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Autism

According to the 11th revision to the International Classification of Diseases (IDC), “Autism spectrum
disorder is characterised by persistent deficits in the ability to initiate and to sustain reciprocal social
interaction and social communication, and by a range of restricted, repetitive, and inflexible patterns
of behaviour, interests or activities that are clearly atypical or excessive for the individual’s age and so-
ciocultural context. The onset of the disorder occurs during the developmental period, typically in early
childhood, but symptoms may not become fully manifest until later, when social demands exceed limited
capacities. Deficits are sufficiently severe to cause impairment in personal, family, social, educational,
occupational or other important areas of functioning and are usually a pervasive feature of the indi-
vidual’s functioning observable in all settings, although they may vary according to social, educational,
or other context. Individuals along the spectrum exhibit a full range of intellectual functioning and
language abilities” [32]. According to disability activists and scholars, this definition is unnecessarily
stigmatising and pathologising, as the idea of a ‘normal’ or ‘healthy’ person is culturally constructed
fiction [61]. For instance, reciprocal social interaction requires two parties to share a burden currently
only placed on autistic people [43], and functioning is rendered difficult in systems not built to include
different bodies [2]. In this thesis, hence, I acknowledge the medical working definition as the currently
used diagnostic tool and most widespread and commonly accepted definition, however, reject its basis
in a fundamentally oppressive and anti-human medical system.

⇒ Crip, Disability, Neurodiversity

Control

For the context of this thesis, I adopt Deleuze’s understanding of Control as the maintenance of
dominant power over individuals through real-time adjustment of disciplinary norms [15]. With this
conceptualisation of control, Deleuze evolves Foucault’s concept of discipline (briefly: the constant
surveillance and comparison of individuals to prescribed norms geared towards economic optimisation
in an industrial context, and measures taken to force compliance with these norms [22]) to consider
that new techno-social systems allow Control as adaptable modulations that transmute in real-time
according to individual measurements in mass comparison—societies of Control are hence concerned
with increasing competition between individuals, with Control as short-term, but continuous and
limitless examination and normative comparison to standards that are simultaneously and constantly
changing according to the data held to them [ibid]. I write this sort of Control with a capital C, while
referring to control in other meanings, such as control individuals may have over app features, with a
lower-case c.

⇒ Power

Crip

In this thesis, I use the adjective ‘crip’ to describe embodied experiences that do not correspond with
dominant norms prescribing how human beings should function, and the verb ‘to crip’ to describe the
appropriation or changing of norms, practices, interpretations or artefacts to align with crip experiences
[2]. Crip is a reclaimed version of the word ‘cripple’ with a history in the disability justice movement and
subsequent critical scholarship on disability (cf. [33, 4, 27, 40])—crip theorists understand experiences
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of disability both in terms of mere difference in lived experience (rather than difference framed by
external social judgements), and in terms of the structural oppression and marginalisation of disabled
people [40, 27]. The concept of crip hence builds on a conceptualisation of disability rooted in disability
justice [4], while cripping considers ways in which “cripistemologies” [33] can oppose the norming and
homogenisation of humanity [12], including other marginalised bodies and ways of being [29]—who
may come to claim crip for themselves [12].

⇒ Disability, Neurodiversity, Norms, Standpoint

Disability

For the context of this thesis, I understand disability from a standpoint of disability justice [49, 4] as
divergence from norms around what constitutes ‘ideal’ human embodiment “shaped by race, gender,
class, gender expression, historical moment, relationship to colonization, and more” [4, p.227], rooted
in an understanding of humans as whole regardless of their body and minds. Disability justice as
a movement focuses on collective liberation across marginalised groups [55, 4]. Hence, while precise
and differentiating definitions may be useful in explicit contexts, they are not very relevant to the
endeavours of the thesis at hand (cf. [55]).

⇒ Crip, Neurodiversity

Design

Design is challenging to define, as the term may be used to refer not only to aesthetic and formative
aspects, but also logical, technical, scientific and other structured creative activities. One of the
few characteristics of design theory and design-related knowledge that is shared across disciplines
is understood to be the deeply contextual, embodied, and experiential nature of design processes,
including those taking place in the context of academic research [54]. I hence leave the definition
somewhat open and ambiguous, defining it for myself, and hence this thesis, as the form intended to
follow the desired function. I base this definition on the design philosophy ‘form follows function,’
perhaps one of the best-known dogmas for consumer products in the West[57, 24]. I assess this to
be the most fundamental definition of design regardless of discipline, process, context or outcome: a
tangible manifestation of intent and assumption, a striving for artefacts to fulfil their intended purpose,
be it functional, decorative, or both. This striving contains a communication process of affordances
between creators, users and other people, subject to interpretation and norms [30]. I hence understand
all design to be inherently persuasive, as any design artefact is created with some assumptions as to
its purpose and potential usage, and, building on this, to be inherently political, as creation processes
and resulting artefacts take place within structures of power and oppression [65, 48, 47].

⇒ Technodeterminism

Design Power

For the context of this thesis, evolving my initial definition of the term as previously published in
Kender & Frauenberger [35, 2022], I define design power as the form intended to follow the function
of enabling certain social actors to asymmetrically influence other social actors in ways that favour
the will, interests and values of the empowered actors. It is an umbrella term combining existing
discussions of design and power from different disciplines (as necessitated by the permeating of social
media into so many aspects of our lives) and intended to be applied from a critical standpoint.

⇒ Design, Power

Folk Theory

For the context of this thesis, I define Folk Theories as grounded, but non-academic community
theorising about the workings of complex or black-boxed technologies, endeavouring to understand
phenomena [67] that surpass the community’s shared technological understanding, require information
or data not provided by technology operators or manufacturers [41], or are in other ways spooky to the
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community [7]. Folk Theories are hence catalysed by a technology not working the way users consider
it should, but offering no definitive information as to why, or how the desired functionality may be
achieved. In the context of social media, Folk Theories are primarily concerned with understanding
algorithms—marginalised social media users specifically theorise about their own algorithmic exclusion
and the suppression of content created by them [41]. Although Folk Theories may not offer data or
theorisations that are considered scientifically sound, they offer actionable knowledge and critical
theorisations about social media to non-experts [34], and provide valuable insight into marginalised
experiences with social media, revealing the labour made necessary for marginalised people in the
context of social media [41].

⇒ Marginalisation, Social Media

Highly Marginalising Social Media

Highly Marginalising Social Media are social media that function as Marginalisation Machines, ampli-
fying existing systems of domination and oppression. They are the opposite of pluralistic social media.
Importantly, not all social media are Highly Marginalising: this depends on their design characteristics.
The Highly Marginalising features I define in this thesis, based on my empirical work, are automation
and commercialisation, large-scale, single-profile, single-layer publics, and the upholding of norms that
reify and simultaneously obscure economic power : social media with these features, which include the
currently popular and profitable TikTok, Instagram, Facebook, and X (among others), are Highly
Marginalising Social Media.

Figure 1: Characteristics of pluralistic vs. highly marginalising social media that I have synthesised
from my empirical work.

Marginalisation

Marginalisation is a “spatial metaphor for a process of social exclusion in which individuals or groups
are relegated to the fringes of a society, being denied economic, political, and/or symbolic power and
pushed towards being ‘outsiders’ ” [10]. For the context of this thesis, I define marginalised people and
groups as those who experience systemic and structural exclusion and oppression based on identity
factors beyond their control (e.g. disability, gender identity, race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, mi-
gration history, etc.). Importantly, this does not include persons that may be ostracised from public
life due to holding beliefs that endanger the integrity of other humans, such as far-right ideologists;
this does not equate systematic marginalisation based on social identity, but rather ostracisation due
to actions that are considered unacceptable by society—indeed, many far-right ideologists have priv-
ileged identities and profit from the dominant culture and the structures in place. People who are
marginalised because of their social identity meanwhile are consistently under-represented in positions
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of social power, and systemically excluded not just socially, but economically, structurally, and epis-
temologically. Marginalisation must hence always be understood not just as exclusion, but through
systemic power relations in society [31].

⇒ Control, Norms, Multiple Marginalisation, Power

Multiple Marginalisation

Individuals and groups may be multiply or intersectionally marginalised, meaning that different marginalised
identities, such as race and gender, come together to marginalise them not just in combination of both
identities, but in wholly new ways born from the combination, or ‘intersection’ of those identities [31].
This is a concept originating from Black feminist theory and activism from the USA (notably discussed
by the Combahee River Collective [58] and coined as a term (intersectionality) by Kimberlé Crenshaw
[13, 14], although its roots run deeper and further into Black history in the USA) that has become
adopted as a term within academia and beyond. As such, intersectionality has often been used in
contexts not including and thus erasing Black women [1], and has become ‘depoliticised’ as a mere
analytical tool for contexts not necessarily assuming a social justice paradigm or centring race [45]. As,
in this thesis, I do not discuss race as a central concept, I will be using the descriptive term ‘multiply
marginalised’ instead (in combination with referencing and citing intersectionality).

⇒ Marginalisation

Neurodivergence

Neurodivergence is a currently non-medical term used to describe people who have neurocognitive ex-
periences that are different from those currently considered typical (for which, in this context, the term
‘neurotypical’ is used), meaning they process information and express themselves differently from dom-
inant neurocognitive norms [56]. A relatively novel term originating from sociology rather than medical
science or psychology, neurodiversity (i.e. accepting neurobiological differences as parts of human di-
versity, including both neurodivergent and neurotypical people) has been adopted by advocacy and
self-advocacy groups and neurodivergent communities [17, 61], leading to different conceptualisations
of which divergencies, disabilities, or conditions should be included [56]. Commonly, neurodivergence is
used to describe only autism and ADHD [56], however, this concept is exclusionary and may entrench
eugenic systems by marginalising those neurological differences that are not considered ‘functional’
by current social norms [36]. Thus, I understand the term to include not only Autism and ADHD,
but also learning disabilities, intellectual disabilities, neurological conditions, mental health conditions,
developmental conditions, and brain injuries.

⇒ Crip, Disability

Norms

Rather than define norms, for the context of this thesis, I will list several characteristics they have.
Norms arise from habits and routines and exist to regulate behaviours by expressing a vague “being
supposed to” (I translate this somewhat poorly from the original German ein “Sollen”) [44, p.403].
They do not force, but rather evaluate compliance positively and deviation negatively [ibid]. Norms
endure culturally, often being internalised from childhood through social processes, and are independent
of laws and not necessarily codified or put into writing. [51]. It cannot be causally determined whether
norms exist because people behave a certain way, or whether people behave a certain way to comply
with norms, and norms may not be measured or evaluated in terms of obeisance, as even norms that
are predominantly not complied with may still persist—hence, norms do not always fulfil their social
function in being followed; their main role is to create a state of ‘should’ [44]. Norms are orthopraxic
(meaning they prescribe a certain practice) but not orthodox (i.e. rooted in a certain ideology), hence
they may not be addressed by ideological argumentation; however, if challenged, norms will often
be ideologically rationalised post-hoc [51]. Finally, simply by existing and characterising prescriptive
practices, norms cultivate deviant practices [44].

⇒ Control, Power
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Pluralism

For the context of this thesis, I understand pluralism to be the assumption of human diversity, and that
this diversity, as well as human autonomy, are beneficial to society [18]. In terms of design, pluralism
means not assuming a universal user, but diversity among users. Pluralism connects to epistemological
positions that embrace partial viewpoints [28].

⇒ Universalism

Power

Power has been theorised in manifold ways in different contexts throughout history. Existing theories
of social power, however, share some salient elements, which interact with each other to produce
and reproduce power relationships in social practice, structures and institutions—as summarised by
Castells [9, p.13], whose definition of power I use for the context of this thesis: “the relational capacity
that enables a social actor to influence asymmetrically the decisions of other social actor(s) in ways that
favor the empowered actor’s will, interests and values.” [9, p. 10]. Importantly, Castells distinguishes
between power and domination, a relevant consideration when it comes to marginalisation; while power
is relational as a negotiation and may be individualised, domination is institutional and systematised
[ibid]. Aligning with Foucault, who theorises power in the context of disciplinary societies, I understand
power as exercised rather than possessed, by both those dominating and those oppressed, like a piece
of machinery in an apparatus that, as a whole, produces power, sustaining itself through its own
mechanisms, organised as “a multiple, automatic and anonymous power” [22, p.176] that functions not
just hierarchically downward, but also upward and laterally, derived from individuals as “supervisors,
perpetually supervised” [ibid, p.177].

⇒ Control, Norms, Marginalisation

Publics

According to Warner, “Publics are queer creatures. You cannot point to them, count them, or look
them in the eye. You also cannot easily avoid them.” [62, p.17]. A public is a self-organised relation
among strangers that exists ephemerally by virtue of being addressed or participating in shared speech,
discourse or aesthetic (rather than along fixed lines of identity), constituted through mere attention,
created and organised by nothing other than the reflexive circulation of discourse, simultaneously per-
sonal and impersonal—we are all transient beings moving through multiple, usually mediated publics
[ibid]. By its nature as a socially agreed upon fiction, a public is just whatever people in a particular
context think it is, understood within and outside of adademic discussions vaguely through ‘common
sense’ [ibid]. As, however, social relations are maintained in publics, and “deliberative processes in
public spheres will tend to operate to the advantage of dominant groups and to the disadvantage of
subordinates” [23, p.66], the creation of counter-publics becomes necessary, in which different protocols
are in place [62] and in which non-dominant groups may talk about their needs, strategies and objec-
tives, as “participatory parity is essential to a democratic public sphere [and] rough socio-economic
equality is a precondiction of participatory parity” [23, p.74]. Hence, multiplicity of publics is essential
to democratic pluralism [ibid].

⇒ Marginalisation, Pluralism

Social Media

For the context of this thesis, I define social media as platformed, “internet-based, disentrained, and
persistent channels of masspersonal communication facilitating perceptions of interactions among users,
deriving value primarily from user-generated content”[8]. I build upon Carr & Hayes’ definition here,
who explain disentrained and persistent as meaning the channel itself is always available (even if con-
tent on it might be ephemeral), while perceived interactivity points to how the mere perception of
socio-emotional context is enough to establish sociality, stressing the relevant element of parasocial
interactions that social media afford, and masspersonal highlights the spectrum from one-on-one com-
munication to massive public interactions [8]. I have added ‘platformed’ to this definition, which is
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considered a key characteristic in more recent conceptualisations of social media [50], and is relevant
to understanding the work presented in this thesis. However, in both academic research and public
discourse, the term ‘social media’ tends to be understood implicitly and vaguely [8], which presents
an important consideration when discussing or drawing on previous work, which may be applying a
more expansive or limiting definition, or simply implicit understanding. Hence, when discussing previ-
ous literature on social media, it should be assumed that usually, this means large-scale, popular and
commercially successful platforms unless specified. I try to specify platforms where possible.

Standpoint

In the context of this thesis, when I write ‘standpoint,’ I refer to the theoretical concept of a marginalised
epistemology characterised by three defining claims [59]: the assumption that knowledge is situated,
the assumption that epistemic privilege is inverted (this means that epistemic authority is given to
marginalised groups, while dominating groups are considered epistemically disadvantaged—as systems
of oppression are better understood by those forced to navigate them to survive, rather than those
whom they favour and hence, may be imperceptible to because they do not ‘break down’ [66, 47]),
and thirdly, the understanding that a standpoint is collective and political, and must be attained. A
standpoint is not a perspective, view or opinion, of an individual or defined group, but a collective
political position that must be attained.

⇒ Crip, Marginalisation, Queer

Third Places

I conceptualise Third Places according to Oldenburg’s original definition of small-scale, low-profile
publics that are neither the (private) home nor the (commercially productive) workplace, in which
people of different social identities mingle around shared interests or common activities, and within
which incremental social change takes place through shared basis for democratic negotiation [52]. I
use the term ‘Places’ rather than ‘Spaces’ here both in accordance with Dourish’s differentiation of
Places as socially constructed and therefore subject to social power dynamics [16], and to refrain from
overwriting the perspectives of decolonial scholars’ concept of the Third Space (Briefly: conceptualised
as the space between the ‘self’ and the ‘other’ in which coloniser and colonised briefly transcend their
roles to come together on more equal terms, or conversely, in which the colonised come together for
the purpose of their liberation [5, 38]). In general, I will therefore use ‘place’ when referring to socially
constructed, defined, and often human-built physical and virtual areas, and ‘space’ to describe spatial
potential, and physical and embodied spatial experiences. However, I also use ‘space’ when referring
to established concepts or terms such as ‘safe spaces,’ even in cases where these technically are places
according to Dourish’s terminology. A certain amount of conceptual vagueness becomes necessary
when discussing complex, culturally highly contextual, and often subjective matters whilst drawing
from a variety of sources from different disciplines (Oldenburg himself initially considered calling Third
Places “hangouts” [52, p.15]), but I do my best to remain as precise as possible.

⇒ Publics

Trans

Transgender, often shortened to trans, is the term used to describe individuals whose gender identity
differs from the gender they were assigned at birth [19]. As an umbrella term, it includes multiple, more
specific identities, such as (to name a few that feature in this thesis): nonbinary (not aligning with
either of the binary genders (i.e. ‘man’ or ‘woman’) [21]), transmasc (not assigned male at birth, but
identifying predominantly with masculine identity or expression [60]), agender (not identifying with
any gender, feeling gender neutral, or considering gender irrelevant/rejecting gender as social identifier
[63]), or genderqueer (falling outside of cisgender norms [64]). Importantly, the term trans does not
assume or necessitate a binary gender system, or that gender identity is unchanging throughout life
[25, p.1].

⇒ Queer
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Figure 2: The terminology umbrellas. While, for instance, every trans experience is a queer experience,
not every queer experience is necessarily trans.

Technodeterminism

A shortened version of the term technological determinism, which is the notion that technology primar-
ily determines societal systems and the structure of our world, and/or has disproportional influence on
social and psychological phenomena—such that our societies and our lives are mainly determined by
technologies [11]. While all technologies create our world by extending our possibilities for interactions
and creating new actions in connection to them, thus shaping our societies and the built environment
[66, 47], it is difficult, perhaps impossible and not necessarily useful, to define to what extent repson-
sibility may be ascribed to technologies [66]. For the context of this thesis, I primarily examine and
reflect on Technodeterminism as a norm or narrative, and hence define Technodeterminism as a social
narrative that assumes technology may be used to control people, hails technology as salvation to
issues and hence prioritises technical solutions over other alternatives, and prescribes disproportionate
power to technologies (cf. [20, 37]) .

⇒ Design, Power, Norms

Universalism

The assumption of a single shared dogma, or a single norm about what something or someone should
be. In epistemological terms: that there is a universal truth or a universal knower; in design terms:
that there is a single universal user (not to be confused with Universal Design, a term originally from
architecture sometimes applied in HCI to describe an approach which stipulates designing with the
most accessibility for the most people possible [3, 46]—by the definition I use in this thesis, Universal
Design is not universalist, but pluralistic, i.e. assuming diversity and attempting to accommodate
it). Universalism is not just normative, but inherently homogenising, and when applied from the
perspective of dominating groups, marginalising: the assumption that there exists a decontextualised
‘universal’ user, or ‘normal’ person, that holds no particular social identities and exists outside of social
power dynamics [53], reduces marginalised people to ‘special cases’ and politicises their existence. The
universal person, more often than not, is implied or assumed to be a young, white, able-bodied,
middle-class cis-hetero man from the USA (cf. [6]).

⇒ Marginalisation, Norms, Pluralism

Queer

‘Queer’ is an adjective describing all people who are not heterosexual (attracted to the opposite gender)
or cisgender (identifying with a binary gender that corresponds to the sex (male or female) they were
assigned at birth) [42]. For the context of this thesis, I understand queerness as a form of marginali-
sation not only in terms of the identity of people whose sexuality and gender orientation differs from
hegemonial cisgender, binary and heterosexual norms, but also in terms of lived experience, practices,
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and epistemologies that oppose dominant norms, practices and narratives prescribing cisgenderedness
and heterosexuality [26, 39].

⇒ Trans
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