N
E— ANTIPODE

Sarah J. Jackson, Moya Bailey and Brooke Foucault Welles, #HashtagActivism: Networks of
Race and Gender Justice, Cambridge: MIT Press, 2020. ISBN: 9780262043373 (paper)'

The simultaneously fruitful and fraught relationship between social media, digital culture, and
activism is a topic at the core of many discussions and debates across academic disciplines, as
well as media and political spheres. Yet, few of such discussions and debates grasp this
relationship in the nuanced, insightful, and inspiring way that Sarah J. Jackson, Moya Bailey and
Brooke Foucault Welles do in their critically acclaimed book #HashtagActivism: Networks of
Race and Gender Justice. As the title suggests, such work deals with dynamics concerning the
use of Twitter and digital technology by marginalized groups who mobilize, dissent, and
collectively communicate in societally impactful ways as part of race and gender justice work.

From the start of this essential book, it is evident that Jackson, Bailey and Foucault
Welles are committed to ensuring that race and gender justice are not treated as separate matters.
#HashtagActivism highlights that it is imperative to acknowledge that such justice work is
interdependent, due to the intersecting nature of forms of structural oppression including, but not
limited to, racism, sexism, misogyny, homophobia, transphobia, and ableism. Chapters such as
“Visions of Black Feminism: #FastTailedGirls #Y ouOKSis, #SayHerName” and “#GirlsLikeUs:
Trans Feminist Advocacy and Community Building” demonstrate the importance of naming,
understanding, and distinguishing between the specifics of different feminist approaches and
liberationist struggles, including the relationship between them and uses of social media.

While this is a book that offers crucial insights regarding the role, use, and experiences of
hashtags and Twitter in race and gender justice efforts, it is also a book that yields knowledge
about the wider society that such activity occurs within. In other words, #HashtagActivism is best

understood as being a book that is beneficial to people working and living across many different
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terrains, including as scholars, activists, and individuals involved in digital labour. One of
numerous qualities of this book that struck me was its expansive scope and the way that this
work captures current issues with care while also effectively outlining how the past has impacted
the present.

In addition to elucidating what and who contributes to the power of hashtags in race and
gender justice work, this book attends to how hashtags travel and develop in ways distinctly tied
to certain places. As part of this, #HashtagActivism considers various questions about radical
geographies and their connection to digital spaces, including when affirming that “For survivors
of violence, the internet has enabled solidarity beyond geographic boundaries, fostered
consciousness raising, and provided a forum for storytelling with less physical risk” (p.3). This
book also meaningfully discusses how hashtags including #Ferguson that were created in
response to anti-Black violence, police brutality, and murder, have become descriptors of towns,
such as Ferguson where Michael Brown was killed. Furthermore, Jackson, Bailey, and Foucault
Welles remind readers that such hashtags sometimes even become a “stand-in for Anytown,
USA” (p.128-129).

Among many pressing points illuminated by #HashtagActivism is that the digital is never
divorced from the political, and that the entwined digital and socio-political labour of people is

shaped by pervasive power dynamics. In the words of Jackson, Bailey and Foucault Welles:

In this book we argue for the importance of the digital labor of raced and gendered
counterpublics. Ordinary African Americans, women, transgender people, and others
aligned with racial justice and feminist causes have long been excluded from elite media
spaces yet have repurposed Twitter in particular to make identity-based cultural and
political demands, and in doing so have forever changed national consciousness. From
#BlackLivesMatter to #MeToo, hashtags have been the lingua franca of this

phenomenon. (p.xxv)
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The many merits of this significant book include the methodological approach and ethos at the
heart of it, which ensures that the perspectives of activists are neither treated as peripheral nor
something to be filtered or framed via the lens of researchers. Put briefly, the engaging analysis
that features in #HashtagActivism includes the detailed and clarifying discussions of activists, in
their own words. As is indicated in the acknowledgements section, the many people who
contributed to this vital book include Genie Lauren, Wagatwe Wanjuki, Jamie Nesbitt Golden,
DiDi Delgado, Janet Mock, and Jason Ross (“our hashtag activist contributors ... whose
commentary you will find within chapters” [ibid.]).

Alongside in-depth writing that foregrounds activists’ perspectives is analysis of the
intricacies of hashtags and the digital environments that they traverse. Attention to detail is
apparent throughout the pages of #HashtagActivism, which is a book that is meticulously specific
in its focus while also being encouragingly broad in its outlook. Put differently,
#HashtagActivism provides readers with both a thorough understanding of the particularities of
certain experiences and contexts in the US while also making clear the global nature of the issues
and digital labour addressed in this work. For these reasons, and more, #HashtagActivism is
highly relevant to the research, work, and collective mobilizing of many people around the
world.

Since the book was published, the role of social and digital media in the daily lives of
many people has intensified, as the COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in constraints on travel and
in-person social interactions at local, national, and international levels. Therefore, the astute
analysis of facets of digital culture and technology in #HashtagActivism is particularly pertinent
to present-day communications, connections, and crises. Although some of the digital spaces and
technologies that are discussed in this book may be regarded as relatively new, the forms of
structural oppression, abuse, violence, and harm that the book deals with have been embedded in

society for a very long time. Thus, this book sheds light on contemporary issues and experiences
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of digital activism, while imparting timeless knowledge about power, resistance, transformative
counterpublics, and collective consciousness raising.

Whether it is when writing about #BlackLivesMatter or #MeToo, Jackson, Bailey and
Foucault Welles rigorously examine how Twitter has been engaged with as part of influential
advocacy work and the advancement of counternarratives. #HashtagActivism is a key
contribution to ongoing discourse and research on social media, digital technology, and social
justice at the intersections of race and gender. From the first page of this book to the last,
Jackson, Bailey and Foucault Welles deftly discuss the power of hashtag activism in a way that
foregrounds a wide range of experiences and perspectives that are typically societally

marginalized.
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