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1 The authors would like to acknowledge contributions to this chapter by Adilson Cabral, Sally McLaren, 
and IMC activists Blue and Ionnek. 
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The true focus of revolutionary change is never merely the oppressive situations that we seek to escape but 

that piece of the oppressor that is planted deep within each of us and that knows only the oppressor’s 
tactics, the oppressor’s relationships. 

       Audre Lorde (1984) 
 
Introduction 

This chapter illustrates that a gender perspective is essential if social movements are to 

develop practical alternatives to the status quo, taking as a case study the network of 

Independent Media Centers (IMCs), or "Indymedia." IMCs are committed through their 

Principles of Unity2 to work toward “the development of non-hierarchical and anti-

authoritarian relationships, from interpersonal relationships to group dynamics” 

(Indymedia Documentation Project, 2002: No. 6). Nonetheless, a number of Indymedia 

activists have argued that at least in terms of gender relations, these principles are less than 

widely realized. Which issues have they highlighted? Which patterns can be identified in 

these debates? Drawing on internal IMC discussion forums, posted articles on gender and 

the discussions they trigger, and interviews with IMC activists, we analyze how issues of 

gender have been discussed within the network. How do participants in these debates view 

the network’s relationship to patriarchy? Who is accorded the right and ability to speak 

(and for whom) and how is "normatively feminine" labor valued? How do they reflect on 

Indymedia’s self-imposed challenge to confront and replace hierarchical relations? Our 

analysis of these debates suggests that measures designed to improve access and level the 

playing field, in some cases ironically reinforce hierarchical structures. These findings hold 

lessons not only for Indymedia, but for all movements for more just communication 

societies. 

 

The Network of Independent Media Centers (NIMC or Indymedia) 

The Indymedia network of alternative and radical media collectives emerged as a result of 
                                         
2 While the network’s Principles of Unity have not been formally ratified, they are often referred to by 
IMC participants as the common principles upon which the network is based. There is an ongoing debate 
regarding whether or not to adopt the Principles of Unity as “official” within the IMC network. 
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strong global resistance to corporate-led globalization (Kidd 2003b). A specific concern is 

to challenge and support alternatives to the imperialism, elitism, and authoritarianism 

embodied in the economic neo-liberalist paradigm and the commercial media that support it. 

At the time of data collection (September 2005), 152 IMCs, publishing in 25 languages, 

formed this network of autonomously run, non-profit media collectives. The network’s face 

to the world is its global site (www.indymedia.org), with stories culled from the local sites. 

The ideological common ground between the network’s diverse local collectives is spelled 

out in the Draft Principles of Unity (Indymedia Documentation Project, 2000) and the 

NIMC Draft of NIMC Membership Criteria (Indymedia Documentation Project, 2002). 

IMCs primarily present "news," with a special focus on social justice movement events, 

challenging traditional journalism and the concept of ‘objectivity’ by privileging firsthand 

accounts from activists (Brooten, 2004). The network calls on its participants to “be the 

media” by becoming their own producers of news content. 

IMCs are committed to open publishing and the consensus process, key elements of 

the network’s Membership Criteria (Indymedia Documentation Project, 2002). In open 

publishing, anyone with Internet access can publish instantly and with minimal "gate 

keeping." IMC websites typically provide newswire posting forms (for adding items to the 

news column) and a similar comment posting function for adding comments about a 

newswire post. The consensus process calls for “open, transparent and egalitarian 

processes” so that “diverse people and groups are welcome to attend and that no attempt is 

made to exclude people based on their sex, race, gender, class, age, ability or religion” 

(Indymedia Documentation Project, 2002: g). Process tools include wikis – websites that 

can be accessed and edited by any IMC volunteer (docs.indymedia.org) – and electronic 

mailing lists ("listservs") (lists.indymedia.org). 

There is an informal distinction between "users" (content and discussion 

contributors, and audiences) and "volunteers" or "collective members" (regular contributors, 

editors/facilitators, techies, translators, network liaisons, etc.), though these roles are often 
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blurred. Some IMCs are only websites maintained by a few people, while others involve a 

large number of volunteers participating in a variety of projects and different media, 

including audio, video and print media, not least to facilitate participation among those 

without Internet access.  

One of Indymedia's most effective tools for development and progress has been 

consistent self-critique. Well-debated challenges facing the network include uneven 

participation, North-South tensions, overemphasis on tech work, and English language 

dominance. In most IMCs, the core volunteers come from relatively privileged groups. 

Within the international network, young, white, English speaking, well-educated men from 

the global North are arguably most visible. IMCs generally have minimal funding and rely 

almost exclusively on volunteers and donated time and equipment. In addition, IMCs have 

suffered attacks by governments, police surveillance, and right-wingers, and have been 

subject to the seizure of servers and a “continuing plague” of spam and hate speech (Kidd, 

2003a: 9). Further, IMCs are influenced by their local mainstream cultures, social 

movements and subcultures, each with their own ideological limitations. 

 
Researching Indymedia 

Research on Indymedia has been controversial. In response to a slew of inappropriately 

conducted research projects, the IMC UK has developed a set of guidelines for researchers, 

favoring qualitative and participatory methods and requiring communication from 

researchers explaining their projects to concerned IMC electronic mailing lists (Indymedia 

Documentation Project, 2004). Our approach meets and exceeds these guidelines. The 

research is thus also consistent with feminist research methodologies, which challenge the 

traditional quest for "objective truth" and the hierarchical relationship between the 

"researcher" and "researched" in favor of a co-production of knowledge and the recognition 

of multiple subject positions.  

Drawing on our own experiences and personal contacts as participants in local and 
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global IMC spaces, we posted calls for collaboration to gender-related lists and a number of 

local IMCs in the Americas, Europe and Asia. We developed an IMC wiki to solicit input 

and publish the progress of the project (cf. Indygender Researchers, 2005). We identified 

and contacted 15 key volunteers known for their involvement in gender debates. Of these, 

three contributed e-mail interviews and analyses, and others pointed us to what they had 

identified as key texts in the ongoing debates on gender in the network. We systematically 

reviewed these texts, as well as relevant debates on gender-related English-language 

electronic mailing lists and IMC newswires. We analyzed these key texts using an inductive 

process of textual analysis, in which themes arose from the texts themselves, rather than 

being imposed upon the data. Our goal was not to provide a "representative sample" of such 

debates, or to show that the central concerns in these debates are consistent for all chapters 

of the network. Our goal was rather to identify recurring patterns and assumptions seen as 

problematic by key activists within the network, and to assess how these patterns could be 

used as a basis for furthering the discussion and identifying the impact of gendered 

discourse and stereotyping within Indymedia. Our hope is that the patterns and assumptions 

discovered here will be helpful for other social movements attempting to address gender 

issues as well.  

 

Gender and Hierarchy 

Feminist scholarship has developed nuanced conceptualizations of how the maintenance of 

hierarchies is strongly linked to patriarchy, and how patriarchy is integral to the "relations of 

ruling" in contemporary societies at multiple levels: in the behavior of individuals, groups, 

and even internationally in the “maneuvers” between nations (Enloe, 2000; Smith, 1990; 

Taylor & Bernstein Miller, 1994). Though there is no universal set of gender codes, some 

argue that “no nation in the world grants women and men the same access to the rights and 

resources of the nation-state” (McClintock, 1997: 89). Feminist scholarship shares with 

social movements an emphasis on the need to struggle against hierarchies of class, race, 
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gender and imperialism (Alexander & Mohanty, 1997; Mohanty, 1991). Acknowledging 

that gender is not a stable category, that women can and do use "normatively masculine" 

strategies, and that individuals may embody both privilege and oppression is not to deny 

gender-based oppression or its connection with hierarchy. Any project committed to 

challenging hierarchies and building alternatives to the global system of domination must 

thus seriously undertake to challenge gendered power dynamics and normative gender 

roles. 

As a move towards counteracting hierarchy, feminist activists and scholars have 

promoted an alternative conception of power that moves away from power over others, to a 

conception of power-to or power-with, or the ability to empower oneself and others (Taylor 

& Bernstein Miller, 1994). Rather than seeing power as a limited commodity in a zero-sum 

game in which players have to compete, this conception sees power as unlimited and 

generative, increasing with every application. Rather than requiring dominance and hierarchy 

to maintain itself, this type of power is thwarted and destroyed by hierarchy and dominance, 

which are dependent on and made manifest in highly gendered systems and structures 

(Rakow, 1988; Taylor & Bernstein Miller, 1994). 

 

Feminist Perspectives on Gender, Communication, and Media 

Such re-conceptualizations of power have emerged from a vibrant history of thought on 

gender and communication, and from earlier women’s movements that have worked to 

democratize alternative media. Numerous women’s media movements have challenged 

existing hierarchies of power not only by foregrounding voices unheard in mainstream (or 

"malestream") media, but also in providing women with access to resources and in the 

development of collective, consensus-based, and nonhierarchical organizational structures. 

They have emphasized production processes rather than end products, challenged concepts 

of objectivity, and promoted the blurring of the producer/consumer dichotomy and the use 

of personal testimonials (Cottingham, 1989; Crafton Smith, 1989; Riaño, 1994; Sreberny-
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Mohammadi, 1996; Werden, 1996). 

Women’s movements have also shifted over time. Second-wave feminism focused 

on legal equality and integration of women into the (patriarchal) public sphere, but critiques 

revealed the notion of "global sisterhood" as essentialist and problematic, especially its 

assumption that all women share the concerns of white, professional-class western 

feminists. The shift from this essentialist approach to a commitment to embrace multiple 

identities, tactics, and causes has emerged from feminism’s "third wave," which recognizes 

differences of race, class, sexual orientation, and geographical location. The resultant 

emphasis on building solidarity across differences “is analogous to the structural 

differences between traditional social movements and new social movements”, which are 

more loosely constructed and fragmented than earlier, more centralized structures (Lotz, 

2003).  

Despite these developments, the most influential among feminist approaches to 

communication technologies has been the women in technology perspective, a remnant of 

second-wave feminism focusing on the small proportion of women in computing and 

information technology. This perspective suggests concrete measures to increase women’s 

involvement, in which ‘more women is better’ becomes axiomatic (Association for 

Progressive Communications WNSP, 1997). Where this perspective fails to take into 

account other factors such as age, class and neo-colonialism, however, it tends to benefit 

women from social elites. 

More radical feminist perspectives consider gender, technology and power 

inextricably linked. An eco-feminist perspective, for example, sees technology as “deeply 

implicated in the masculine project of the domination and control of women and nature” 

(Association for Progressive Communications WNSP, 1997: para. 11), while a feminist 

Marxist viewpoint posits that “technology from its origins reflects male power as well as 

capitalist domination” (para. 12). In contrast to the women in technology perspective, those 

who see technology and gender as socially constructed call for a redefinition of ‘technical 
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work’ in de-gendered terms, and for a re-evaluation of normatively feminine work as skilled 

and technical, with appropriate pay and social status (Association for Progressive 

Communications WNSP, 1997: para. 13). 

 

The Internet as a Gendered Discourse Environment 

While much of the literature on gender and the Internet still takes the women in technology 

perspective, a growing body of literature on gendered online harassment, disruptive 

communications (for example, Internet trolls3) and sexist spam shows that increased 

women’s access to technologies does not guarantee a democratic online environment (Baker 

2001; Herring, Job-Sluder, Scheckler & Barab, 2003; Lee, 1996). Susan Herring’s (1999) 

analysis of an internet relay chat (IRC) and an academic electronic mailing list demonstrates 

a "rhetoric of harassment" at play, wherein “even in environments where it is not possible to 

determine if a participant is biologically female or male, gender dualism may continue to 

operate” (152).  Herring (1999) provides examples of how an “oppositional and 

adversarial style” works to silence less adversarial participants in an environment 

“characterized by a high incidence of flaming4 and verbal aggression” (152) and 

dominated by a male-gendered “civil libertarian ideological bent … that advocates 

individual freedom of expression and condemns all forms of regulation as censorship” 

(163).  

Beyond Herring’s somewhat simplistic male-female framing, it must be noted that 

the enactment of normatively masculine perspectives or values is not necessarily limited to 

men. Challenging this dynamic requires more than making sure that women’s voices are 

heard. It must also include an analysis of how normatively feminine ways of thinking 

become devalued and silenced, and the presentation of alternatives to challenge such 

                                         
3 People who post inflammatory messages to online forums, electronic mailing lists or the like with the 
express (and malicious and/or playful) purpose of disrupting the discussion and upsetting its participants. 
4 In online discussions, flaming refers to the posting of comments designed to insult and “inflame” rather 
than advance discussion. 
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dynamics. Herring's (1999) findings in particular are echoed in a growing body of analysis 

about and within Indymedia, to which this chapter owes a great deal.  

 

Gender Debates in Indymedia 

IMC activists seeking gender equity in the network have been analyzing and discussing 

gender issues on Indymedia’s gender-related electronic mailing lists, which include IMC-

women,5 IMC-women-tech,6 CMI-mulheres,7 IMC-antipatriarchy8 and IMC-queer.9 In 

addition to these internal discussion spaces, the open publishing features of IMC websites 

have also been used to publicly debate gender issues within Indymedia (and related social 

movements). In the following we examine discussions on gender from these websites and 

electronic mailing lists, with a focus on the work and thoughts of volunteers participating in 

the IMC-women and IMC-antipatriarchy electronic mailing lists. While our analysis is 

limited to discussions in English, we hope to encourage researchers competent in the 

network’s other languages to conduct similar analyses. 

 

The IMC-Women list and the IMCWOMYN proposal 

IMC-women was established in the summer of 2001 by women active in the network in 

order to provide a “safe space” for women to discuss “the depressing situation of 

patriarchal repression in society which unfortunately doesn’t stop at the doorstep of leftist 

groups” (IMCWomynProposal, 2003). An electronic mailing list with non-public archives, 

and self-introduction and moderator approval required for subscription, IMC-women 

currently includes female IMC activists from the Americas, Europe, the Middle East and 

Australia.  

One internal discussion on the IMC-women list eventually led to a policy change for 

                                         
5  http://lists.indymedia.org/mailman/listinfo/imc-women. Archive available only to members. 
6 http://lists.indymedia.org/mailman/listinfo/imc-women-tech.  
7 http://lists.indymedia.org/mailman/listinfo/cmi-mulheres.  
8 http://lists.indymedia.org/mailman/listinfo/antipatriarchy.  
9 http://lists.indymedia.org/mailman/listinfo/imc-queer.  
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the network. Through a consensus building process, IMC-women participants developed a 

proposal to address some of their concerns, which was then put forward to the network as a 

whole, along with a summary of their debate (IMCWomynProposal, 2003). They proposed 

three questions to be added to the application process for establishing a new IMC, which 

would require the group to assess how their collective reflects “the diversity of the local 

community” (IMCWomynProposal, 2003). There was consensus on the IMC-women list 

that the move was an important first step, and would encourage already established IMC 

collectives to open a dialogue on these issues if they had not already done so.  

The proposal generated a fair amount of controversy in local IMCs and online 

discussion spaces but was widely supported. While some questioned whether sexism exists 

within the network, others listed specific incidences, such as sexist behavior at IMC 

meetings and at conferences where Indymedia groups participated, and “pitbull” or 

“macho-affirmation behavior” in IMC discussions both online and off. After some debate, 

the additions proposed by IMC-women became an official component of the application 

process for establishing a new IMC. 

 

The IMC-ANTIPATRIARCHY list 

With the IMC-women electronic mailing list restricted to women, members of IMC-women-

tech in August 2002 decided to establish IMC-antipatriarchy, where both women and men 

could talk about gender issues unrelated to technology. While the IMC-antipatriarchy list 

has been inactive for long periods, the archive shows that discussions on gender are usually 

sparked by specific incidences within local collectives. The discussions generally start with 

complaints and/or requests and offers of help that elicit both practical suggestions and the 

retelling of personal experiences, at times getting quite heated. 

For example, the first archived discussion on the list involves the behavior of an 

individual who had reportedly joined a work meeting of an IMC collective after participating 
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in online discussions on sexism and patriarchy in the collective.10 Members of the collective 

concerned, both female and male, claim that he raised the issue of sexism and gender 

inequities, and then proceeded to make derogatory comments towards the women present 

and refused to speak with them, in effect silencing them while attempting to speak on their 

behalf (Jeanne Strole, 2002; mike burke, 2002). Another poster takes up the cause of the 

individual in question (warcry, 2002). Regardless of what happened "objectively," the issue 

of who gets to speak and to "speak for" whom, in what manner and for how long is a 

recurring concern in Indymedia gender debates. It also reveals the complexity of 

"discussing gender" in a subculture that values critique and dissent. 

 

"Leftist Techies" Survey 

In November 2001, a member of the Indymedia Germany collective known by her handle11 

Blue, posted the results of a survey on gender she had sent to the mailing lists of 

approximately 60 IMC collectives (Blue, 2002). Blue conducted this survey in English, and 

asked participants a series of questions about sexism and patriarchal structures in their 

groups. She received responses from people in IMC collectives in Europe, North America 

and Australia. In "Leftist Techies and Patriarchy," her introduction to the survey, Blue 

reflects: 

Discussions about patriarchal structures are always substantial. I mean that in two 
ways. First on the level of the group: people yell at each other, groups split, 
friendships break apart. Second on the individual level: the gender antagonism hits 
us personally. It is our fellow activists, friends and lovers, who hold up patriarchy.… 
So the fight against patriarchy intrudes into our private life. That makes the 
discussion so difficult. (Blue, 2002) 
 

For this reason, she notes, many people hesitate to label problematic behavior a gender issue 

or “patriarchal behavior,” but would rather chalk it up to “individual dynamics” (Blue, 

2002: para. 11). 

                                         
10 This discussion was lead simultaneously on multiple lists and appears limited to members of the 
collective. 
11 An Internet pseudonym. 
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This survey was met with both praise and critique in IMC discussions. Several 

respondents pointed out that the survey was framed using binary and essentialist notions of 

gender, neglected other factors known to affect Internet use (such as ethnicity, colonial 

experience, rural-urban differences, education, age, etc.) and failed to consider the local 

context, e.g. the level of sexism in each IMC’s surrounding culture. Some questioned the 

underlying assumption that getting more women into tech work is an end in itself. There 

was also some concern about the data collection method, including the questionnaire’s 

focus on problems rather than possible good practices, and that over-reliance on English 

and "open contribution" may have encouraged responses from relatively privileged people 

with an axe to grind. Nevertheless, the survey was welcomed by many, and succeeded in 

raising the profile of gender issues especially related to tech work, prompting some IMCs to 

debate the gendered patterns of behavior in their collectives for the first time. 

 

Gendered Patterns 

The gendered value of work  
 
A core concern in Blue’s survey and the subsequent discussions was the fact that men 

dominate the technical work in Indymedia, as they do in mainstream cultures. This is in part 

because Indymedia relies on volunteer labor and hardware and server space donations. 

Especially in the setup phase of an IMC, people with system administration backgrounds, 

including experience in computer-network support and maintenance, play an important role. 

This is a professional area dominated by men in many cultures (Evan Henshaw Plath, 

personal communication, July 24, 2004; Blue 2001b: response from IMC Norway; Blue, 

personal communication, August 18, 2005).  

Although female volunteers often find themselves as “secretaries to the revolution” 

(Blue, 2001a: response from IMC St. Louis), a number of IMCs have women involved in 

technological work, and some activists feel this has a positive effect on the collective’s 

gender culture. One IMC activist described the situation at a Latin American IMC:   
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[W]e don’t experience much of the sexism that’s apparent in a lot of IMCs... and 
that’s because... the person who holds that tech power in the IMC and the founding 
techy of the IMC is a woman and not one of the boys. (Evan Henshaw Plath, personal 
communication, July 24, 2004) 

 
Blue also reports that she joined the Beirut IMC in its founding stages, providing the 

technical know-how to help get them up and running (Blue, 2003). She also provided all the 

technical training, which she believes altered perceptions about the gendered nature of tech 

work (Blue, personal communication, August 18, 2005). On the other hand, other volunteers 

feel that the fact that technological concerns about server administration, hardware 

procurement, and programming of the site’s functions often dominate IMC meetings is in 

itself a gender issue, and wonder how the agenda setting process could be improved. 

 

Gender and the consensus process 
 
The consensus process is ideally a non-hierarchical group decision-making process, and 

“with good self-facilitation and a good facilitator... everyone contributes to the meeting, 

without anyone taking control over it. People make constructive criticism, and try to 

incorporate concerns raised into their proposals” (Spalding, 2002: para.7). Yet the 

consensus process at Indymedia, as elsewhere, has been critiqued as time consuming, 

thereby excluding people with family commitments, working people, including women on 

double and triple shifts, and others with time constraints (Halleck, 2003:14). Another key 

criticism of the process is its reliance on facilitation, since an incompetent facilitator can 

undermine equal participation and trust in the process.  

Some question the consensus process altogether. In her master’s thesis, Ballowe 

(2002), a member of the Washington DC IMC (or DC-IMC), discusses what she calls the 

“antidemocratic” nature of consensus decision-making, in which groups can end up 

avoiding difficult decisions, in turn alienating members who then leave. In the end, “with 

fewer people participating, democracy is stifled” (Ballowe, 2002: 3). Ballowe (2002) argues 

that the unanimity required by consensus precludes alternative perspectives, since minorities 
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are often intimidated by the dominant group, feel they cannot make their arguments 

convincingly, or don’t want to cause conflict. Newcomers often do not understand or agree 

with the process, and thus have less power in the discussion. She also argues that assigned 

roles, such as facilitator and "vibes watcher," create “de facto hierarchies that undermine the 

process” (Ballowe, 2002: 34), and that while theoretically the facilitator must allow all a 

chance to speak, in practice more time is often given to those whose ideas the facilitator 

shares (Ballowe, 2002).  

There is a gender aspect to this issue. Blue began taking a tally at meetings of the 

IMC-Germany collective after a male facilitator stopped her from talking by telling her that 

she was speaking too much. “I found that in general the women spoke a lot less than I 

myself would have thought. I knew of this phenomenon from theory... but I had never 

thought that my own perception would be as flawed” (Blue, personal communication, 

August 18, 2005). Similar accounts abound, including notes from a Washington DC-IMC 

meeting during which a woman “told the group that she had done a gender tally of who 

spoke at a general meeting... and the numbers were: 78 times that men spoke to 6 times that 

women spoke, even though there were roughly equal numbers of both at the meeting” (cited 

in Ballowe, 2002: 39). Men also reportedly dominate discussions on many Indymedia 

electronic mailing lists and internet relay chats  (Herndon, 2003; Blue, 2001b: response 

from IMC Norway). 

 

Meeting dynamics 

In a letter to the London-IMC general electronic mailing list, IMC activist Ionnek (2003) 

writes about her decision not to attend the collective’s weekly meetings because she finds 

“the discussion structure deeply unsettling” (Ionnek, 2003: para. 6). She says the group’s 

collective culture “raises feelings of not being respected” (para. 8) that stem from a “focus 

on talking rather than listening” (para. 9), and from a small-group organizing structure that 

the London-IMC has outgrown. Others point to the gender dimensions of such meeting 



Brooten, Lisa & Hadl, Gabriele (2007) Gender and Hierarchy: A Case Study of the Independent Media 
Center Network. In Dorothy Kidd, Laura Stein & Clemencia Rodríguez (Eds.) Making Our Media. 

Cresskill, NJ: Hampton Press 
           

====================DRAFT: NOT FOR QUOTING ======================== 

dynamics. Notes from a Washington DC-IMC women’s meeting, for example, refer to 

“the countless women who came to one general meeting then never came back, some of 

whom had vocalized their dislike of the male power dynamic at play” (cited in Ballowe, 

2002: 39). 

Men’s behavior in meetings is the subject of a posting entitled “An open letter to 

other men in the movement: SHUT THE FUCK UP or, How to act better in meetings” 

(Spalding, 2002) which was posted to several IMC’s newswires and mailing lists. The 

writer, Dan Spalding (2002), identifies himself as a “man of color” from the U.S. (para. 4), 

and provides suggestions for how men can be less dominating in IMC meetings. He argues 

that men tend to “reproduce patriarchy within the movement” through “domination, 

claiming authority, and belligerence” (para. 2). The result is that women (and non-

aggressive men) often respond by withdrawing in exhaustion or frustration or, as another 

activist puts it, “some women are just too bored with educating men – they shut up in the 

meetings and go ahead with their projects within the IMC framework” (Blue, 2001b: 

response from IMC UK). Spalding (2002) maintains that “everyone who can’t (or won’t) 

compete on these terms – talking long, loud, first and often – gets drowned out” (para. 11), 

so that those who speak the loudest and most often “get to make decisions, take credit for 

the work everyone does, and come out feeling more inspired and confident” (para. 13). 

 

Editing Policies: The Tension between Censorship and Hateful Postings 

Indymedia has had to rethink its policy of open publishing in the face of a slew of hateful, 

sexist and racist postings on sites throughout the network (Kidd 2003b). Individual IMCs 

have adopted a range of editorial policies, including the requirement that postings must have 

some connection to social justice issues, as in the Quebec IMC (Langlois, 2004: para. 20), 

or the decision not to remove postings at all, but allow the feedback process to help counter 

problematic postings, as reflected in the Seattle IMC’s policy (Langlois, 2004: para. 19). 

Some editorial policies contain specific restrictions on content that is racist, sexist, 
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homophobic, violent or encouraging of violence, or potentially libelous. Yet, as Langlois 

(2004) points out, whether or not a particular posting can be labeled any of these terms is 

often a difficult and subtle question. Some argue that the purpose of Indymedia is to 

provide a space for discussions triggered by such postings, while others doubt that leaving 

such posts on the site as they are furthers Indymedia’s stated goals and purpose.  

 

A rhetoric of harassment 

Gendered hierarchies often develop between discussants in an online public forum, 

discouraging substantive debate. One such example is the public discussion that followed 

the article, “Activist Scenes are No Safe Space for Women,” posted to the Melbourne 

IMC’s newswire (Nopper, 2005). The writer describes what occurs when female activists 

experience physical or emotional abuse from activist men (not necessarily referring to IMC 

per se), arguing that activist groups often shun women who try to address the abuse 

publicly, putting “more emphasis on helping men stay in activist circles than supporting 

women through their recoveries” (Nopper, 2005: para. 15). The second person to leave a 

comment on this article suggests (based on a single example) that women who encounter 

abuse usually have “a form of mental illness” (JD, 2005). This "flame" succeeds at inciting 

a hot debate, yet worthy of note here is the way in which, despite the article’s focus, this 

discussion avoids the issue of safety in activist spaces, taking up instead the character of 

those victimized within such spaces. References to the male victimizer rhetorically turn the 

responsibility for problematic male behavior back to women, as with one respondent who 

writes: “It’s a fact – Men are pigs. Accept it, deal with it and move on with your life. Your 

mum was supposed to tell you all this” (Rick Moss, 2005). This rhetorical move reframes 

the abuse as either invisible or inevitable, and puts the onus to change on the victims rather 

than abusers.  

 

Lack of diversity, lack of time and energy 
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At many IMCs in white majority cultures, the problem is less direct sexism, but difficulty 

expanding the volunteer base beyond a core group of white, mostly male, internet-educated 

activists. In some IMCs, awareness is low on the issue and means to address it. In others, 

time and resources may be lacking to do the necessary outreach and facilitation. The 

permanent ‘protest mode’ and precariousness of many IMCs exacerbates “power 

differences between women and men, techies and non-techies, and sites in the northern 

hemisphere and the south” (Kidd, 2003b: 330). In a situation where much time is spent 

reacting to crises, people who try to raise gender, race or class concerns often hear the tired 

argument that these will be discussed "after the revolution" (McClintock, 1997). This old 

debate over priorities between feminists and male-dominated leftist social movements is 

summed up by graffiti in the women’s bathroom of a space used for IMC meetings in 

Austria: “Which shall I abolish first? Patriarchy or global capital?” The answer would have 

to be: "both at once." 

 

Moving Forward 

Beyond women vs. men 

Discussions on gender often fall into the essentialist trap of defining women and men as 

discreet groups characterized by shared traits assumed to fall exclusively to their gender. 

One female activist admits that in group discussions of gender, “many times I find the 

analyses offered too simplistic (male=x, female=y). I think that oppression is much more 

insidious than we realise [sic], and both the oppressor and the oppressed have internalized 

their roles” (Blue, 2001a: response from IMC Victoria). Another activist notes: 

[S]exism, although it is clearly a power relation, goes both ways. Men stick to their 
expert roles and boys networks because it is good for them, women stick to their 
roles as well – partly because it seems easier, partly because we like being women 
and sticking to our forms of communication. Sometimes we make it easy for men to 
stay in power (Blue, 2001b: response from IMC UK ).  

 

Yet this activist also describes how at times she has gotten drawn into normatively masculine 
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behavior patterns herself. “I think I have discriminated against women as well – and against 

the quieter men. It happens so easily – there are all these men going on about exciting 

things, and you get trapped in the power game, become complicit” (Blue, 2001b: response 

from IMC-UK). To achieve more equitable relationships beyond simplistic women vs. men 

categories, we must challenge normative thinking or risk allowing conventional binaries 

(feminine/masculine, professional class/working class, white/non-white, etc.) to restrict 

people to the behavior considered the "norm" for their groups.  

 
 
Acknowledging existing hierarchies 

The strong disapproval of hierarchies in Indymedia culture makes it difficult to get people to 

reflect on them. However, considering how pervasively gender is used to construct 

hierarchies worldwide, it would be absurd to assume that any space would be free of them. 

In an early debate on this issue in the women’s movement, Freeman (1972) famously 

argued that “structurelessness” easily “becomes a smoke screen for the strong or lucky to 

establish unquestioned hegemony over others” (Freeman, 1972: 152). The rhetoric of 

"independence," then, hides more than it reveals. "Independence" from socially oppressing 

norms, the market, the state, or internalized hierarchies is what IMCs agree to strive towards, 

but it is dangerous to assume this goal has been realized. In fact, feminists observed early 

on that an unwillingness to acknowledge existing power structures in a group allows those 

who hold power (however informally) to ignore the corresponding responsibilities of that 

power (Freeman, 1972). 

 

Creating safe spaces 

Many of the suggestions from within Indymedia for how to reach out in solidarity to others 

and combat destructive hierarchies within the network involve the creation of a comfortable 

and safe environment in the physical sites where Indymedia work gets done. Some also 

suggest conceptualizing Indymedia less as a website and its requisite technology, and more 
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as a set of social relationships, working out the meeting process as a group and then 

sticking to it, and developing a zero tolerance policy for marginalization and harassment and 

a transparent process for dealing with it (Sue, 2003).  

A discussion on the IMC-antipatriarchy list addressed one man’s concern about the 

lack of women in his collective’s early stage of development (Ganesh Mukti, 2003). 

Responses suggest that attention to gender is necessary from the start, since it may be 

difficult to change behavioral dynamics after an IMC develops a normative culture. One 

response describes a meeting for a possible Okinawa IMC, where child care for meetings, 

internet access, safety, the use of radio and video as more familiar technologies, and tech 

training were all considered as part of an affirmative gender policy (anna, 2003). Another 

IMC-antipatriarchy member suggests:  

[L]ook into what kinds of events and actions they are doing, and go cover them! … 
Both you and the women’s group(s) benefit – you by meeting more women who are 
activated … and potentially join the collective … and they benefit from the coverage 
you provide. (sara, 2003: para. 3)  
 

A respondent to Blue’s survey took another approach, describing her discomfort with 

“prescribed gender discussions, which often start with a sexist incident, continue with the 

exclusion of the culprit and all too often end with men talking about women (instead of 

talking about themselves) and the victim being silenced” (Blue, 2001b: response from IMC 

UK).  She recommends “constructive female conspiracies” in which women can 

“strengthen each other’s backs, as men usually do routinely. Simple stuff, taking each other 

seriously, hyping each other’s ideas, referring to each other in discussions, supporting each 

other’s projects” (Blue, 2001b: response from IMC UK).  

 

Improving meetings 

In order to make meetings more inclusive and welcoming, Spalding (2002) maintains that 

“it’s obviously not the job of the people most trampled on by patriarchal behavior to always 

be calling it out. That’s where we [men] come in. We are, at least at first, given the most 
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respect when we call out bad behavior” (para. 23). He suggests constructive ways to do 

this, including not being too personal, making an effort to approach people individually, 

calling for regular meetings where people can check in regarding how they feel about 

meetings and working groups, as well as regular attempts at skill sharing to ensure that 

everyone in the group develops skills and confidence. He stresses that attentive and fair 

facilitation at meetings is key to encouraging those less confident in public.  

 

Rethinking consensus 

Consensus building is central to Indymedia. The core members included it in the Principles 

of Unity because they considered it an effective and highly democratic practice. As the 

discussions we analyzed reveal, this assumption needs to be reconsidered, as the process is 

only "democratic" under certain conditions. Participants in these gender debates point out 

that for consensus to work, attention must be paid to implementing it properly, including 

training facilitators, following procedures and guidelines, and giving attention to people and 

topics which are absent. Some suggest that IMCs should develop alternative models for 

when the consensus process is no longer working, or even abandon consensus making 

altogether (Ballowe, 2002). At the very least, consensus building should be seen as a means 

to achieve non-hierarchical relations rather than an end in itself. 

 

Re-thinking gender and work  

If technology is normatively masculine, as some feminist scholars have maintained (Rakow, 

1988; Taylor & Bernstein Miller, 1994), the issue is how to re-value and re-code the 

gendered norms of work and behavior. For example, if technological training is usually 

conducted by men, having a female trainer may send “a psychological message to other 

women” and increase their confidence (Blue, personal communication, August 18, 2005).12 

                                         
12 Not all female activists share the assumption that he who controls the technology controls the power. 
Some feel that the gendered nature of tech work also limits male ‘techies.’ As one activist argues, “it’s as if 
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The implicit goal is to recode technical work not as masculine but as de-gendered or multi-

gendered. Another tool would be regular discussions on gender and work in which, as a 

participant in the IMC women-tech list puts it, discussion participants must remain “open to 

looking at the existence of patriarchy in their own behavior, and be open to personal growth. 

No one comes into these settings as perfect beings, or untouched by the system” (Sue, 

2002: Extra Notes).  

 

From Anti-Censorship to Communication Commons 

Indymedia discussions on gender suggest that the fierce non-interference stance of early 

IMCs may be incompatible with progressive and inclusive communication. It is rather an 

extreme liberalist position (connected to the US style "freedom of the press" ideology) 

privileging normatively masculine behavior, and as such has a common root with the 

economic neo-liberalism that Indymedia struggles against. In a world where power is 

distributed unequally, open publishing can end up giving more power and privilege to those 

who already wield it.   

Open publishing is an important tool for participatory communication, for breaking 

down the producer/consumer binary, and enabling people to "be the media." However, it has 

become clear that if Indymedia is to be inclusive and participatory, something more is 

required than simply removing barriers. The issue is to re-think Indymedia as a 

communication commons (Kidd, 2003a), which is by no means a passive open space that is 

everybody’s to use but nobody’s responsibility (Kluitenberg, 2003). A functioning 

commons is well-designed, with communally defined terms of use, rights and 

responsibilities, sanctions for non-compliance, arbitration, and systems for collective-choice 

arrangements (Ostrom, 1991). IMCs have begun to define more clearly who their 

communication space should be created by and for, and how to best facilitate that, in the 

                                                                                                                         
I would be forced to do all the typing because I type fast – no thanks” (Blue 2001b: response from IMC 
UK). 



Brooten, Lisa & Hadl, Gabriele (2007) Gender and Hierarchy: A Case Study of the Independent Media 
Center Network. In Dorothy Kidd, Laura Stein & Clemencia Rodríguez (Eds.) Making Our Media. 

Cresskill, NJ: Hampton Press 
           

====================DRAFT: NOT FOR QUOTING ======================== 

process re-thinking their moderating/editing policies, facilitation and outreach strategies.  An 

approach some IMCs have taken is "distributive justice," for example in the form of policies 

and concerted efforts to facilitate, support, and prioritize participation by specific 

marginalized groups and individual voices. This is resource intensive, but arguably a way in 

which IMCs can both preserve a democratic degree of openness and live up to their promise 

of social justice. 

 

The Journey Ahead 

Through their Principles of Unity, IMCs share with feminism conceptions of power as 

power-with rather than power-over and a strong commitment to challenging hierarchies and 

encouraging expression by those not usually heard. However, the debates in the IMC-

women and other electronic mailing lists make clear that there is still a lot of work to be 

done. The Indymedia network’s introspection on gender and hierarchies is ongoing, and 

while it is contentious, there is growing awareness that sexism must be addressed and 

gender norms challenged both within the network and without.  

Feminist analysis makes clear that the current systems of unfettered and exploitative 

commerce and ineffective and conflict-oriented politics are sustained through the 

development and maintenance of gendered hierarchies. To deconstruct conceptions of 

normative gender is thus to deprive the current systems of inequity of a key component of 

their sustenance. If Indymedia is to live up to its promise of developing alternatives to the 

status quo, issues of gender and hierarchy will have to move from the periphery to the center 

of debate. Debates on gender and hierarchy are not optional, but an indispensable tool for 

movements towards more just and environmentally sane societies. 
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