-

sault, the dissertation has offered new insights into four main areas, which reflect the 

research questions. 

The	first	research	question considered how to define DSA from a victim perspec-

tive. Answering this need, I have suggested two defining frameworks. First, a frame-

work for categorizing types of DSA in relation to three parameters of consent-viola-

tion. Second, a framework for differentiating between kinds of aggressors based on 

how they are perceived by victims. The first defining framework categorizing types 

of DSA has been described and deployed several times in the dissertation. It describes 

DSA in relation to three parameters of consent violation: non-consensual distribu-

tion, non-consensual production and non-consensual sexualization. These parame-

ters make up four categories of DSA where all four include non-consensual distribu-

tion, while the other two parameters might or might not apply. This framework is an 

important contribution to studies on digital sexual violence, because it is, to the best 

of my knowledge, the only victim-centered definition/categorization currently avail-

able. Many other definitions within the field have focused on the acts of aggressors, 

trying to describe the assault in relation to their actions, thereby moving focus to the 

agency of the aggressor and indirectly framing the victim as a passive object of the 

assault. Instead, this framework considers what constitute the events as an assault, 

thereby paying attention to the experiences of the victims. 

In “Defying Shame”, I identified four kinds of aggressors: initiators, being the per-

sons who start the assault by producing or sharing an image the first time; aggrava-

tors, being those who worsen the assault by re-sharing content, by adding personal 

information etc.; harassers, being those who contact and confront victims; and on-

lookers, being those who see the assaulting images. These categories often overlap 

and they should not be seen as a hierarchy; depending on the individual assault story, 

different kinds of assaulting acts might be ascribed more or less importance. While 
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onlookers and harassers are the categories I have frequently referred back to in the 

dissertation, I believe the other categories might also be useful in understanding the 

different kinds of assaulting acts relevant to DSA victim experiences. Distinguishing 

between different kinds of assaulting acts might make it easier to intervene and stop 

digital assault when it takes place. So, while the concept of the potential onlooker, 

which I consider central to the theoretical and empirical contributions of this disser-

tation, might be in focus here, the four categories are essential in distinguishing the 

onlooker and they are in themselves relevant to understanding how the participants 

perceived and defined DSA. 

The	second	research	question concerned in-depth understanding of the affective, 

mediated experiences of DSA. I have drawn on theories of shame, especially Sartre’s 

definition of shame as dependent on ‘the look’ of the other, to explore how important 

aspects of DSA experiences are related to the mediated potential of exposure and be-

ing/feeling watched. In particular, I have analyzed the ways that this constant poten-

tial of exposure and the potential onlooker shape victims’ lives and opportunities and 

make them, for example, use social media in different ways and take precautions 

around social and intimate relations. I have also shown how they negotiate this influ-

ence and work to balance (digital) safety with the need to have a digital presence and 

existence in mediated social and professional contexts. 

Furthermore, I have extended the analysis of shame experiences in DSA by draw-

ing on rhythm analyses to gain a deeper understanding of the ways these experiences 

and negotiations change over time; both long- and short- term. I have extended the 

analysis of the potential onlooker, by pointing to three rhythms in DSA experiences: 

an underlying pulse of shame anxiety, a rhythm of potentiality and a rhythm of expo-

sure or shame-events. This shows how the potential onlooker plays a role in bringing 

experiences of DSA beyond the actual moments of confrontation and gives an under-

standing of the intrusiveness of digital assault into everyday mediated lives where 

even unrelated media interactions can be potentially triggering. This contributes to 

an understanding of mediated assault experiences by showing how DSA experiences 

are on the one hand defined by repetition, and, on the other hand, develop over time. 
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In other words, this analysis shows how stories of ‘forever ruined lives’ fail to under-

stand the long-term improvements and possibilities of intervening in assault experi-

ences, while stories of overcoming assault fail to understand how coping with DSA is 

not just a linear process but something that is defined by recurring confrontations 

and something that moves in waves. 

The	third	question concerned the participants’ ways of coping with the assault. In 

relation to this, I have suggested five strategies of coping with mediated shame expe-

riences (in “Defying Shame”) and three ways that mediated experiences of DSA could 

be disrupted over time or with active interference (in “Rhythms of Shame…”). I have 

also suggested that the experimental approach of the research project offered oppor-

tunities for the participants to interfere in their experiences and find support in de-

veloping positive coping strategies. 

In “Defying Shame”, the five identified strategies were 1) normalizing youth cul-

ture, 2) negotiating understandings of DSA, 3) taking control of media presence, 4) 

coming out of hiding, and 5) imaginary progressive contra-shaming. And in “Rhythms 

of Shame…”, the three aspects of coping and living with DSA were 1) disruption and 

rhythmic control, 2) change and rhythmic agency, and 3) declining rhythms. The five 

categories from the first analysis are specific coping strategies, while the three cate-

gories from the rhythm analysis describe more general ways of retelling and inter-

fering with experiences of DSA. For this reason, it makes sense to merge the first five 

strategies under the three later, constructing three more complex stories of living 

with DSA. 

1. The stories about disruption and rhythmic control describe the ways victims ac-

tively seek to (re)gain control of their digital identities by using and not using 

social media in specific ways. This includes the strategies described in “Defying 

Shame” as taking control with media presence (3). These are the stories about 

how the participants actively used social media affordances to either limit their 

online visibility and approachability or be open about the assault. The partici-

pants used these strategies, respectively, to limit the number of contacts by mak-

ing it harder to find and identify their profiles, and to make the threats of re-shar-

ing less powerful by anticipating how the images might be interpreted. Both of 



182 
 

these strategies are attempts to take control either by directly controlling media 

presence or by using media to reclaim the power to tell their own stories. 

2. The stories about change and rhythmic agency describe the ways participants 

renegotiate experiences of DSA to frame them as unjust. When the participants 

aimed to normalize the sharing of intimate images as part of youth culture (1) or 

to negotiate (mis)understandings of DSA (2), they were engaging in the construc-

tion of alternative stories of DSA that position them in less shameful positions. 

Similarly, counter-shaming worked to turn shame away from themselves by in-

stead shaming aggressors (5).  This relates to the processes of turning shame into 

anger and using it to fuel social and political activism because these are all pro-

cesses that retell stories of DSA using a  language of injustice and that draw on 

affective transformations of shame into anger or resentment. They allow differ-

ent levels of agency, and work within different relations, but they all direct shame 

away from the victims by pointing it elsewhere, i.e. to the aggressors, or towards 

an unjust system that needs to change. 

3. Finally, the stories of declining rhythms include all the ways of living with DSA 

that describe how it over time and with active interference becomes less influen-

tial in defining the participants’ lives. In the rhythm analysis, this mostly covers 

the story of long-term decline, but in “Defying Shame”, a similar strategy is that 

of coming out of hiding (4). These are stories of how the participants over time 

or at a specific moment make the decision to not be limited by the assault any-

more and, subsequently, to acknowledge the assault’s influence over them with-

out letting it control their actions. 

 

These three stories of living with DSA do not illustrate a linear process. Taking con-

trol, social and political negotiations and the decision to not let the assault control 

one’s life are all stories and strategies that the participants told and used at different 

times, at the same time and in combination. And while it might seem contradictory 

that a person can on one side claim that the assault barely influences them anymore 

while also actively work to change social perceptions of DSA or help other victims, 
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this dynamic way of understanding victimhood and agency is true to the stories that 

victims tell. 

The	fourth	research	question concerned the participants’ ways of negotiating vic-

timhood in relation to their own experiences and public discourse. In “Counter-sto-

ries of Digital Sexual Assault”, I identified five dominant victim positions in the news 

coverage of DSA in Denmark between September 2017 and September 2020. These 

were: “The innocent, white girl”, drawing on a connection between legitimate victim-

hood and total, childlike innocence; “The forever ruined victim”, establishing the 

story of DSA as endless repetition and victims as those without the agency to inter-

vene; “The guilty, greedy victim”, covering the ways DSA victims are often questioned 

on their reliability and not acknowledged as victims; “The local working class victim”, 

framing DSA as a classed issue within a story of upper-class men abusing vulnerable 

working class women; and “the heroic victim”, portraying victims with both legiti-

mate victimhood and agency yet also a responsibility to self-sacrifice for the greater 

cause of ending DSA. 

I have showed how the participants positioned themselves in opposition to these 

stories by arguing, for example, that DSA is not a children’s problem, that there are 

ways to act and intervene in assault, that their hope for redemption is about justice 

rather than revenge, that DSA victimization is diverse, and that not everyone would 

benefit from publicly sharing their story.  With reference to the experiences of DSA 

analyzed in the preceding articles, I have argued for more dynamic and emergent sto-

ries of victimhood that give space for different kinds of sense-making and that do not 

require victims to adopt only one cohesive story of their experiences.  

These insights offer a deeper understanding of how victims come to make sense 

of their experiences and of their own victimhood. This understanding – seen in the 

context of recent years’ dramatic public debates around DSA, as well as sexual vio-

lence in general – is not only completely new to the field of studies into digital sexual 

violence, but it might also be an inspiration to consider the ways public renegotia-

tions of legitimate victimhood (for example, in the context of #MeToo) influence how 

sexual violence victims and survivors make sense of, experience stigmatization in, 

and are empowered by claiming victimhood. 
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9.2 Implications and future research 

The contributions mentioned above suggest the dissertation’s implications for future 

academic understandings of digital sexual assault. Additionally, I want to consider 

some of the practical, or one might say activist, implications of this work. Throughout 

the process, I have been working with organizations focusing on preventing and han-

dling cases of digital sexual assault in pedagogical, political and legal contexts. For 

example, I have recently taken part in a process organized by the non-governmental 

organization Digitalt	Ansvar with the purpose of collecting relevant knowledge of 

DSA that can be used by professionals and practitioners working with DSA and re-

lated cases in the legal system, in women’s shelters, in youth education and many 

other places9. 

Being part of this work, and other relevant collaborations, for example with Save	

the	Children and Stop	Chikane (both organizations with a strong profile on digital vi-

olence prevention and handling), has meant that I have been continuously reminded 

of what knowledge is needed in practice and I have gotten useful feedback on the 

potentials of my work. The two things that these organizations have been primarily 

interested in have been the efforts to define DSA from a victim perspective and the 

insights on long-term victim experiences. It is my impression that these professionals 

find the victim-centered definition interesting, since many victims do not seek help 

simply because there are no available definitions that they can see themselves in – 

they do not recognize their own experiences as digital sexual assault and, therefore, 

never contact the helplines and initiatives that can support them. Further, profession-

als seem to find the focus on long-term experiences interesting because they, in their 

crisis work, see only short-term coping and lack knowledge on what their clients can 

work towards in the future. 

These interests resonate very well with the aim of this project to construct alter-

native victim stories; it seems that the research participants and the various agents 

working with DSA agree that recognizable and diverse, long-term victim representa-

tion is lacking in their lives and practices. 

                                                        
9	Report forthcoming November 2021 
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If anything, this should have implications for future research as well. So many 

voices, especially those marginalized on parameters other than gender and age, are  

almost completely unheard in studies on digital sexual assault. This means that those 

who need help will not necessarily know that it is available, and those who can sup-

port DSA victims will not necessarily know how to develop their services – at least 

not unless more diverse stories of DSA are researched and the understandings devel-

oped here and in other similar research projects are expanded and nuanced. 

In addition to considering marginalized perspectives, future research on DSA and 

victimhood could focus on the various conditions and contexts of DSA experiences 

and on multiple victimization. This dissertation has presented a narrow, in-depth in-

vestigation of mediated DSA experiences; however, the number of ways in which DSA 

intersects with other kinds of victimization remains unknown. For example, in the 

various networks mentioned above, professionals working at women shelters have 

often reported that their clients deal with an increasing threat of digital violence. Sim-

ilarly, it is worth considering that some of the major cases of DSA that have gained 

public attention in Denmark are also cases of physical abuse and rape. The ways that 

victims experience and shape their positions when they are victimized in multiple 

ways is rarely considered in research that tends to focus on one kind or ‘worst kinds’ 

of sexual violence – despite the fact that people who have once experienced sexual 

violence seem to be more vulnerable to further victimization (Kelly, 1988). 

This dissertation has gone part of the way to nuance and expand stories of DSA 

victimhood, but the ways that these stories already are or might become part of big-

ger life stories remain largely unexplored and unacknowledged. Such stories might 

include, among other things, multiple victimization, relationship dynamics, self-ex-

ploring through and beyond victim positions, and negotiations of sexuality and vul-

nerability within a context of potential victimization as well as empowerment; in 

short, an exploration of victimhood beyond victim positions and of victim-lives be-

yond victimhood.  
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11. Summaries of the dissertation 
 

11.1 English summary 

The dissertation Rewriting	Victimhood.	Stories	of	digital	sexual	assault	is written in a 

Danish and international context wherein digital sexual assault – referring to the non-

consensual distribution of intimate images – has become a widespread and widely 

debated phenomenon. At the same time, issues of sexual violence and media culture 

are receiving increased public attention in general, and have found their ways into 

academic, as well as social and political, agendas across the world. Rewriting	Victim‐

hood	approaches these topics through an investigation of victim experiences and vic-

tim roles in relation to digital sexual assault. 

This approach is interesting in a broader societal perspective because victim-

hood, especially of sexual violence, is undergoing a transformation following #MeToo 

and a rapidly growing feminist movement. Victim positions and their legitimacy have 

become objects of common public interest and debate, and, as the dissertation shows, 

these discussions often draw on victim representations that are narrow, static and 

far from victims’ and survivors’ lived realities. 

Additionally, an investigation of victim experiences and positions is interesting 

in a contemporary research context; first, because research into digital sexual assault 

has rarely payed attention to in-depth, qualitative investigations of victims’ and sur-

vivors’ experiences, and second, because the way victimhood and sexual violence are 

being renegotiated in a digital media context today is largely unexplored territory. 

The dissertation applies an experimental methodological framework, combining 

creative, activist and participatory approaches with therapeutic, creative and narra-

tive writing as practice-methods. Beyond writing, the dissertation also uses text con-

versations, interviews and corpus construction methods. Overall, the dissertation un-

folds a methodological ethical framework that uses change as an ethics principle (‘an 

ethics of change’), participation and experimentation as methodological standpoints, 

and writing as a methodical practice. 
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With an ethics of change, I refer to the aims of creating knowledge and engaging 

in research that is directed towards social and political change. These aims depend 

on participation as a methodological principle, encouraging the inclusion of (vulner-

able) individuals into the research process, and on an orientation of this process to-

wards their needs and interests. It also depends on the principle of experimental re-

search because experiments offer the opportunity to imagine and construct alterna-

tive stories and situations which do not just reflect status-quo and dominant narra-

tives of digital sexual assault. Finally, writing as a practice, with its potential for 

breaking up and creating new meaning through the creative reshaping of language, 

can work as a methodical basis for an experimental methodology. 

The dissertation consists of 9 chapters, out of which, four are published or under 

review with scientific journals. The first chapter is a general introduction to the dis-

sertation, and the last chapter is a conclusion summing up the contributions of the 

dissertation and suggesting possible foci in a future agenda for researching digital 

sexual assault. Additionally, the dissertation includes a prologue where the research 

participants’ stories and some of their creative writing texts are displayed. 

Chapter 2, “Existing research and theoretical framework”, offers an overview of 

the existing research on digital sexual assault, and argues that in-depth, qualitative 

investigations of mediated victim experiences are missing in the field. Further, the 

chapter outlines the other theoretical fields that the dissertation works within. These 

include: affective approaches to shame and rhythms and particularly their functions 

and analysis in relation to digital media. 

Chapter 3, “Ethics and methodology: Care, listening and change in participatory, 

practice-based research”, describes the ethical, methodological and methodical ap-

proaches mentioned above, and offers an overview of the research process, its phases 

and the empirical data. Generally, the process can be described in four phases, where 

each of the subsequent articles draw data from a new phase with new methods. The 

first phase covers four participatory writing workshops with three research partici-

pants; the second phase consists of follow-up interviews with the participants a year 

and a half later; the third phase includes writing exercises and text conversations de-

signed in collaboration with the three first participants and carried out by two new 



208 
 

participants; and the fourth phase consists of the construction of a dataset with news 

articles about digital sexual assault in Denmark from 2017 to 2020. 

Chapter 4, “Writing Victimhood: A methodological manifesto for researching dig-

ital sexual assault”, is the first article of the dissertation. It discusses the experimental, 

activist research approach and argues for this methodological standpoint in the con-

text of a research topic that is simultaneously taboo and politically-exposed. The ar-

ticle’s argument is that when working with experiences that are vulnerable and in-

scribed in strong political discourses, such as sexual violence, an experimental ap-

proach is productive because it is a way to approach and construct alternative and 

marginalized experiences. Further, the article reflects on the political and social po-

tential of an experimental, participatory research approach and on the implied chal-

lenges of negotiating activist, political and academic objectives. 

Chapter 5, “Defying Shame: Shame-relations in digital sexual assaults”, is the dis-

sertation’s first analytical article. The article introduces two conceptual frameworks. 

The first one is a model of four different kinds of digital sexual assault defined by the 

specific consent-violations they involve (see a graphic representation of this model 

in Chapter 2, as well). The second framework is an identification of four kinds of of-

fenders that the participants described – these are: ‘initiators’, ‘aggravators’, ‘har-

assers’ and ‘onlookers’. Especially the onlooker, referring to a person who sees the 

assaulting images, is central to the following analysis, which shows how digital as-

saults can involve a constantly present potential of shame because it is impossible to 

know who might have seen the assaulting images, and the onlooker, thereby, is po-

tentially present in every person the victim encounters on- and offline. Further, the 

article analyses various strategies that the participants used to oppose the potential 

onlooker and work against shame. 

Chapter 6, “The Rhythms of Shame in Digital Sexual Assault: Rhythmic resistance 

and the repeated assault”, extends the shame analysis from the previous chapter. 

With its basis in shame as connected to exposure and the presence of the potential 

onlooker, the analysis shows how shame experiences move in mediated rhythms of 

underlying shame anxiety, moments of potential shaming, and confronta-
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tions/shame-events. Additionally, the analysis identifies three ways in which the par-

ticipants dealt with these shame rhythms by using digital media to intervene in the 

rhythms, by politicizing, and thereby, transforming their experiences of shame, or by, 

over time, gradually ascribing less significance to the assaults and their impacts. 

Chapter 7, “Counter-stories of Digital Sexual Assault: An analysis of victim posi-

tions in news media”, contextualizes the preceding investigations through an analysis 

of the Danish media coverage of digital sexual assaults during the time of the research 

project. The investigation identifies five dominant victim stories in the media cover-

age. These are: 1) The innocent, white girl, 2) the forever-ruined victim, 3) the greedy, 

guilty victim, 4) the local, working class victim, and 5) the heroic victim. With basis in 

the participants’ frustrations concerning a lack of constructive and representative 

media stories, the positions are criticized for shifting focus from sexual violence to 

other problems with less legitimate victim positions, for victim-blaming, for objecti-

fying and infantilizing victims, or for constructing unrealistic and narrows standards 

for ideal, legitimate victimhood. 

Chapter 8, “Discussion: Anger and academic integrity in feminist activist re-

search”, discusses the dissertation and its contributions within a current political and 

academic context focusing on the methodological experiments, affective motivations, 

and academic integrity in research guided by an ethics of change. The discussion 

starts with a creative reflection on a feminist researcher position driven by affective 

anger. Subsequently, it elaborates on this position in a more general, critical discus-

sion of socially engaged research. Finally, the chapter ends in a recount and discus-

sion of the alternative victim positions that the dissertation has constructed. 

In conclusion, the dissertation’s theoretical contributions include the connection 

of shame, rhythm and media, with particular attention to the identification of poten‐

tial	exposure as a rhythmically repeated condition for experiences of shame in medi-

ated contexts. On the level of methodology and methods, the dissertation contributes 

with a new approach to writing as a creative, experimental method, and it continues 

a tradition within especially gender- and cultural studies, reflecting critically on the 
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researcher’s position and role in relation to research topics, participants and pro-

cesses. Finally, the dissertation’s core empirical contribution is a deeper understand-

ing of mediated victim experiences and positions in cases of digital sexual assault. 

 

11.2 Danish summary (Resumé) 

Afhandlingen Rewriting	Victimhood:	Stories	of	digital	sexual	assault skriver sig ind i 

en aktuel dansk og international kontekst, hvor digitale sexkrænkelser – det vil sige 

deling af intime billeder uden samtykke – er blevet et udbredt og omdiskuteret fæno-

men. Samtidig er både seksuel vold og digitale mediekulturer ligeledes emner, der i 

dag diskuteres hyppigt og har indfundet sig i akademiske såvel som politiske og soci-

ale dagsordener i store dele af verden. Rewriting	Victimhood	tilgår disse emner gen-

nem en undersøgelse af offeroplevelser og offerroller i forbindelse med digitale sek-

suelle krænkelser. 

Dette fokus er interessant i et bredere samfundsperspektiv, fordi offerskab, sær-

ligt i forbindelse med seksuel vold, undergår en transformation i kølvandet på #Me-

Too og en voksende feministisk bevægelse. Offerpositioner og deres legitimitet er 

blevet objekt for almen offentlig interesse og debat, men, som afhandlingen også vi-

ser, trækker disse diskussioner ofte på offerrepræsentationer, der er snævre, fast-

frosne og langt fra ofres og overleveres erfarede virkelighed. 

En undersøgelse af offeroplevelser og –positioner er ligeledes interessant i en 

aktuelt forskningskontekst, dels fordi eksisterende forskning i digitale sexkrænkelser 

kun meget sjældent har interesseret sig for nuancerede, kvalitative undersøgelser af 

ofres og overleveres oplevelser, og dels fordi de måder, offerskab og seksuel vold i 

dag genforhandles i en digital mediekontekst, er et nyt og stort set uudforsket om-

råde. 

Afhandlingen arbejder inden for en eksperimentel metodologisk ramme, som 

kombinerer kreative, aktivistiske og deltagelsesbaserede metoder med terapeutisk, 

kreativ og narrativ skrivning som metodiske praksisser. Ud over kreativ skrivning 

anvendes også tekstsamtaler, interviews og korpuskonstruktion. Overordnet udfol-

der afhandlingen en metodisk-etisk ramme, som har forandring som etisk princip 
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(’an ethics of change’), deltagelse og eksperimenter som metodologisk princip, og 

skrivning som primær metodisk praksis. 

I forandring som etisk princip ligger et mål om at skabe viden og indgå i forsk-

ningsprocesser, der er møntet på at skabe social eller politisk forandring. Dette hæn-

ger sammen med deltagelse som metodologisk princip, der ligger op til inddragelse 

af (sårbare) individer i forskningsprocessen og en orientering af denne proces, der er 

baseret på deres behov og interesser. Det hænger også sammen med princippet om 

eksperimentel forskning, fordi eksperimenter giver mulighed for at forstille sig og 

konstruere alternative fortællinger og situationer, som ikke blot er afspejlinger af sta-

tus quo og af allerede-dominerende fortællinger om digitale seksuelle krænkelser. 

Endelig tilbyder skrivning, med dens potentiale for at opbryde og skabe ny mening 

gennem sproglig kreativitet, en praksis, som kan udgøre det metodiske grundlag for 

eksperimentelle metodologiske tilgange. 

Afhandlingen består af 9 kapitler, hvoraf fire er artikler udgivet eller under udgi-

velse i videnskabelige tidsskrifter. Første kapitel er en generel introduktion til af-

handlingen og sidste kapitel er en konklusion, der opsummerer afhandlingens bidrag 

og foreslår mulige nedslag i en fremtidig forskningsagenda for digitale krænkelser. 

Afhandlingen indeholder desuden en prolog, hvor forskningsdeltagernes historier og 

nogle af deres kreative tekster er gengivet. 

Kapitel 2, ”Existing research and theoretical framework”, giver et overblik over 

eksisterende forskning i digitale seksuelle krænkelser og argumenterer for, at en 

dybdegående, kvalitativ undersøgelse af medierede offeroplevelser mangler i feltet. 

Kapitlet optegner desuden de øvrige teoretiske felter, som afhandlingen arbejder 

med, herunder affektive tilgange til skam og rytme og særligt disses udfoldelse og 

analyse i forbindelse med digitale medier. 

Kapitel 3, ”Ethics and methodology: Care, listening and change in participatory, 

practise-based research”, beskriver de etiske, metodologiske og metodiske tilgange 

nævnt ovenfor og giver et overblik over forskningsprocessens faser og empiri. Over-

ordnet kan processen inddeles i fire faser, hvor hver af de efterfølgende artikler træk-

ker empiri fra en ny fase og et nyt metodisk eksperiment. Den første faser dækker 

over fire participatoriske skriveworkshops med tre deltagere afviklet over et år, den 
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anden besår af opsamlende interviews med disse deltagere halvandet år senere, den 

tredje fase udgøres af skriveøvelser og tekstsamler designet i samarbejde med de før-

ste tre deltagere og udført af to nye deltagere, og den fjerde fase dækker over kon-

struktion af et datakorpus med nyhedsartikler om digitale seksuelle krænkelser i 

Danmark fra 2017-20. 

Kapitel 4, ”Writing Victimhood: A methodological manifesto for researching digi-

tal sexual assault”, er afhandlingens første artikel. Den diskuterer den eksperimen-

telle, aktivistiske forskningstilgang og argumenterer for dette metodologiske stand-

punkt i relation til et forskningsemne, der på én gang er tabuiseret og politisk ekspo-

neret. Artiklens argument er, at når man arbejder med oplevelser, som seksuel vold, 

der er sårbare og indskrevet i stærke politiske diskurser, er en eksperimentel tilgang 

produktiv, fordi det er en måde at tilgå og konstruere alternative og marginaliserede 

erfaringer. Artiklen reflekterer desuden over det politiske og sociale potentiale i en 

sådan forskningstilgang og udfordringerne ved at arbejde i spændingsfeltet mellem 

aktivisme, politik og akademisk metode. 

Kapitel 5, ”Defying Shame: Shame-relations in digital sexual assaults”, er afhand-

lingens første analyseartikel. I artiklen præsenteres to konceptuelle modeller. Den 

første er en model over fire typer digitale krænkelser, som inddeles efter hvilke for-

mer for samtykkebrud, de indebærer (se også en grafisk fremstilling af denne model 

i kapitel 2). Den anden er en identifikation af fire forskellige former for krænkere, 

som deltagerne forholdt sig til, disse er ’initiators’, ’aggrevators’, ’harassers’ og ’on-

lookers’. Særligt ’the onlooker’, som refererer til en person, der ser de krænkende 

billeder, er central for den efterfølgende analyse, der viser hvordan digitale krænkel-

ser kan indebære et konstant tilstedeværende potentiale for skam, fordi det ikke er 

til at vide, hvem der kan have set de krænkende og billeder og ’the onlooker’ dermed 

er potentielt allestedsnærværende. Artiklen analyserer videre forskellige strategier, 

som forskningsdeltagerne brugte for at modsætte sig den potentielle onlooker og 

modarbejde skam. 

Kapitel 6, ”The Rhythms of Shame in Digital Sexual Assault: Rhythmic resistance 

and the repeated assault”, bringer skam-analysen fra forrige kapitel et skridt videre. 

Med et udgangspunkt i skam bundet op på eksponering og tilstedeværelsen af den 
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potentielle ’onlooker’, viser analysen, hvordan oplevelserne af denne skam bevæger 

sig i medierede rytmer af underliggene skam-angst, øjeblikke af potentiel udskam-

ning, og reelle konfrontationer.  Analysen viser også tre måder, hvorpå deltagerne 

forholdt sig til disse skam-rytmer ved enten af bruge digitale medier til at intervenere 

i rytmerne, politisere og dermed transformere deres oplevelser af skam, eller med 

tiden tilskrive krænkelsen mindre og mindre betydning i deres liv. 

Kapitel 7, ”Counter-stories of Digital Sexual Assault: An analysis of victim positi-

ons in news media”, kontekstualiserer de forrige undersøgelser via et udblik til den 

danske mediedækning af digitale sexkrænkelser i den periode, samarbejdet med 

forskningsdeltagerne har stået på. Undersøgelsen identificerer fem dominerende of-

ferfortællinger i mediedækningen. Disse er: 1) The innocent, white girl, 2) The for-

ever-ruined victim, 3) The greedy, guilty victim, 4) The local, working class victim, og 

5) The heroic victim. Med udgangspunkt i deltagernes frustration over en oplevet 

mangel på konstruktive og repræsentative mediefortællinger, kritiseres positionerne 

enten for at forskyde fokus fra seksuel vold til andre problematikker med mindre le-

gitime offerpositioner, for at bebrejde ofret for krænkelsen, for at objektivisere og 

umyndiggøre ofret, eller for at opsætte urealistiske og snævre standarder for ideelle 

måder at indtage en offerposition på. 

Kapitel 8, ”Discussion: Anger and academic integrity in feminist, activist re-

search”, diskuterer afhandlingen og dens bidrag i en aktuel politisk og akademisk 

kontekst med fokus på metodeksperimentet, affektiv motivation (drive), og akade-

misk integritet i forskning baseret på forandring og social indflydelse som etiske mål 

og principper. Diskussionen starter med en kreativ refleksion over en feministisk for-

skerposition motiveret af affektiv vrede, efterfølgende føres denne refleksion videre 

i en mere generel og kritisk diskussion af socialt engageret forskning, og kapitlet slut-

ter med en opsamling og diskussion af de alternative offerpositioner, afhandlingen 

har fremskrevet. 

Generelt bidrager afhandlingen på et teoretisk plan med en sammenkædning af 

skam, rytme og medier, der særligt undersøger potentiel eksponering som et rytmisk 

gentaget vilkår for oplevelser af skam i medierede kontekster. Metodisk præsenterer 
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afhandlingen en ny konkret tilgang til skrivning som kreativ, eksperimentel forsk-

ningsmetode, og den bidrager til en eksisterende tradition inden for særligt køns- og 

kulturforskningen, som reflekterer kritisk over forskerens position og rolle i relation 

til forskningsemne, -deltagere og –proces. Endelig er afhandlingens væsentligste em-

piriske bidrag en dybere forståelse af medierede offeroplevelser og –positioner i re-

lation til digitale sexkrænkelser. 

 


