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ABSTRACT 

 This ethnographic study takes an interpretive approach and critical approach to 

exploring the experiences of cyberactivists within the online social movement known as 

The Zeitgeist Movement. Thirty-three interviews were conducted with members of The 

Zeitgeist Movement (TZM) and contextualized with participant observation. Participants 

describe their experiences as cyberactivists organizing for social change online. 

Grounded theory was employed to identify emergent themes in the transcripts, which 

revealed the presence of organizational and emotional dialectical tensions. Chapter four 

explores organizational dialectics through contradicting statements expressing (1) the 

need for leadership or hierarchy vs. the need for equality or democracy and (2) autonomy 

vs. connection. Emotional dialectics were expressed in discourse surrounding (1) emotion 

vs. rationality, and (2) hope vs. hopelessness. In chapter five, I discuss the microscopic, 

discursive strategies employed by members of TZM to promote a discourse of masculine 

sameness, including (1) demonizing the feminine, (2) normalizing gender inequality, (3) 

the rational yardstick and (4) the spiritual other. Finally, we explore the macroscopic, or 

institutional practices, of masculine sameness, including (1) accessibility, (2) 

communication structures and (3) the entry quiz. 

 

 

 

 

!
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

This movement is in many ways comparable to a religion, I am a fervid zealot; I am 

deluded to the extent that I am willing to sacrifice limb for this enterprise. We must 

place hope in something. Since I have lost religion lost government, certainly lost 

hope in my individual pursuits, I must now place that hope in the only enterprise 

that has ever truly proven advantageous to the condition of humanity: revolution.   

– Stp52x, Member of The Zeitgeist Movement 

 As a communication undergraduate student and a member of my debate team, I was 

constantly searching for solutions. I believed in “right answers” and “universal truths.” I 

rejected spiritual solutions in my personal life and religion certainly seemed to be a less 

superior institution in comparison to science. It was with these beliefs that I immediately 

identified with The Zeitgeist Movement, also referred to as “TZM.” After viewing the 

original film online, “Zeitgeist: The Movie” in 2007, I felt as if I had identified the source 

of the social problems and tragedies that I saw around me. The film provided “expert” 

testimony and vaguely defined research that allowed me to blame the government, 

financial institutions and organized religion for almost everything I saw wrong with the 

world. The second film was released online in 2008. “Zeitgeist: Addendum” offered the 

technological solutions to these social issues. Key ideas included reliance on the 

“scientific method” to solve social issues, a resource based economy, and the designs of 

social engineer Jacque Fresco. These concepts were presented as the universal cure-all to 

world hunger, inequality, and physical labor. It seemed to be the most coherent, probable 

solution that I had encountered thus far. As my final senior capstone project, I organized 
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and promoted a showing of Addendum on campus. This small gathering of roughly 25 

students led to the spontaneous creation of a local chapter of The Zeitgeist Movement.  

 Initially, TZM was the activist arm of the overall movement, which included Peter 

Joseph’s film series and Jacque Fresco’s ideas for a resource based economy, called “The 

Venus Project.” The Zeitgeist Movement originated in 2002 when Peter Joseph released 

the first “documentary” style film for free distribution online. At the time I was 

introduced to the film by a friend, we referred to it as a “documentary,” a word 

suggesting it was nothing more than a nonpartisan representation of societal myths, or 

“zeitgeists.” According to the website FAQ, “The term ‘Zeitgeist’ is defined as the ‘the 

General intellectual, moral and cultural climate of an era.’ The Term ‘movement’ very 

simply implies ‘motion" and change, therefore, The Zeitgeist Movement is thus an 

organization which urges change in the dominant intellectual, moral and cultural climate 

of the time.” This change refers to the implementation of the scientific method to make 

all decisions about resources, rather than a government body. Transcending individual 

political beliefs, enthusiasts quickly converged over the ideas in the films and 

communities began to form around the ideas outlined by Peter Joseph.  In other words, 

the original film (“Zeitgeist: The Movie”) outlined the problems and criticisms of society 

while the subsequent two films (“Zeitgeist: Addendum” and “Zeitgeist: Moving 

Forward”) focus on a future post-scarcity society. However, in 2011 a formal split 

occurred between the organizations of Roxanne Meadows, Peter Joseph and Jacque 

Fresco. Now the three organizations operate independently from one another. This study 

focuses on the communities coalescing around The Zeitgeist Movement and therefore 

does not limit the analysis to one specific site. 
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Transitioning from Member to Researcher 

This study takes an ethnographic approach to studying online communicative 

environments, sometimes referred to as “cyberethnography” (Markham, 2005). 

Integrating complementary qualitative methods such as interviews and online observation 

yields the most comprehensive and “rich” data sets (Sade-Beck, Gurion, & Sheva, 2004). 

The interpretive analysis in chapter four explores the experience of cyberactivists in TZM 

using the theory of dialectical tensions (Baxter & Montgomery, 1996; Baxter, 2004) to 

make sense of the contradictions that characterize participant responses. Although this 

study began as an interpretive ethnography, chapter five contributes a critical feminist 

discourse analysis as a means of challenging invisible systems of power at work within 

the Zeitgeist Movement (Lazar, 2007). In other words, this cyberethnography is 

concerned with discussing both the interpretive insights and critical implications of 

participation in the online social movement, TZM.  

 After my rather brief but impactful encounter with the movement during my last 

two years of undergraduate study, I started to view the online community as a site for 

potential research during my second semester of graduate school. I became more 

interested in qualitative approaches to organizational communication and began reading 

interpretive and ethnographies such as a study on discursive constructions of gender 

relations at the intersection of work-life tensions (Tracy & Rivera, 2010), among other 

online ethnographies (Ashford, 2009; Lindemann, 2005). Regardless of my specific role 

in the organization, the communicative climate within this unique online organization 

remained an intriguing site for ethnographic research.  Studying new methodologies 

exposed me to and validated other ways of knowing that coincided with my departure 
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from a strictly quantitative approach. While reading critical analyses of organizational 

discourse (i.e. Mumby & Putnam, 1992; Hill-Collins, 1995), I began noticing the power 

dynamics present in the Zeitgeist Movement. As my critical analyses took form during 

the summer of 2011, I began reevaluating my role as participant observer. I felt a 

growing tension between my sincere beliefs in the principles of an anti-capitalist, 

resource based alternative economy and the discourse surrounding these ideas that made 

me feel like a true outsider. I was a young, female researcher employing non-empirical 

methods to study a masculine social movement founded on a commitment to the 

scientific method. My recognition of these implicit hierarchies, or “inequality regimes” 

(Acker, 2006) prompted a significant departure in my personal support for the movement 

and ultimately led to a critical examination of the organizational discourse of the 

Zeitgeist Movement.  

Social Movements and Online Engagement 

 Social movement organizations, such as TZM, are a driving force of change, 

mobilizing activists and spreading awareness to their cause. They can be a vehicle for 

both self-expression and significant reform (Wall, 2003). However, because social 

movements are opposed to the so-called status quo, tensions between idealism and reality 

inevitably create conflict for members. Cameron (1966) defines a social movement as 

“collective action occurring when a fairly large number of people band together in order 

to alter or to supplant some portion of the existing culture or social order” (p. 7).  Thus, 

examining cyberactivism looks at the ways that those individuals enact change in online 

environments. Communication research has highlighted potential online tensions, 

particularly between public and private spaces and individual and social identity 
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construction (Yang 2010; Green, 2008). As illustrated in the introduction by one member 

of TZM, Stp52x, members of social movements often demonstrate passion and 

commitment to the movement, while simultaneously expressing tensions between their 

individual identities and the collective identity of the movement.  This ethnographic 

study takes an interpretive approach to exploring the dialectical tensions experienced by 

cyberactivists within the online social movement known as The Zeitgeist Movement. 

 Throughout history people have found ways to communicate, collaborate and 

organize, to challenge dominant discourse, and change the societal structures and 

conditions within their lives. Traditionally, participation in the social sphere could be 

observed in various public spaces (Putnam, 2000). This might include attending town hall 

meetings, voting in local and national elections, organizing a social or political club at 

school or church, and so on. Acts of civic duty and responsibility were carried out in 

face-to-face interactions and could be observed and researched in these places. However, 

everyday political action and civic engagement is disappearing from the public spaces 

where they were once observed (Putnam, 2000).  

 However, as publicly observable participation in civic engagement shrinks, one 

area where civic engagement is emerging is in interactive online environments.  The 

internet has played an increasingly important role in organizing human rights activists 

online, and has become an integral part of social movement strategies (Lebert, 2003). 

One relevant site of social organizing via the internet is known as The Zeitgeist 

Movement. The Zeitgeist Movement (TZM) is a global initiative that advocates for 

resource based economic reforms, using a federated structure of international chapters 

and relying on computer-mediated communication to coordinate the central activities and 
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communication of the organization (McCarthy & Zald, 1977).  Sites such as TZM are 

relevant because they serve as public “meeting places,” and for many people are 

replacing the face-to-face communicative environments more common in past social 

organizing.  

 Although the increase in online communication and use of the internet is playing an 

increasingly larger role in our communication patterns and social activities, many 

communication scholars disagree on how the shift to computer-mediated communication 

has impacted the civic or political engagement of online citizens, or “Netizens” (Hauben 

& Hauben, 1997, p 1).  Research indicates that frequent internet use is correlated with a 

higher level of public attendance and volunteerism (Shah, Schmierbach, Hawkins, Espino 

& Donavan 2002). However, some scholars advocate that the use of computer-based 

communication limits social engagement by allowing participants to withdraw from face-

to-face political activities (Putnam 2000). These contradictory findings justify further 

research into how online “Netizens” are using the internet to organize for social change 

both on and offline. We know very little about how members of online social movement 

communities articulate their participation, or whether they might view their 

communication online as a productive part of their social identities.  The cyberculture, 

identity, beliefs, values, and actions of online citizens are unstudied from a qualitative or 

ethnographic perspective, with most of the literature taking a quantitative approach 

(Garcia, Standllee, Bechkoff, & Cui, 2009). Certainly, quantitative research helps us to 

understand the broad picture of how many people participate in online social movements 

and why (e.g. Stein, 2009; Passy & Giuni, 2001; Katz and Rice, 2002). However, 

research will benefit from an interpretive analytic approach aimed at better understanding 
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Netizen’s communication about and within a social movement environment. 

Cyberactivism and Social Capital 

 In an increasingly mobile and electronic communication age, online forums hold 

great potential for organizing people for social change. Activism is shifting to an online 

context, forming what scholars refer to as the “new social movement organization” 

(Atkinson, 2008). Atkinson (2008) defines new social movement organizations (SMOs) 

as “diffused power structures where participants pass information to one another through 

multiple channels of communication to coordinate temporary communities that focus on 

accomplishing temporary goals” (Atkinson, 2008). Benson’s dialectical definition of the 

organization also lends insight into the virtual construction of social formations. He 

defines the organization “as a concrete, multi- leveled phenomenon beset by 

contradictions which continuously undermine its existing features”; “its directions 

depend upon the interests and ideas of people and upon their power to produce and 

maintain a social formation” (Benson, 1977). A third definition is useful for 

understanding how online social movements can be explored as “cybernetic spaces” that 

“need to be understood as whole systems that could have a strong cyber and real 

component where neither deserves to be privileged but both need to be examined together 

to understand how the combined space operates” (Mitra & Schwartz, 2001).  In other 

words, this study’s approach is defined more by its inclusion of cyber spaces rather than 

by an exclusion of offline interactions. These definitions clarify and contextualize the 

unique environment that cyberactivists communicate within.  A relatively recent 

emergence of organizational communication scholars have adopted a dialectical lens to 

explore the discursive construction of tensions within the spaces of social movements, 
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online communities, organizations and professional arrangements (Putnam, Jahn & 

Baker, 2011). To be sure, new social movement organizations are finding ways to defy 

traditional notions of civic engagement and political participation.  

 “Cyberactivism,” or online activism, is for many a means of participating in new 

social movement organizations. Cyberactivism, or membership in an online social 

movement organization, implies a number of beliefs, actions and characteristics that help 

shape the identity of each new member (Shumate & Pike, 2006; Wall, 2003; 2007). In the 

field of communication, ethnographic inquiries into the culture of online communities 

have produced a new genre referred to as “cyberethnography,” or online ethnography 

(Gajjala, 2004; Markham, 2005). Past scholarship dealing with cyberactivism has 

explored online organizational cultures such as the radical democracy of Indymedia, an 

interactive grassroots news site (Pickard, 2006). Other scholars have examined how 

online organizations such as the microlender, Kiva.org, lends funds to entrepreneurs in 

developing countries (Gajjala, Birzescu, & Yartey, 2011), as well as SAWnet, otherwise 

known as the South Asian women’s network, which sparked feminist activism and the 

creation of virtual communities (Gajjala, 2004). Earl and Kimport (2011) attempt to 

outline the general “e-tactics” used by cyberactivists online, including online petitions, 

boycotts, email campaigns and so on. Although conducted in a variety of cyberspaces and 

organizations, each of the aforementioned studies support the idea that online 

communities can provide a rich and unique culture for communication scholars to 

explore.  

 McCaughey and Ayers' (2003) book entitled Cyberactivism: Online activism in 

theory and practice, examines the ways in which the internet has facilitated a new 
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generation of social activism (McCaughey & Ayers, 2003). However, the perspective 

presented by McCaughey and Ayers still adopts a limited definition of activism and 

consequently provides only a limited understanding of the ways that people engage 

online to create social change. Other scholars distinguish between internet use that 

creates social capital and online activities that facilitate engagement by clarifying that 

“volunteering for an organization is a form of engagement, while membership is a form 

of social capital” (Boulianne; 2009, pg. 206; Paxton, 1999). McCaughey and Ayers 

defend traditional notions of activism in defining cyber-engagement, arguing that online-

only activities do not constitute true cyberactivism. From this perspective, it is not 

enough to be online, the actions and communication online must also lead to some “real 

world” action or change (McCaughey & Ayers, 2003).  

 An embodiment of McCaughey and Ayers definition of cyberactivism is the 

example of Zeke Spier who used the internet as a tool to supplement his involvement in 

traditional activism (Elin, 2003). As a first year university student who lived in Portland, 

Oregon, Spier collaborated with political protest movements in Washington D.C. to 

eventually make a road trip to D.C. where he was one of two hundred citizens arrested for 

peaceful demonstrations. Spier said that he stopped by public libraries on his way to get 

information on where activists were meeting up and information on various training 

sessions being held throughout the capital. In this way, what qualified Spier as a 

“cyberactivist” was not just his use of the internet for political purposes, but his use of the 

internet to obtain information and networks that allowed him to engage in face-to-face 

political action.  

 The limitation of this conceptualization of cyberactivism is that like traditional 
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notions of civic engagement, it tends to exclude action that only takes place online. For 

example, under this definition, a political discussion you have with your neighbor may 

count as civic engagement, but a political discussion you have in an online chat is not 

considered participation. This study, however, adopts a broader definition of cyber-

engagement, wherein the context of actions is irrelevant, (face-to-face vs. online). What 

matters is the action and outcome itself.  Vegh (2003) offers a more encompassing 

definition of cyberactivism, defining it as any “politically motivated movement relying 

on the internet” (p. 71). He goes on to identify three different functions of online 

activism: awareness and advocacy, organization and mobilization, and action or reaction. 

Similarly, Pepper’s (2009) analysis of cyberactivists in the “Invisible Children” 

movement, reveal that even “spectator” cyberactivists whose extent of action only 

includes watching a documentary online, create important political implications through 

their actions (Pepper, 2009). Pepper points out that participants can instead become 

“monitorial citizens,” affording them a certain type of “political efficacy previously 

unavailable to them” (Pepper, 2009, pg. 3).  Thus, online action can serve all three of 

Vegh’s functions simultaneously (Pepper, 2009; Vegh, 2003), expanding traditional 

notions of engagement in activism. 

 Given the limitations of research about online social organizing, it may be that 

online social movement organizations create conflicting experiences for its members, 

even as they serve to organize for social change.  For instance, measuring the analytical 

concept of “activism” or “engagement” through established instruments may 

unnecessarily confine the study to traditional notions of engagement that only take place 

in face-to-face communication. For example, Shat et al.'s (2002) research restricts its 



    Texas Tech University, Tiffany A. Dykstra, May 2012!

!
""!

respondents' ability to report behaviors that construct social capital outside of 

“traditional” notions of face-to-face civic engagement. The study does not consider the 

ways that engagement could occur online and instead measures social engagement 

through items such as “went to a classical concert,” and “went to an art museum” (Shah, 

et al., 2002).  Although past research may be attempting to measure the engagement of a 

movement’s participants, the instruments used to measure the concept of engagement 

could be unknowingly disregarding the possibility that new means of social capital 

construction are being employed in online environments. Similarly, notions of 

“cyberactivism” may differ from face-to-face activism.  For this reason, a qualitative 

approach is best suited for uncovering new forms of activism and participant attitudes 

that would otherwise be unrecognized and unstudied using established quantitative 

measurements.   

 Scholars caution, however, that although social capital and civic engagement are 

viewed as idealistic processes that imply equality, democracy and fairness, the process of 

social change and governance in society is largely rhetorical (Hauser & Grim, 2004). The 

concept of “rhetorical democracy” is useful in clarifying the role of social capital and 

engagement in organizing for social change.  Hauser and Grim explain that the rhetorical 

democracy is a “rhetorical form of governance in which all people are equal, everyone 

has a say, everyone has a vote, and decisions are made based on the most compelling 

arguments” (2004, p. 1). Similarly, Rose Eberly’s concept of the “citizen critic” defends 

the power of discourse produced from a citizen first perspective, without institutional 

biases, to enact change (Eberly, 2000). The concepts of rhetorical democracy and the 

citizen critic emphasize the critical role that rhetoric plays in determining “the most 
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compelling argument” and whether social change is enacted or accomplished.  

 Simply stated, social movements rely on communication to enact change. Bowers, 

Ochs, Jensen and Schulz (2010) explain that almost any social movement can be 

explained through the concepts of rhetoric, agitation and control. In other words, the 

theory they lay out attempts to outline the process of agitation (when non-dominant 

groups advocate for change and encounter resistance) and control (managing and 

responding to the group of agitators) (Bowers, et. al., 2010). Rhetoric is defined as, “ the 

rationale of instrumental, symbolic behavior” (Bowers, et. al., 2010, p. 2). Social 

movements rely on instrumental symbolic behavior as the basis for communicating and 

thus changing individual and institutional behavior. Nine agitation strategies are outlined, 

such as petitioning, escalation and revolution among others, and four control strategies 

including avoidance, suppression, adjustment and capitulation or defeat (Bowers, et. al., 

2010). A concept of particular relevance to this study is that of rhetorical sophistication, 

or the level of effectiveness with which leaders employ rhetorical techniques (Bowers, et. 

al., 2010). Rhetorical sophistication and strength of ideology influence how effective both 

agitation and control measures are at gaining support (Bowers, et. al., 2010). The concept 

of rhetorical sophistication highlights the importance of studying social movements from 

a discursive and/or rhetorical perspective.   

 Defining online activism in terms of a movement shows how the concepts of online 

social movements and cyberactivism are intertwined and cannot be separated.  

Operating within a broader definition of cyberactivism also presents the opportunity to 

develop a better understanding, not only the ways people engage online, but also of how 

and why they seek online engagement in the first place. From this perspective, 
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communication scholars are able to describe and to understand potential tensions 

generated through online engagement as an important component of the experiences and 

identity of cyberactivists organizing for social change. 

Overview of the Thesis 

 The purpose of this research is, therefore, to explore the culture of an online social 

movement in order to uncover the ways that cyberactivists engage online and how they 

experience both emotional and organizational tensions in this environment. Examining 

the case study of a new online social movement provides a rich and unique site for 

developing a better understanding of what it means to participate in social and political 

processes in a virtual space. Specifically, this study employs qualitative methods using a 

grounded theory approach to explore “The Zeitgeist Movement” (TZM)1 an economic, 

social and political activist organization. However, studying the larger cultural discourses 

that operate within TZM warrants a critical analysis of how gender binaries, dichotomies, 

and dualisms can perpetuate patriarchy and masculine privilege. Thus, I begin with a 

discussion of previous research on social movements and cyberactivism before turning to 

a discussion of gender, identity and patriarchy. Next, I present literature on discourse and 

concepts of rationality, emotionality, and spirituality within organizational contexts. 

Before concluding the review of literature, I discuss a synthesis of past research on 

dialectical tensions and the ways they are negotiated. In chapter three, I detail the 

ethnographic and interview methods used, followed by an explanation of interpretive and 

critical approaches to data analysis. I then offer a discussion of the findings throughout 

chapters four and five, focusing on the ways participants in TZM articulate and 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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discursively navigate dialectical tensions within the social movement. Finally, chapter six 

engages in a discussion about the implications of this research, providing considerations 

for the future of better understanding the power and challenges of online social 

movements.  

 In the following chapter, I detail past scholarship regarding cyberactivism, 

dialectical tensions, and the negotiation of dialectical tensions, patriarchy and the 

rational/emotional dichotomy, concluding with four guiding questions for my research. 

The following discussion of past scholarship is a result of research that occurred largely 

after data had been collected and analyzed for emergent themes. Research on dialectics, 

dichotomies, and binary notions of gender inform or ground my analysis of the data 

(Lindlof & Taylor, 2002). The third chapter provides an outline of the methods, including 

the site of research and participation, participants and data collection, reflexivity and data 

analysis. 

 Communication scholars continue to know very little about how online 

organizations experience and negotiate dialectical tensions. Interpretive and critical 

approaches to understanding online social movements create space to learn more about 

online activism as well as dialectical tensions in this unique communication environment.  

Therefore, the following questions are offered to guide this research: (1) How do 

members of the online social movement “TZM” describe being a member or 

“cyberactivist”? (2) How are dialectical tensions revealed through the discourse of 

members in the online social movement “TZM”? (3) What strategies do members of 

“TZM” employ to negotiate the dialectic tensions they experience? (4) How does the 

discursive construction of tensions within “TZM” (re)produce and reify inequalities? 
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CHAPTER II  

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 The conflicting research regarding the role of the internet in social movements has 

yielded much attention and concern within the academic community. Most notably, 

Putnam's (2000) book Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community 

argues that the observable and measurable decline in face-to-face participation in social 

organizations signals a decline in the social capital of citizens. His argument focuses on 

real world interaction and relies on data collected regarding the levels of membership in 

traditional social and civic organizations (Putnam, 2000). He goes on to indict the 

“technological transformation of leisure” as one reason for U.S. citizens decreasing 

interaction. Putnam states, “there is reason to believe that deep-seated technological 

trends are radically ‘privatizing’ or ‘individualizing’ our use of leisure time and thus 

disrupting many opportunities for social-capital formation” (Putnam, 2000, pg. 75). Other 

scholars propose that the use of computer-based communication limits social engagement 

by allowing participants to withdraw from face-to-face political activities for various 

reasons, all related to technology (Putnam, 2000; Bimber, 1998; Rusciano, 2005).  

 However, many communication scholars have disagreed with the conclusion that 

technology is at least partially to blame for the decrease in traditional civic engagement. 

Research indicates that frequent internet use is actually correlated with a higher level of 

public attendance, volunteerism and social capital (Shah, Schmierbach, Hawkins, Espino 

& Donavan, 2002; Kwan & Nam, 2009) and facilitates civic engagement in a variety of 

ways (Hwang, Schmeirbach, Paek, De Zuniga & Shah 2006; Wojcieszak, 2009; Vitak, 

Smock, Carr & Ellison 2009; Winfield, Lim & Leonard, 2008) Furthermore, studies have 
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defended online public spaces as having the ability to unite people with geographical, 

ideological, or intellectual similarities (Hiller & Franz, 2004; Westling, 2007; Salter, 

2003) and allowing individuals to collaborate online in new ways such as listservs, blogs, 

podcasts and wikis (Wellman, 2001; Winfield, Lim & Leonard, 2008; Gil De Zúñiga, 

Puig-I-Abril, Rojas, 2009; Kerbel & Bloom, 2005, Wall, 2003; 2007).  However, some 

scholars advocate that the use of computer-based communication limits social 

engagement by allowing participants to withdraw from face-to-face political activities for 

various reasons, all related to technology (Putnam, 2000; Bimber, 1998; Rusciano, 2005). 

Bimber (1998) notes that, “at nearly every turn, the anticipated effects of expanded 

communication are limited by the willingness and capacity of humans to engage in a 

complex political life” (pg. 136). Other scholars take a moderate approach to the internet 

concluding that its impact on engagement should not be seen as “extremely powerful” or 

“totally minimal” (Nisbet & Scheufele, 2004, pg. 877). While the potential of the internet 

may be great, further research into the role that online communities and social 

movements play in the lives of their members and participants could provide valuable 

information to communication scholars investigating the importance of online 

communication and communities.  

Gender, Identity and Inequality 

The literature on gender informs the criticism of TZM’s use of binaries, 

dichotomies, and dualisms to organize the identities and experiences of activists into 

fixed categories that do not account for the ways that identity is continually constructed. 

Furthermore, a discourse of sameness, or the replication of similarities and the 

elimination of difference, privileges masculine ideals while simultaneously marginalizing 
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feminine experience. The gender binary constructs gender as two fixed, opposing 

categories: male and female, which fails to account for the spectrum of gender 

differences. Hill-Collins (1995) and Butler (1988) discuss the gender binary as an 

artificial social construction that derives it’s meaning and power from the discourse that 

organizes and informs our understanding of reality. Forbes (2002) states that gender is 

socially constructed as “something we think, something we do, and something we make 

accountable to others” (pg. 271). Judith Butler introduced the idea that gender is not a 

predetermined, fixed category, bur rather is better thought of as something that is 

performed and enacted (Butler, 1988). Indeed, the language we use in part constructs our 

identity, which Campbell (1993) simply explains as “the sum total of the answers one 

would give to the question: who am I?” (p. 46). However, identity construction is also a 

dialogic process and arises out of the performances and interactions with others. In other 

words, gender identity can be understood as the “stylized repetition of acts” which help 

construct identity as a “compelling illusion, an object of belief” (Butler, 1988, pg. 520). 

This is not to say that no differences exist between those who self identify as males and 

those who identify females, however Goffman (1977) contends that cultural customs are 

responsible for producing these gender differences. Although there may be stark 

differences between notions of masculinity/femininity, rationality/emotionality and a 

multitude of other seemingly opposing ideas, scholars like Goffman argue that these 

differences are artificially constructed (1977). Norms and traditions that govern 

individual discourse is one example of how gender differences are constructed and reified 

in daily life.  
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In this way, the performance of gender expectations, - in accordance with a 

dualist or dichotomous paradigm - can create contradictions, paradoxes, and tensions in 

an organizational setting, as well as outside of one (Howard & Prividera, 2004). 

Considine (2005) explains, “women at work face a double bind. To be a woman, they 

must be caring, valuing emotion and connection, yet to be a success they must be 

competitive, independent and push toward their own desires at the expense of others” 

(pg. 7). For example, Howard and Prividera (2004) explored the representations of 

Jessica Lynch as a member of the military whose identity was reconstructed from soldier 

to victim in order to satisfy the gender paradox and conform women soldier identities to 

feminine expectations. Thus, even gendered performances of identity that resist binary 

representations are paradoxical in that they can be ‘repackaged,’so to speak, in a manner 

that perpetuates patriarchy and more specifically the marginalization of women.  

That being said, there is a serious lack of research regarding the intersection of 

spirituality and what other scholars refer to as “work” (Considine, 2005), or what I see as 

a Discourse of Masculinity that attempts to control and silence non-dominant, often 

feminine expression in organizational settings. Considering that organizational processes 

lend themselves to constructing inequality regimes (Acker, 2006), it is no surprise that 

any social movement organization can perpetuate inequalities in subtle yet significant 

ways. For example, inequality occurs through the social construction of gender into 

binary categories that oppose one another in a hierarchy, always privileging the 

masculine over the feminine. Thus, masculinity and femininity become categories of 

meaning that give order and inform our understanding of other concepts, such as 

“science” and “spirituality.” Rationality is one such “masculine” concept that is given 
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meaning and privilege through opposing but related understandings of emotion and 

subjectivity. It is an ethical obligation to critically examine the ways in which the 

hyperrationalized context of a primarily Western based social movement organization 

may lend itself to a patriarchal ordering of society.  

Patriarchy 

In order to interrogate the masculine discourse that pervades even social 

movement organizations such as The Zeitgeist Movement, it is essential to include a 

discussion of the overarching system of patriarchy that it works to support. Myers and 

Collier (2005) maintain that patriarchy and ideologies of privilege are being reproduced 

through the discourse of the organization and its members. Patriarchy refers to the “rule 

of the fathers” and can be thought of as the systems, structures and ideologies that 

privilege men over women (Clair, 1998). Kramarae advocates a similar definition, 

clarifying that “the dominant forms of patriarchy vary over time and between different 

social groups” (1992, pg. 398). In this way, a useful synthesis of these definitions of 

patriarchy characterizes it as the varying structural and discursive systems that privilege 

masculinity over femininity. Acknowledging both the institutional and discursive 

oppression that results from patriarchy provides a more complete analysis of the ways 

that social movements can perpetuate inequality.  

Of course, women undoubtedly participate in the system of patriarchy and 

oppression as well. Allan Johnson describes patriarchy as a male dominated, male 

centered and male identified society that promotes male privilege and oppresses women 

(Johnson, 1992). However, he adds that both women and men participate in this society. 

bell hooks (1989) urges individuals to resist the limited interpretation that defines women 
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as the victim and men as the enemy. Oppressed and oppressor may share the same 

gender, cultural background and both may participate in what hooks refers to as the 

“politics of domination” (hooks, 1989, pg. 19). In other words, the “Other” can and does 

participate in systems of inequality and oppression. Collins (1995) explains that 

dichotomous descriptions of power that determine only one dominant and subordinate 

group are misleading. Instead, she refers to a “system of interlocking domination” in 

which individuals are simultaneously privileged and oppressed and differences in power 

are structured along “axes of race, class, gender, age and sexual orientation” (Collins, 

1995, p. 41). Furthermore, hooks says that we must acknowledge that “sexism, racism 

and class exploitation constitute interlocking systems of domination – that sex, race, and 

class, and not sex alone, determine the nature of any female’s identity, status and 

circumstance, the degree to which she will or will not be dominated, the extent to which 

she will have the power to dominate” (1989, pg. 22). Therefore, while gender differences 

are one way to articulate issues of power and inequality, a more inclusive feminist 

critique must consider the intersectional marginalization and oppression that occurs 

through racism, classism, and cultural discrimination. 

Literature indicates that patriarchal power structures are often associated with 

systems of “Whiteness” that function to privilege the same masculine identities (Johnson, 

1999). Decentering “Whiteness” promotes a “greater sophistication and complexity” in 

the interrogation of privilege (Johnson, 1999, p. 1), allowing the researcher to examine 

how intersecting ideologies work together to create powerful social systems of privilege 

and inequality.  For example, Johnson (1999) explains that the concept of “Whiteness” is 

“privileged, normalized, deified and raceless” (p. 1) and pervasive throughout all aspects 
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of society. In other words, White is an assumption that one lacks all racial features 

(Nakayama & Krizek, 1995). Relying on a system of patriarchy, Clair explains that the 

idea of the “father” is reliant on the construction of a “mother” and, therefore, the 

privilege of maleness cannot exist without the marginalization of femaleness (Clair, 

1998). Similarly, notions of the marginalized group as the “colored” other are developed 

in contrast to the implied colorlessness or racelessness of the masculine, westernized 

“White” identity. As I will explain in greater detail throughout the following sections, 

dichotomous language lends itself to a Discourse of Masculinity that perpetuates 

patriarchy, masculine privilege and Whiteness. Similarly, research has found that 

oppressive, dominant discourses can intersect to project one hegemonic ideology. For 

example, Heuman and Langford (2010) found that both Whiteness and Southern 

Confederate discourses intersected to explain the organizational culture at Texas A&M 

University. Thus, only an intersectional analysis of social movement organizations would 

be appropriate for unveiling the interlocking systems that perpetuate inequality. 

Intersecting oppression can occur in a variety of spaces, thus communication scholars 

must look closely at the discourse surrounding organizations before dismissing the 

internet as an unmediated, democratic space (Gajjala et. al., 2011).  

Frameworks of Discourse 

Unlike dialectical theories of communication that embrace the presence of a 

multitude of voices, dichotomous thinking silences some voices by identifying the 

superior discursive position and establishing its “opposite” as inferior. In this way, 

language has been used to create distinctions in order to separate cultures and identities. 

Hall (1992) provides a useful discussion of discourse, explaining that “a discourse is a 
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group of statements which provide a language for talking about – i.e. a way of 

representing – a particular kind of knowledge about a topic” (p. 201). Therefore, 

discursive patterns and strategies should be interrogated as ideological representations 

that can reify or resist existing power structures.  

Furthermore, it is important to clarify that discourse does not just express 

knowledge, it produces it through language (Hall, 1992). Discourses are defined by 

Ashcraft (2011) as “available narrative prescriptions” that “offer ways of being and 

acting in the world,” (p. 11). In other words, although discourse is studied through 

language, it manifests itself through action as well. For example, the Discourse of 

Masculinity constructs women’s role as subservient to men, consequently justifying 

men’s continued domination over women. Thus, the discourse of masculinity reproduces 

a system of patriarchy that extends beyond language and thought processes. 

Michel Foucault’s framework for understanding how discourse constructs and 

maintains power relies on the concept of “discursive formations” (Foucault, 1972). 

Foucault (1972) describes discursive formations explaining that, “whenever, between 

objects, types of statement, concepts, or thematic choices, one can define a regularity, we 

will say, for the sake of convenience, that we are dealing with a discursive formation” (p. 

38). While a “discourse” can be thought of as a set of assumptions or statements that 

provides a way of representing a “particular kind of knowledge on a topic” (Hall, 1992, p. 

201), discursive formations link together multiple discourses to form a broad system of 

meaning. Discursive formations then become a useful tool for illustrating how discourses 

cooperate to (re)produce a vast and interconnected system of knowledge (Foucault, 

1972). 
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Discursive Dichotomies – One way that oppression occurs is through dichotomies 

or dualisms that unnecessarily polarize the world through hierarchical distinctions 

between western and eastern cultures, masculine and feminine identities, and rational and 

emotional expressions. These are examples of what Patricia Hill-Collins describes as 

dichotomous, either/or thinking, or the discursive practice of articulating the essence of 

one thing by constructing and describing its opposite (Hill-Collins, 1995). It is not just 

oppositional language that is problematic; one term is privileged by the dominant 

ideology while the other is subordinate (Hill-Collins, 1995). Although a tradition of 

organizational scholarship perpetuates dichotomous thinking, ignoring or dismissing 

emotion in favor of rationality, emotional expression remains an unavoidable and 

important component of organizational life (Ashforth & Humphrey, 1995).  

Discursive Oppression and Othering - This academic and institutional tradition of 

favoring rationality has only perpetuated patriarchy by relying on negative discursive 

constructions of emotionality and spirituality. Kramarae’s (1981) notion of mutedness 

explains that the dominant cultural group has greater power over language and expression 

than marginalized groups. She states, “women (and members of other subordinate 

groups) are not as free or as able as men are to say what they wish, when and where they 

wish, because the words and the norms for their use have been formulated by the 

dominant group, men” (pg. 1). Women’s speech is constructed as “emotional, vague, 

euphemistic, sweetly proper, mindless, endless, high-pitches, and silly” in comparison to 

the masculine ideal (p. 82). Women are thus silenced because they are excluded from 

male formulated “tools of expression” (Kramarae, 1981, pg. 5).  
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In fact, Gajjala, Birzecu & Yartley (2011) state that online communities are in 

particular need of critical examination “when the users are from vastly different contexts 

– socioeconomically, culturally and geographically” because “the hiding of hierarchies 

allows for a complex dynamic of Othering and implicit disempowerment at the interface 

of the global” (pg. 219). The Zeitgeist Movement is prime territory for uncovering 

implicit hierarchies and instances of Othering. Yep (2003) states that Othering is the 

process that “creates individuals, groups and communities that are deemed to be less 

important, less worthwhile, less consequential, less authorized, and less human based on 

historically situated markers of social formation” (pg. 18).  Certainly, even within 

communities that profess to value equality, Othering and discursive constructions of 

hierarchy can persist.  

The Discourse of Rationality 

Inevitably, the discourse of rationality creates tension between the unavoidable 

presence of emotion and the demand for total rationality. The study of paradoxical and 

contradictory organizational tensions reveal “organizational structures and discourses that 

continually (re)construct organizational tensions” (Tracy, 2004, pg. 121). Specifically, 

the discursive privileging of masculinity constructs a tension between rationality and 

emotion by undermining and devaluing emotional and feminine expression within 

organizations (Marshall, 1993; Mills & Chiramonte, 1991; Ashcraft & Pacanowsky; 

Forbes, 2002; Mumby & Putnam, 1992). Simply stated, scholars have documented a 

myriad of ways that the discourse of rationality reifies patriarchal power structures by 

privileging masculine identities and expression (Mumby & Putnam, 1992; Johnson, 

1992; Ashforth & Humphrey, 1995; Forbes, 2002; Myers & Collier, 2005). Moreover, 
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the discourse of masculinity is animated through constructions of the organization as a 

public, masculine domain in which subjective and feminized expressions are relegated to 

the private domain only (Forbes, 2002). Within The Zeitgeist Movement, “rationality” 

functions as a powerful discourse that interprets and evaluates performances of identity 

based on patriarchal values. Indeed, research finds that the traditional power structure of 

an organization tends to privilege rationality over emotionality (Dougherty & 

Drumheller, 2006). This artificial ordering of the emotional as subordinate to the rational 

allows the control and subjugation of people based on gender, race and class.  

Although rationality can be defined as “intentional, reasoned, goal directed 

behavior” (Mumby & Putnam, 1992, p. 469) aimed at maximizing gain, it carries heavily 

gendered assumptions of masculinity (MacKinnon, 1989; Ashforth & Pacanowsky, 

1996). Indeed, the discourse of rationality normalizes masculine privilege and feminine 

oppression (Myers & Collier, 2005). For example, the domain of rationality includes 

masculine and technical concepts, including pragmatism and objectivity, while the 

domain of emotionality is described as feminine, organic, social and subjective (Ashforth 

& Humphrey, 1995). Baxter (2011, p. 58) summarizes Rosenberg’s (1988) articulation of 

the discourse of rationality, defining it as the assumption that if a person wants something 

and sees a means of obtaining it with which they have the ability to do, then they will 

take that action. Within organizational research, this assumption neglects the 

epistemological and ontological contributions and value of emotion. Thus, masculine 

privilege is reified through the construction of rationality as a superior capacity to 

emotion. 

The Rational/Emotional Dichotomy - One way that the discourse of rationality 
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functions is through a dichotomy between rationality and emotionality/spirituality (both 

of which rely on gendered constructions of those terms). Critical communication scholars 

identify dichotomous language as developing meaning of the self through a description of 

its opposite, the Other, and binaries which view masculinity as the opposite of femininity 

(Hill-Collins, 1995; Yep, 2003), as discursive components of dominant power structures. 

The characterization of masculinity in opposition to femininity can also be thought of as a 

product of either/or thinking (Hill-Collins, 1995). Unfortunately, gender binaries and 

dichotomies result in the privileging of the dominant concept (i.e. masculinity) over the 

subordinate one (i.e. femininity) (Hill-Collins, 1995; Yep, 2003). False binaries are 

socially constructed through competing organizational and individual discourses that are 

enacted and performed on a daily basis yet endure throughout time. Because the 

discourse of rationality reifies the system of patriarchy and hegemonic masculinity, 

(Mumby & Putnam, 1992; Forbes, 2002), emotionality and femininity are often silenced 

within organizations. In this way, binary representations of gender cooperate with a 

discourse of White Masculinity which defines feminine, emotional communication as 

behavior that falls outside of what organizations deem to be rational, productive action 

(Mumby & Putnam, 1992). 

Within the context of organizations, emotion is constructed as feminine and 

subordinate to rationality in favor of masculine, objective, Western notions of organizing 

(Marshall, 1993; Mills & Chiramonte, 1991; Ashcraft & Pacanowsky, 1996). For 

example, constructions of women as feminine and subordinate in contrast with masculine 

constructions of strength and dominance, relies on a discourse of masculinity that gives 

meaning to performances of identity. Thus, “the dualisms and paradoxes that result from 
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them not only play a role in defining social roles but lead to archetypal models of those 

roles (e.g., ‘mother,’ ‘victim,’ ‘hero,’ ‘professional,’ etc.) that carry heavily gendered 

expectations (Howard & Prividera, 2004, p. 90). Although the link between these 

concepts cannot always be illustrated through anecdotal examples, the ubiquitous power 

that they hold determines the norms and standards that govern women’s interactions with 

those around them. Forbes explains, “women have not been, and are still generally not, 

accepted as legitimate meaning makers if their interpretations of reality differ 

significantly from established, male-based notions of truth. Women's internalization of 

masculine standards for organizational discourse occurs primarily because women 

encounter “immense difficulties breaking into the administrative ranks because they are 

identifiably different” (Forbes 2002, p. 273). Thus, male norms, such as rationality, tend 

to exclude all consideration of concepts that are constructed as feminine.  

Rather than viewing identity as a social construction, archetypal models naturalize 

gendered expectations and marginalize those that fall outside of these roles. Especially in 

the context of social change and social movement organizations, research suggests that 

making sense of conflicting experiences through a dialectic perspective can help 

sufficiently negotiate tensions while avoiding binary representations (Papa, Papa, 

Kandath, Worrell & Muthuswamy, 2005). For example, a dialectic interpretation of unity 

and fragmentation within social movements transcends the tension by constructing 

community as a synthesis of seemingly opposing forces (Papa, Papa, Kandath, Worrell & 

Muthuswamy, 2005). Taking an approach that acknowledges and values a multiplicity of 

voices and identities accounts for the often complex and dynamic process of human 

communication and identity construction.  



    Texas Tech University, Tiffany A. Dykstra, May 2012!

!
#)!

Spirituality – Similar to the way that the rational/emotional dichotomy 

characterizes emotion in opposition to rationality, spirituality and science are also 

artificially constructed as mutually exclusive and opposing concepts. Although 

organizational research as a discipline has neglected spiritual and emotional aspects of 

the human experience, they inevitably play an important role in the identities of members 

within an organization. Spirituality within organizations can occur in any number of 

ways. For example Freshman (1999) reports that employees view fostering relationships, 

maintaining a home office, and expressions of compassion and wisdom, among others, to 

be instances of spirituality at work. Quantitative scholarship has simplified this tension 

into the position that spirituality is generally opposed to a “worldview characterized by 

irrelgiosity, empiricism and rationality” (Flere & Kirbis, 2007). Schneiders’ (1989) 

anthropological definition of spirituality is well suited for the ethnographic interrogation 

of its meaning because it focuses on spirituality as it emerges from human processes and 

communication. Schneiders (1989) explains spirituality as an inquiry into nature, the 

quest for knowledge, identity, morality, experiential truth, relations with others, and 

relation to some transcendent being. However, operational definitions for spirituality do 

not necessarily account for the social construction of spirituality as subjective, emotional 

and within the private sphere (Schneiders, 1989). In order to understand the conceptual 

complexity and vastness of the term, spirituality should not be held to any static 

interpretation (Freshman, 1999). Although some ambiguity is sufficient for including new 

interpretations, an approach to spirituality that studies it as a performance and a 

communicative act provides a solid foundation for observing its contextual significance. 

This interpretation also avoids static or dualistic representations of spirituality in 
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opposition to science and objectivity.   

Claims to objectivity perpetuate a dualism between objectivity and subjectivity in 

which one is always privileged over the other (Allen, 2011). It has long been 

acknowledged that traditional “scientific” discourse has privileged masculinity (Newton, 

2001). Newton notes that women are “still daunted by pervasive societal stereotypes and 

deep-rooted educational prejudices that favor a males only admission to science and 

technology” (Newton, 2001, pg. 71, italics in original text). Thus, historically the 

language of science and objectivity has been used to exclude women and marginalize 

non-Western ways of knowing. Indeed, gender inequalities within TZM continue to be 

masked behind a commitment to “the scientific method.” The discourses of science and 

rationality wield their invisible power through privileged access to masculine defined 

notions expertise and credibility. 

Although spirituality is not an inherently gendered concept, it is socially 

constructed as aligned with traditional spheres and representations of femininity as 

nurturing, selflessness and pure (Sointu & Woodhead, 2008). Sointu and Woodhead 

(2008) point out that the meaning and significance of spirituality emerges in the context 

of what it means to be a man or a woman in a particular society at a particular time” (p. 

261).  Additionally, organizational discourses of science and rationality can carry 

gendered expectations associated with emotion regarding the appropriate expression of 

spirituality (Considine, 2005). In this way, the performance of gender expectations in 

accordance with a dualist or dichotomous paradigm can create contradictions, paradoxes, 

and tensions in an organizational setting, as well as outside of one (Howard & Prividera, 

2004). Tensions between spirituality and science are socially constructed in the same 
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manner that rationality and emotionality are presented as opposites. In order to glean an 

understanding of the role of emotional, subjective, feminine expression in organizations, 

an overview is provided of organizational communication scholarship in this area. 

Past Scholarship on Emotion and Rationality Within Organizations - While 

critical approaches to difference in new social movement organizations may be sparse in 

comparison to a multitude of other methodologies, a great variety of psychoanalysts and 

organizational communication scholarship has taken on the subject of emotionality 

(Fineman, 2000).  For the purpose of this research, a discussion of past research will be 

confined to a synthesis of social constructionist scholarship that rejects the 

psychoanalytic notion that “emotions are ‘in’ people, ready to be studied” (Fineman, 

2000, p. 2). Rather, emotion is seen as being constantly (re)produced through social and 

rhetorical interactions (Fineman, 2000). Similar to any communication act, emotional 

expression is negotiated and shaped through the dynamics of control and power present 

in the organization (Fineman, 2000). Thus, a critical examination of organizational 

scholarship and its treatment of emotion and rationality is in in order. 

Of course, emotion inevitably plays a vital role in the motivation of members and 

sense making in the organizational workplace (Dougherty & Drumheller, 2006). 

Research has revealed that some members “tacitly know the acceptable levels and 

configurations of emotional display given their shared definition of the context” (Samra-

Fredericks, 2004). No doubt, these shared understandings and expectations are shaped by 

the privilege of rationality and masculinity. Despite attempts to rid the workplace of 

emotion, the everyday experience of organizational life is “saturated with emotion” 

(Ashforth & Humphrey, 1995). Some research has found that members “tacitly know the 
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acceptable levels and configurations of emotional display given their shared definition of 

the context” (Samra-Fredericks, 2004). Indeed, the ways that discourse operates 

“simultaneously as a means of control and resistance against other discourses” is a 

critical area of study in organizational communication (Norton & Sadler, 2006), and is 

particularly relevant for the exploration of tensions within social movements. A 

discussion of discourse as a tool for both reification and resistance enables organizational 

scholars to interrogate competing systems of meaning that construct knowledge about 

emotion, rather than studying overt displays of emotion alone.  

A large portion of organizational scholarship reflects the discourse of rationality 

by assuming that it is a superior faculty in all instances. For example, Walton explains 

that, “emotion supplements rationality by limiting information to what is relevant” 

(Walton, 1989, p. 303). The great body of research defining emotion as a relatively stable 

reaction without much consideration for variation is what Hochschild labels a 

“normative” approach (1981). Even language that frames emotion as a supplement to 

rationality reinforces a dualism that privileges rationality in all instances (Dougherty & 

Drumheller, 2006). Moreover, the concept of rationality reflects a “limited view of 

organizing, one defined by patriarchy as a dominant value system” (Mumby & Putnam, 

1992, p. 470). In other words, organizations are perceived and presented as places for 

masculine, emotionless, task-oriented collaboration. Of course this is not a reality within 

most organizations; emotion and social meaning are involved in almost every aspect of 

membership, such as motivation, leadership, and group dynamics (Dougherty & 

Drumheller, 2006; Ashforth & Humphrey, 1995). Mumby and Putnam (1992) emphasize 

that the false presentation of masculine/feminine and rational/emotional binaries devalues 
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feminine expression and identities. For this reason, there is a great demand for critical 

scholarship that examines organizational difference by moving beyond normative 

assumptions toward a social constructionist perspective.  

In response to normative approaches towards emotion as a supplement to rational 

thought, some organizational scholarship has found that emotion is a critical part of 

organizing altogether (Ashforth & Humphrey, 1995). Miller, Considine and Garner 

categorize the broad field of literature surrounding the role of emotion in organizations 

into five categories: emotional labor, emotional work, emotion with work, emotion at 

work, and emotion toward work (2007). Their analysis repositions emotion as a pervasive 

component of organizational life. Other forms of emotional behavior, such as humor, 

have been found to assist members in negotiating and affirming their identities in the 

workplace (Tracy, Myers & Scott, 2006). In this way, emotion plays an important role in 

the sensemaking processes within organizations, not just as a supplement to rational 

thought (Tracy, et. al., 2006). Although the discourse of rationality has dominated the 

tradition of organizational scholarship in the past, critical perspectives on emotion in the 

workplace are challenging the idea that emotionality plays only a minor role in the 

process of organizing.  

Not only does the management of emotion impact persons with gender 

differences, but, the expression of this dichotomy can discourage a plurality of identities 

and produce inequalities based on emotional expression (Schwalbe, et. al., 2000). 

Emotion management is identified as one process that indicates status and produces 

inequality (Schwalbe, Godwin, Holden, Schrock, Thompson & Wolkomir, 2000). To be 

sure, “sustaining a system of inequality…requires that emotion be managed” (Schwalbe, 
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et. al., 2000, p. 434). The reproduction of inequality through emotion can be achieved in 

a variety of often over looked ways such as through discourse regulation, conditioning 

emotional subjectivity, and scripting mass events (Schwalbe, et. al., 2000). Schwalbe et 

al. state that, “inequality is reproduced as emotions are subtly shaped by symbolic and 

material culture” (2000, pg. 435). In this way, the privilege of rationality serves to 

undermine and disqualify any non-Western feminine discourse, severely limiting those 

who are allowed to participate and be heard. In fact, the discourse of rationality serves to 

“otherize” all of those outside the dominant, collective identity (Schwalbe, et. al., 2000). 

The masculine/feminine binary establishes a masculine ideal from which other identities 

may be judged, ultimately creating tension between the objective and subjective, the 

rational and the emotional, and the masculine and the feminine.  

On the other hand, while emotion may be the site of power struggles between 

organizational and personal needs, some research suggests emotion may be a source of 

power itself. For example, qualitative research has found that resistance to the discourse 

of rationality invokes “passion, family, history, and community” among members 

(Welcomer, Gioia & Kilduff, 2000, pg. 1178). Similarly, a great deal of scholarship has 

focused on the ways that women use spirituality as a powerful form of resistance 

(Ozorak, 1996; Spiegel, 1996).  Developing a better understanding of how members 

manage, recreate, and negotiate the false binary of emotion and rationality may uncover 

the discursive patterns that reproduce and reify inequalities. Interrogating gendered 

concepts, such as spirituality, in the discursive spaces of an online social movement 

organization may enable scholars to recognize and to resist artificial (re)constructions of 

gender that position masculinity as superior and in opposition to femininity. The 



    Texas Tech University, Tiffany A. Dykstra, May 2012!

!
$%!

rational/emotional and spiritual/scientific dichotomies are examples of how either/or 

thinking can maintain and perpetuate a patriarchal ordering of identities based on gender. 

Deconstructing these artificial constructions and the power structures they support is the 

first step towards reframing binary representations as dialectical tensions rather than 

diametrically opposed concepts. 

Challenging Systems of Inequality through a Dialectical Approach 

When conducting analyses through a dialectical approach, it is important, if not 

impossible, to acknowledge systems of power and inequality. A dialectical approach is 

well suited to exploring the intersection of multiple forms of identity (i.e. race, class, 

gender, sexuality) and thus challenges the notion that discursive gender binaries and 

dichotomies such as rationality/emotionality are static realities (Putnam, Jahn & Baker, 

2011). Specifically, a dialectical analysis can challenge fixed notions of identity by 

constructing individual identity as both a process and a product of the negotiation of 

tensions. In other words, although society may construct gender binaries and dichotomies 

as a means of sense making, a dialectical approach offers an alternative way for scholars 

and practitioners alike to conceptualize “opposites” as merely concepts in tension with 

one another. The notion of tension is useful in embracing and exploring a plurality of 

possible meanings, while avoiding the intellectual paralysis that accompanies static 

interpretations of identity. However, Baxter (2004) recognizes that praxis itself creates, 

recreates, and changes the tensions based on discursive choices. Each individual’s 

decision to negotiate a variety of tensions in different ways can simultaneously serve to 

resist and to reify dominant discourses.  

In sum, dialectical tension theory critiques the production of dichotomies, but it 
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also explains the process in which dichotomies are constructed. Dialectical theorists have 

recently identified four discursive practices for negotiating tensions which can both reify 

and resist hegemonic systems of power: centering, decentering, masking and unmasking 

(Putnam, Jahn, & Baker, 2011). Centering and decentering function by emphasizing a 

system of power or resistance, while masking and unmasking occur through the hiding or 

unveiling of systems of power, particularly concerned with naming (Putnam, Jahn & 

Baker, 2011). In a hypothetical example, dismissing sexist behavior as “boys being boys” 

centers a discourse of masculinity and masks its reliance on patriarchal norms (such as 

aggressiveness or dominance) and justifies implicit hierarchies that devalue women by 

making it appear benign, harmless and a natural part of the masculine identity. Exposing 

discursive strategies of negotiating tensions (such as masculine/feminine or 

insider/outsider dialectics) that produce dichotomies, binaries, and double standards 

constitutes one important way of deconstructing inequality regimes (Atkinson, 2008). In 

this way, a dialectical approach can shed light on the complex arrangement of conflicting 

tensions and the potential webs of meaning that different “pulls” can construct. 

Dialectical Tensions 

Similar to the tensions experienced in relationships, members of social movement 

organizations are negotiating their identity and attitudes between seemingly opposing 

concepts, such as individual-organization or public-private communication. This process 

can create dialectical tensions, or seemingly contradictory and paradoxical forces in 

communication patterns (Baxter & Montogmery, 1996). According to Mumby (2005), 

dialectics are “the dynamic interplay and articulation together of opposites” (p. 23). 

Bakhtin, whose ideas laid the foundations for relational and organizational theories of 
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dialectics, advanced the idea that meaning was created through a fusion of voices in 

dialogue (1990). He expanded on the notion that competing interests and identities were 

inevitable realities of human existence (Bakhtin, 1990). Although dialectical tensions 

may create feelings of dissonance, dialectical tensions are not competing physiological 

needs but a discursive phenomenon, as concepts are held in tension through the processes 

of communication (Baxter, 2006).  From this perspective, tensions are not a “problem” to 

be “resolved,” but rather dialectical tensions provide individuals the opportunity to hold 

competing or opposing concepts, feelings, or actions in “constant play” (Adorno, 1973; 

Mumby, 2005).  

Dialectical Tensions in Organizational Research –As discussed, organizational 

life is wrought with tensions between concepts such as the individual/organization and 

emotion/rationality. Thus, dialectic tension theory has proven to be a useful framework 

for studying organizations. Although a dialectical approach originated with the study of 

interpersonal relationships (Baxter & Montgomery, 1996), research in group and 

organizational communication has extended the theory of relational dialectics to explore 

tensions in a variety of areas such as in group processes at a teaching retreat (Kramer, 

Benoit, Dixon & Benoit-Bryan, 2007), and amidst collaborative interorganizational 

relationships (Lewis, Isbell & Koschmann, 2010; Zeitz, 1980). Several studies (Forbes, 

2009; Hopson & Orbe, 2007) explore how Black men and women in oppressive 

organizational settings experience dialectical tensions such as accommodation and 

resistance, while Tracy (2004; 2008) has studied dialectics, contradictions and paradoxes 

experienced by correction officers at work. Indeed, research suggests that dialectical 

tensions can damage or strengthen the overall cohesion of organizational members, 
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depending on how members respond to the perceived conflict the tensions create (Hawk, 

2008; Tracy, 2004).  Within organizations, dialectical tensions are part of the organizing 

processes through which members make meanings and define their identities (Rivera, 

2010).  From this perspective, meaning is generated within the constant interplay of 

opposing viewpoints (Kramer, et al., 2007), through the everyday communication and 

descriptions of experiences within the online community. This study provides a valuable 

examination of the dialectical tensions that members may experience in a new online 

social movement. How these dialectics are negotiated through the organization's 

discursive spaces are key to understanding the structures and communication processes 

that exist (Zeitz, 1980).     

Past research on dialectical tensions in organizations has revealed how dialectics 

may impact identity construction.  A dialectical approach views the “self” or the 

individual identity as a non-autonomous, incomplete construction (Baxter, 2004). Instead, 

conceptions of self originate in relationship with others - out of negotiations and 

emergent communication (Baxter, 2004). For example, one dialectic that could inform 

identity construction is individual autonomy in tension with a connection to and 

identification with the organization (Hawk, 2008). Papa, Auwal and Singhal (1995; 1997) 

describe this tension as the dialectic of community and fragmentation, where members 

negotiate feelings of connection and disconnection. The negotiation of this tension is 

important for members as they construct their own identities and build relationships 

within the organization (Kim & Yun, 2007). Members may face a challenge in 

negotiating their identities both as separate from and yet part of an organization (Harter, 

2004).  As Meisenbach (2008) articulates, negotiating dialectical tensions between the 
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individual and organizational identities may be difficult because both are important for 

generating a positive self-identity. 

Another dialectical tension frequently experienced in social organizations is 

domination versus resistance.  For example, Kandath (2003) found that organizations 

trying to institute social change can have a tendency to overemphasize domination, or in 

other words, the accomplishment of their own objectives without addressing important 

forms of resistance that can threaten their success. Indeed, the ways that discourse 

operates “simultaneously as a means of control and resistance against other discourses” is 

a critical area of study in organizational communication (Norton & Sadler, 2006), and is 

particularly relevant for the exploration of tensions within social movements. In this way, 

a dialectical approach constitutes a more comprehensive way of representing the 

intersectional and often complex relationships that constitutes participation in social 

movement organizations (Putnam, Jahn, & Baker, 2011). 

Benson (1977) acknowledges that social constructions are important because they 

constrain and enable the actions of those participants. He states that a dialectical 

perspective is committed to studying social constructions through the application of three 

principles. First, dialectical studies examine the subject in totality, or the interconnected 

networks that constitute social constructions; second, dialectics are concerned with 

contradictions, or the assertion that dominant discourses inevitably produce and rely on 

an opposition, and finally; a dialectical approach incorporates praxis, which uses the site 

of analysis to break down or “dereify” established social structures (Benson, 1977). This 

study views internal discourse as a meaningful site of research for applying these 

principles and examining organizational and individual social constructions.  
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In order to further develop a justification for a dialectical approach to negotiation 

strategies and to issues of difference within organizations, it is necessary to outline the 

criticisms of past research surrounding these issues. As mentioned in the introduction, a 

fairly positivist trend has characterized organizational communication in the past. 

Putnam, Jahn, and Baker (2011) summarize the problems with this type of literature by 

explaining that differences in identity within organizations are often characterized as 

deficiencies. These characterizations occur within three broad themes: difference 

constructed as deviations from an ideal or valued model, difference constructed as 

devalued categories and difference constructed as unsuitable fit (Putnam, Jahn & Baker, 

2011, p. 32). In other words, deviations from binary representations, typologies and 

essentialism are socially constructed as unquestionably negative behavior. A dialectical 

approach to the criticisms of organizational communication allows scholars to articulate 

and name tensions between masculine and feminine constructs in a way that avoids 

binaries, typologies, and essentialist explanations for difference in organizations. For 

example, masculine and feminine tensions can be (re)constructed as “intrinsically 

interrelated concepts such that adjustments in one directly effect changes in the other” 

(Putnam, Jahn & Baker, 2011, p. 36). They continue, “thus, dialectics is a form of 

resistance to traditional static categories through questioning the nature of presumed 

opposites and challenging the position of fixed binary poles” (Putnam, Jahn & Baker, 

2011, p. 36). Therefore, the very foundation of dialectics represents a challenge to the 

assumption that binaries and dualisms constitute useful ways of making sense of 

difference, while providing an alternative framework for discussing interrelated systems 

of meaning. Adopting a dialectical approach to exploring issues of negotiation and 
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identity is therefore an appropriate and advantageous lens for examining the experience 

of members within an online social movement.  

In this study, I came to the literature on dialectical tensions via an inductive, 

grounded theory approach. After gathering and coding the data set initially, emergent 

themes on dialectics were then researched, informing the analysis. The research regarding 

dialectical tensions contextualizes, or grounds, my interpretation of emergent themes 

(Lindlof & Taylor, 2002).  

Negotiating Dialectical Tensions 

As noted, dialectical tensions are typical in organizations, and in fact serve as an 

important sense-making tool for organizational members.  However, much past research 

has explored tensions in organizations as problematic for organizational members 

(Mumby, 2005).  However, as Tracy (2004) points out, the tensions and contradictions 

themselves are not problematic, but rather “employees can react to contradictions in 

various ways” and that their techniques for framing such tensions may have “various 

personal and organizational effects” (p. 120).  Negotiation in this context can be 

understood as the “medium and the outcome of managing contradictions” (Putnam, Jahn 

& Baker, 2011, p. 37). As we generate better understandings of how dialectical tensions 

play out in cyberactivism and online communities, we will be better equipped to help 

organizational members negotiate these tensions in a way that promotes inclusion and 

equality. 

A range of negotiation strategies can be adopted to construct a variety of spaces or 

locations between the tensions. Negotiation strategies help make sense of the individuals 

identity, surrounding circumstances and relationships, and how to operate amidst these 
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tensions. Dialectical tension theorists have identified seven different strategies that 

individuals use to adapt or cope with tensions: selection (segmentation), separation, 

integration (recalibration) denial, disorientation, balance, spiraling (inversion) alteration, 

and reaffirmation (Baxter and Montgomery, 1996; Seo, Putnam & Bartunek, 2004). 

Selection occurs when members continue to select one tension over the other. Next, 

separation or segmentation refers to the process of “segmenting” the two; or 

compartmentalizing them. Integration or recalibration occurs through the avoidance of 

language that selects one tension over another while denial means simply refusing to 

acknowledge the existence of a tension. Disorientation occurs when the complexity of 

negotiating tensions is overwhelming and results in a stagnant feeling of helplessness. 

Balance is negotiated through a dialogue that attempts to compromise in order to stabilize 

tensions, while spiraling inversion occurs when tensions are selected in turn, alternating 

between extremes at different points in time. Finally, reaffirmation is the 

acknowledgement and celebration of the dynamic complexities of the relationship. 

Research suggests that members may hold tensions in play and can adopt multiple 

strategies as a means of better making sense of their place in the organization 

(Meisenbach, 2008; Rivera, 2010). Viewing organizational discourse as the ongoing 

negotiation of tensions can provide an alternative to static interpretations of 

organizational culture.  

In this way, dialectical tensions are also not aimed at “balance”; in other words, 

tensions are complex and multipolar forces that do not have a predetermined tendency for 

equilibrium (Baxter, 2004). Assuming that tensions have a “middle point” is problematic 

because it promotes a static interpretation of the complex relations that dialectics attempts 
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to represent (Baxter, 2004). In this way, tensions are not necessarily opposing goals in the 

individuals mind, but competing interests embedded in the communication processes 

between two parties (Baxter, 2004). Baxter and Montgomery (1996) also differentiate 

relational (or organizational) dialectics from Hegelian dialectics, which resolve tensions 

through simple equations that combine thesis with antithesis to produce synthesis. 

Instead, dialectical tensions are constantly in play, changing more than they ever remain 

stable (Baxter, 2004). “Moments of aesthetic wholeness” are described as moments of 

fleeting coherence (Baxter, 2004), in which the push and pull of various tensions 

cooperate in order to produce a feeling of completeness. In this way, dialectical tensions 

should not be viewed as negative obstacles, but rather they give meaning to the 

oppositional forces that are being negotiated. 

Additionally, a dialectical approach can be an insightful way of examining issues 

of difference and inequality within organizations. Negotiation strategies have 

implications for the individual’s identity construction, as well as the construction of 

others who are privileged or marginalized based on the discursive positioning of their 

identity amidst dominant power relations. For example, the negotiation of tensions such 

as “normal-abnormal” and “insider-outsider” position the individual’s identity as 

composed between and among these various tensions (Putnam, Jahn & Baker, 2011). 

Nevertheless, it is important to acknowledge that in pursuit of a clear definition of the self 

and the other, some strategies for negotiating tensions may inevitably re(produce) 

inequalities which privilege some identities and marginalize others.  

The following chapter details the qualitative methods employed in this study. In 

addition to a discussion of the site of research, participants, and data analysis, chapter 
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three provides a self-reflexive analysis of the researcher as a means of acknowledging the 

self as the site of knowledge creation. Chapters four and five outline the emergent 

dialectical tensions and strategies of inequality, while chapter six concludes with 

implications and practical insights.  
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CHAPTER III 

METHODS 

This study takes the form of a “cyberethnography,” blending complementary 

qualitative methods such as interviews, online observation, and content analysis of the 

website to achieve a detailed description the online environment (Sade-Beck, Gurion, & 

Sheva, 2004). I rely on both interpretive and critical approaches to conduct my research; 

first using grounded theory to analyze the raw data for emergent themes (Lindlof & 

Taylor, 2002; Charmaz, 2001). An initial interpretive analysis of dialectical tensions 

prompted a secondary intersectional feminist criticism of individual and organizational 

discourse. While an interpretive perspective is necessary for understanding the identity of 

participants, a subsequent critical analysis is required to uncover “systems of discursive 

resources” that enable and constrain those expressions (Chen & Collier, 2012, p. 46). 

After developing initial codes based on close readings of the interviews, organizational 

essays and discussion forum observations, the concept of dialectic tensions emerged 

inductively. Secondary coding and analysis was conducted specifically for dialectical 

tensions.  

Finally, subsequent readings of the interpretive data prompted a critical 

examination of the social movement’s discourse (Chen & Collier, 2012). It was at this 

point that evidence of binary representations of gender emerged from the dialectic tension 

between emotion and rationality. Textually-based online social movements are a well-

suited site for observing members' discursive constructions of reality, and an important 

place for examining the ways that members discuss and talk about their experiences in 

the organization (Sade-Beck, Gurion & Sheva, 2004). While other forms of media assign 
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participants the role of the “passive observer,” the internet allows users to become 

“active” members of a community that shapes and controls the available content (Sade-

Beck, Gurion & Sheva, 2004). Members’ responses reflect individual perspectives as 

well as broader discourses about democracy, social movements, and activism, all of 

which are equally valid and justify a qualitative, interpretive approach (Lindlof & Taylor, 

2002). Specifically within the field of research surrounding new (online) social 

movement organizations and cyberactivism, David Siler urges the use of more qualitative 

approaches, stating that researchers need to begin going “beyond media-friendly sound 

bites” and “venturing firsthand into the culture and its participants” (Siler, 2003). He 

contends that interviews and first hand observations of the discourse within the 

movement help explain discursive constructions of cybercultures (Siler, 2003).  

In this section, I discuss the site where data was obtained, the process of data 

collection, and the role of reflexivity in this study in order to destabilize the assumption 

of objectivity in the research process. Last, I discuss the data analysis and the cyclical or 

“seasonal” processes that lead to the findings of this research (Gonzalez, 2000). These 

descriptions contextualize and inform the final analysis.  

Site of Research and Participation  

This research is drawn from The Zeitgeist Movement’s website, found at: 

(www.thezeitgeistmovement.com). The Zeitgeist Movement is an online social 

movement whose members communicate almost exclusively online in order to promote 

equitable and sustainable living through the adoption of a resource based economy. The 

movement’s global website features content translated into twenty-seven different 

languages, and I focused only on the English aspects. Internet users do not have to be a 
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member to read essays published by various supporters, view videos and documentaries 

advocating for the social and political change central to the movement, listen to radio 

broadcasts, or read discussion posts by other members. However, in order to participate 

in the online discussion forums by writing comments, users must pass a twenty-question 

quiz with no more than three incorrect answers. Passing the quiz generally requires some 

attentive reading through hundreds of pages of literature outlining the basic ideas of the 

movement and the research that informs it. For example, questions were asked in 

multiple-choice format, one asked which person had made a particular statement, while 

others were more abstract. Another question asks “the most basic fundamental building 

blocks of human/social survival are: a. Energy, raw materials (correct answer), b. 

food/air/water, c. energy, education, social capital, d. raw materials, labor, education or e. 

God, money, flags.” Another question asks, “most ‘crimes’ in the world are a 

consequence of: a. genetic dispositions, b. monetary deprivation (correct answer), c. 

social misunderstanding or d. ego.” Other questions are more research based, such as 

“advanced maglev technology is documented to use: a. less than 5% of the energy for 

plane travel, b. less than 2% of the energy for plane travel (correct answer), c. less than 

20% of the energy for plane travel, or d. less than 1% of the energy for plane travel.” 

Watching the documentaries alone does not provide all of the information covered on the 

entry quiz (as questions change each time the quiz is administered) and answers are not 

posted online.  

After almost two hours of research, I was still unable to pass the quiz. It was then 

I decided to observe silently, reading the comments of other members visiting the forums 

without making my own posts to the site. In this way, I was a “performer” in the 
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organizational culture of TZM, making an appearance of membership without full status 

(Willis, 1997, p. 340). My role as a participant observer could be classified both as a 

member (insider) and non-member (outsider) because my participation was restricted 

(Conquergood, 1992). The initial quiz served as what Goffman (1959) discusses as 

“screens of entry” which can allow greater participation and membership in the 

community if self-expression follows certain norms that “the tradition of his group or 

social status require” (p. 6). It should be noted that as a result of my research, a thread 

was posted by a member with full participation privileges that called for more 

information about my endeavor. I contacted each member replying to this thread 

individually and provided information and the opportunity to participate. Although I did 

not gain any new participants from this experience, a few members expressed interest in 

reading the final paper. Maintaining informal networks within the site of research serves 

a variety of purposes including future data collection opportunities, member checking and 

additional access to contextual information (Lindlof & Taylor, 2002). 

First, I created an account, thus officially becoming a member of the organization, 

although failing to pass the “entry quiz” restricted my activity to observation-only status.  

In total, I conducted over 100 hours of observation and interaction with members on the 

site. A majority of the time was spent reading threads on the discussion forums about 

various topics, ranging from TZM efforts in Egypt to a public compilation of research 

supporting the movement. Research also included time spent familiarizing myself with all 

of the basic concepts of the movement and the rhetoric of the movement’s self-

proclaimed spokesperson, Peter Joseph, through the website's numerous essays on 

resource based economies and sustainable living solutions. Threads posted to the English 
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forums as well as organizational essays were coded and included in the final analysis.  

Participants and Collecting Interview Data 

In addition to the participant observation and analysis of the website, I conducted 

in-depth asynchronous interviews. The final analysis is a result of two complimentary 

phases of data collection and analysis. Phase one of data collection took place during the 

month of January 2011, and phase two was completed a year later in January 2012. 

During phase one, seventeen interviews were conducted using the initial interview guide 

(see Appendix A and B). Phase two gathered six more initial interviews with new 

participants as well as follow up interviews (see Appendix C) with each of the six 

interviewees. Additionally, four follow up interviews were conducted with four 

participants from the original data set. This resulted in twenty-three total initial 

interviews and ten total follow up interviews that contributed to the final analysis. 

During the initial phase of data collection, seventeen members from locations 

around the world participated in the interviews, mostly US citizens, but also one 

participant from Turkey and one participant from Germany. Seven participants chose not 

to disclose their location. Participants were recruited by using the private messaging 

system established on the TZM website. Due to the nature of online interaction, virtual 

ethnographies destabilize what Markham (2005) refers to as “an embodied way of 

knowing” (p. 808) or knowledge of “the other” (participants) characterized by a 

description of their bodies (gender, ethnicity, age). Markham cautions that when 

“studying Internet contexts as cultural formations or social interaction in computer 

mediated communication contexts, the inclusion of embodied ways of knowing may be 

unwarranted and even counterproductive” (2005, p. 808). In an attempt to elicit more 
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responses, the interview guide did not ask participants extensive demographic 

information. A short script was used, which informed potential participants of my status 

as a researcher and inquired about their willingness to participate in an anonymous 

interview about their participation in the organization (See Appendix A). I conducted 

asynchronous interviews with members who agreed to participate via the private message 

function. Follow up interviews were sought and obtained in a similar manner (see 

Appendices B and C).  

Asynchronous interviews, or time-delayed computer mediated interviews are an 

effective way of gathering what Geertz (1973) refers to as “thick description” from online 

participants, because they provide an opportunity for question-answer sessions in which 

participants have time to consider their answers and write a detailed answer, as well as 

for the interviewer to ask follow-up questions as needed (Garcia, et al., 2009).   

During the initial interviews, participants were asked eight questions, including prompts 

below each main question asking for elaborated responses in minor sub-questions (See 

Appendix B for a complete copy of the interview questionnaire). The interview utilized a 

blend of topical and narrative questions (Lindlof & Taylor, 2002). Questions sought to 

understand participant's experiences as part of The Zeitgiest Movement, and were aimed 

at providing a space for participants to describe their motivations for staying in the 

movement. For example, I asked members to “describe an interaction you’ve had with 

another member” and “how did you become involved with The Zeitgeist Movement 

(TZM)?” The follow up interview asked questions that attempted to confirm or deny the 

initial results. For example, I asked,  
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Have you ever interacted with someone who was “against” the movement? 

Please describe this interaction,” and “Please describe a time that someone 

(yourself or someone else) showed any type of emotion when communicating with 

another member online? 

At times, they required a brief explanation of the findings, asking for responses to the 

findings. For example, “the interviews I conducted last spring seemed to reveal that 

members of TZM experience tension between different impulses. For example, members 

report feeling a sense of hope and also hopelessness when speaking about their 

experience in TZM. In what way can you relate to this feeling of tension? Do you 

remember feeling tension between hope and hopelessness? Please describe.” The 

questions in the follow up interview had a critical feminist angle, which asked questions 

about gender, race, sexuality and inequality. For example, one question asked, “Do you 

feel race, gender and sexuality are important issues to discuss in The Zeitgeist 

Movement? Why or why not?” Another asked whether the participant believed there was 

some inequality in the movement and if these topics were discussed. Participant 

responses from both phases yielded 110 pages of textual data.  

Referring to interpretive online ethnography, Markham explains, “the integrity of 

one’s interpretation is tied directly to reflexivity” (2005, p. 808). Ignoring the role of the 

researcher as the instrument of analysis withholds critical information about the way that 

data was collected and interpreted. Therefore, knowledge creation occurs within the self, 

and thus a discussion of the positionality of the researcher is warranted in any 

ethnographic study. 
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Reflexivity 

Interaction on TZM's site required me to register as a member, but did not require 

me to pass the entry quiz. Registering an account meant electronically “signing” support 

for the movement. This did not pose an ethical problem for me because I sympathize with 

the values and ideals of TZM in my personal life. As explained in the introduction, I 

organized a showing of the second documentary Addendum, in 2008, which 

spontaneously led to the creation of a local TZM chapter. Therefore, reflexivity was an 

important component in the collection and analysis of this data due to my past experience 

and involvement with the movement. Of course, self-reflexivity is of no less importance 

during the analysis phase, where I construct interpretive and critical meaning against the 

backdrop of my own feminist identity. McKinnon, Chávez and Way (2007) argue that 

feminist inquiry requires an interrogation of the representations that researchers construct 

of themselves and their participants. In other words, I interpret and make sense of my 

observations in the context of my own life experiences and continuous self-reflection. A 

critical component of the new ethnographic text is to write from a position that 

acknowledges one’s own “incomplete personal evolution and the desire for complete 

scholarly arrival” (Goodall, 2000). Goodall (2000) states that writing from this tension 

“honors the incompleteness, the desire, the learning” and “shows the self, and the self’s 

construction of knowledge, as a jointly produced work in progress.” Thus, my insights 

into the communication patterns occurring within TZM are assigned meaning based on a 

set of previous experiences that may otherwise go unspoken.  

Reflexivity is the examination of ones own experiences “to bend back on self and 

look more deeply at self-other interactions” (Ellis & Bochner, 2000). The concept of 
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reflexivity is important because it acknowledges the researcher’s positionality and the 

potential power they hold in conducting research. My own interpretations of the 

responses and online material were filtered through a lens that was sympathetic to the 

ideals of the Zeitgeist Movement. Before undertaking this ethnography, my involvement 

and knowledge of TZM was limited to the ideas espoused by the documentaries. The 

more I became exposed to the discourse surrounding the movement, the more critical of it 

I became.  

As a self identified woman, I began to feel more and more like an outsider. In my 

field notes, I recorded personal feelings of exclusion and elitism within the movement. 

My initial feelings of exclusion and frustration were recorded after failing to pass the 

entry quiz. “I know enough to contribute something to these discussions,” I wrote on 

March 10, 2011. Yet, I was denied access due to my seeming lack of knowledge. After 

observing the discussion forums and member interactions, I noticed a strong emphasis on 

“science” and principles of “objectivity.” Many members qualified their statements with 

details regarding their professional credentials and educational backgrounds as evidence 

of their expertise and credibility; what I perceived to be evidence of their value to the 

movement. During this point in my life, I was (and still am) questioning the authority of 

such language. These feelings coincided with additional field notes recording the 

negative representation of overt emotional responses within the discursive spaces of 

TZM. My observations and feelings gave way to a personal skepticism that pervaded my 

analysis during the last three months of data collection. It was at this point that I felt an 

ethical obligation to include a critical feminist analysis (Lazar, 2007) of the discourse 

surrounding the movement. Perhaps this was an attempt to justify my own value to the 
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movement, to represent emotional and feminine aspects of member identities, or both.  

In cyberethnography, Garcia et. al. (2009) explains that the lack of physical 

representations allows the ethnographer to have control over their own textual identity. 

Therefore, in order to remain open with my research intentions, I chose a username that 

identified both the university and my status as a researcher.  Such identification provided 

participants with an easily identifiable reminder of their participation in research. 

However, I believe the user-name raised both suspicion and curiosity among members. I 

chose to limit my interaction almost exclusively to the standard greeting and interview 

guide found in Appendix A and B. In total, forty-six members were contacted and asked 

to participate in the study, yet only twenty responded. Three interactions did not yield 

answers to the interview and therefore were not included in the data analysis. After 

coding the initial set of eleven interviews, six more interviews were conducted in order to 

ensure that patterns were consistent and data saturation had been reached (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1998). Phase two of data collection functioned as a valuable member checking 

stage that confirmed the initial results. Six more initial interviews were conducted with 

new participants. Additionally, four follow up interviews were conducted with four 

participants from the original data set and six follow up interviews were conducted with 

the six new participants from phase two. This resulted in thirty-three interviews total that 

contributed to the final analysis. 
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Data Analysis 

Data was analyzed utilizing an iterative process in which the researcher moved 

between data collection, review of relevant literature, and analysis (Gonzalez, 2000). 

Patterns and themes became relevant as they emerged in the data as either repeated by 

participants or as emphasized by participant description.  

In the final stages of analysis, I conducted a close read of the data. Next, I 

conducted line-by-line coding of the interview responses (Lindlof & Taylor, 2002) and 

generated initial codes and themes. Discussion forums and website documents were 

included in the analysis for this essay. Field notes were not coded, but provided important 

contextual information relevant for understanding participants' experiences. Next, I 

created a final code book, which included descriptive codes such as member motivations, 

member communication, relationships, displays of emotion, leadership, initial 

involvement, and problems or challenges (Lindlof & Taylor, 2002). The code book also 

included analytic codes, such as locus of control, collective identity, elitism, task and 

socio-emotional oriented intent, opposition, and shared definitions and advocacy (Lindlof 

& Taylor, 2002). Initial coding employed theme and category level coding, before 

refining categories and themes to analytical and descriptive codes. Narrow coding 

permits investigators to concentrate data for better interpretative analysis (Van Maanen, 

1988).  I kept the color-coded codebook that outlined emerging analytical and descriptive 

codes with me during all readings. A codebook ensures that code classifications are as 

consistent as possible across research data in qualitative ethnography (Murphy, 1999). 

Finally, I re-coded the entire data set, and a second coder then reviewed and confirmed 

the coding. 



    Texas Tech University, Tiffany A. Dykstra, May 2012!

!
&&!

After drawing initial results from these codes, the second set of data that was 

analyzed including six more initial and follow up interview transcripts. Additionally, four 

follow up interviews with four participants from the original data set were included in the 

second phase of coding. The second data set was a total of forty nine pages of text, which 

were coded using the same initial codes, and then recoded into the following themes: 

member(ship) characteristics, autonomy-connection, hierarchy-equality, emotion-

rationality and hope-hopelessness. Interpretive data analysis revealed several tensions 

experienced and communicated by TZM members.  Organizational dialectics were 

identified through contradicting statements expressing (1) the need for leadership or 

hierarchy-the need for equality or democracy and (2) autonomy-connection. Emotional 

dialectics were expressed in communication highlighting (1) emotion-rationality and (2) 

hope-hopelessness.  

The following four themes were added to the codebook as they emerged from the 

new data set and served to support or extend the initial findings: internal-external 

activism, closed-open, conformity-difference, evidence of binaries and inequality. First, 

internal-external activism was a code used to describe statements about activism as a 

personal commitment and/or social activity, for example “membership entails an 

acceptance of the scientific method as well a degree of evangelism.” Closed-open codes 

revealed information about participants or the organization’s perspective on information 

sharing, for example, “I don’t like to share personal information unless I’m asked directly 

by another member” or “I share everything I can; it’s the basis of the movement.” Next, 

conformity-difference codes indicated statements that described the organization or it’s 

members as accepting and encouraging (and/or unaccepting and discouraging) of novelty 
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or change.  

 Finally, evidence of binaries and inequality was a code used to designate “chunks” 

of discourse that were used in the feminist critical discourse analysis found in Chapter 5. 

Drawing on a tradition of feminist critical discourse analysis or CDA (Lazar, 2007; Hill-

Collins, 1991; hooks, 1981), this study is concerned with “critiquing discourses which 

sustain a patriarchal social order” or “relations of power that systematically privilege men 

as a social group, and disadvantage, exclude, and disempower women as a social group” 

(Lazar, 2007, p. 145). Lazar elaborates, “analysis of discourse which shows up the 

workings of power that sustain oppressive social structures/relations contributes to an on-

going struggles of contestation and change through what may be termed as ‘analytical 

activism’” (2007, p. 145). The analysis of the coded passages resulted in four discursive 

strategies: demonizing the feminine, naturalizing gender inequality, the rational 

yardstick, and the spiritual other. 

In the next chapter, an interpretive analysis takes place exploring the definitions 

and meanings of “(cyber)activism” as well as emergent themes of organizational and 

emotional dialectics. Organizational dialectics include autonomy-connection and 

hierarchy-equality. Emotional dialectic tensions are emotion-rationality and hope-

hopelessness. Negotiation strategies and discourses are discussed throughout the analysis 

as a way of making sense of the data.  
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CHAPTER VI 

SOCIAL ORGANIZING AMIDST DIALECTICAL TENSIONS 

 The participants' discussions about TZM revealed the ways their experiences as a 

member in a social movement creates many unresolved tensions. For example, one 

member, Alex states, “the cognitive dissonance associated from holding a set of beliefs 

that conflict with the existing reality….it’s tough. But that contributes toward self doubt 

and encourages me to continue building up scientific evidence for/against he propositions 

of TZM.” Indeed, members consistently admitted that they felt tensions between more 

than one seemingly conflicting idea or ideal, but then articulated the ways that they 

negotiated that tension into something they felt could be productive for the organization 

and the movement. 

 In this section, I begin by providing a description of participants' experiences and 

motivations within the online social movement TZM.  Next, I discuss several of the 

dialectical tensions in participants' communication, highlighting not only how the tension 

is experienced, but also how participants negotiate or hold the tensions “in play” as a way 

to make sense out of their identities and be productive members of the online social 

movement. 

Defining Cyberactivism and Describing Motivations 

 First, in response to the interview question, participants provided their own 

definitions of cyberactivism and their motivations for involvement. These definitions are 

important because, as discussed earlier, scholars continue to debate the nature of 

cyberactivism and what constitutes engagement (McCaughey & Ayers, 2003). 

Furthermore, these descriptions help to contextualize the experiences of TZM members, 
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and provide important qualitative understandings of what constitutes online engagement.  

 Cyberactivism, or membership in an online social movement organization implies a 

number of beliefs, actions and characteristics that help shape the identity of each new 

member (Shumate & Pike, 2006). The Zeitgeist Movement is no different; their members 

share specific ideas about what constitutes true “membership.” Membership in TZM 

seems to imply two things: belief and action. Overall, the majority of agitation efforts fell 

under the categories of either promulgation or solidification (Bowers, et. al., 2010). In 

other words, members and organizational documents specify that TZM is limited to 

efforts towards increasing awareness and support, which is what Bowers, et. al. (2010) 

refer to as promulgation. Members also engage in a variety of solidification efforts, such 

as celebrating “Z-Day” which includes rallies in support of the movement. Participants 

frequently discussed creating and sharing TZM material with each other via the “TZM 

Network,” which is the social networking site for members of the movement, utilizing an 

interface very similar to early Facebook applications. Thus, not only does membership 

entail a belief or commitment to the ideology, but also an involvement in a variety of 

agitation strategies. Thus, complete ideological commitment and social agitation 

characterize the experience of a cyberactivist in TZM.  

 The most fundamental component of the two is a commitment to the principles of 

the organization. For example, when asked, “what do you think qualifies yourself or 

anyone else as a ‘member’? Keenan explains that you must “BELIEVE it is the right 

thing” (capitalization from original text). In this response, Keenan’s reference to  “the 

right thing” points to his understanding of TZM’s foundational belief that a resource 

based economy would be beneficial to humanity. Similarly, Dawn explains belief in 
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terms of “faith.”  “To me,” she states, “being a member means a lot because it gives 

hope, I guess in a similar way to religion for religious people.” Like a religion, faith is the 

most basic qualification for membership. This belief in an ideal is what gives members 

hope in the possibility of a better life. 

 In addition to belief, members described membership as providing a pathway to 

action, or specific acts that contribute towards social change.  Being a member of TZM 

not only instills a sense of purpose and hope, but the movement also provides what one 

member described as a “clear path to follow with a clear end-goal and a direction in 

which to further develop myself.” For others, their experience may be similar to Chad, 

who, although he was a social activist prior to his involvement in TZM, after learning 

about the movement he found the goals of TZM to be a much more “worthy” cause to 

devote his time. Whether one believed in the ideas before or after learning about TZM, 

membership not only implies faith, but also commitment to a clear direction and “action.”  

 However, whether this “action” ought to be taken online, or offline, or both, is 

undetermined. After all, cyberactivists do not stop identifying as such whenever they “go 

offline”; should their actions in any context still not be considered activism? Member’s 

language indicates that a discourse of traditional activism is present that prioritizes face-

to-face activism and does not recognize online activities as sufficient instances of 

“engagement.” For example, when asked, “what do you think you’ve accomplished so 

far?” various members indicated that they had not accomplished anything “real” because 

they mainly coordinated activities online. At best, these statements privilege offline and 

tangible efforts, while devaluing accomplishments that occur only in an online context. In 

this sense, the discourse of traditional activism functions as a point of reference, in which 
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dialogically contractual statements move towards the center by discounting or excluding 

acts of online engagement from consideration.  

 One member, Kris, differentiates between “inactive supporters” and “active 

members” suggesting that “active” members report doing various activities, both online 

and offline. For instance, Substance uses the same language to describe himself. “I’m a 

physics student,” he says. “I am passionate about science and critical thinking and I 

consider myself an active member of TZM since I contribute most of my free time to the 

Technology Team’s sole project in the movement – www.zeitnews.org.” An inactive 

member may be passionate about the ideas of the movement, but “active membership” 

seems to imply any (both online and offline) action that raises awareness of TZM. 

Examples of online engagement included creating a guidebook for new activists, 

translating material into other languages, posting on the discussion forums, writing 

exploratory essays on informative topics, designing website material, and transcribing 

codes for collaborative projects using BOINC, AQUA@home software, among other 

things. Offline, participants described their own experiences leading or attending chapter 

meetings, giving out CDs to strangers, organizing regional groups, and taking “every 

chance to talk about the movement” with others. In this way, membership or identity is 

formed through both internal advocacy and external performances of this advocacy. 

 Members' descriptions of both beliefs in the ideals of the movement, as well as 

engagement in actions leading toward change, reflected a socially reinforced norm, as a 

few members showed signs of embarrassment or seemed apologetic about their “lack of 

action.” When Hunter was asked, “can you describe a memorable experience/interaction 

you’ve had participating in ‘member activities,’ he responded “haven’t done any yet, ask 
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me in a few weeks hehe.” His statement implies that he plans on, or feels he is 

responsible for, taking some sort of action on behalf of the movement in the immediate 

future. The social reinforcement for involvement and action is a typical and powerful 

method employed to influence behavior, and was reinforced in public forums and 

discussions that encouraged members to take “action.” Participants therefore revealed 

guilt or shame when they did not live up to these online community standards for 

engagement. 

 As participants discussed and reflected on commonalities, it became clear that 

perhaps the greatest similarity among members is their experience with tensions. With 

the exception of a few targeted criticisms, members generally spoke about themselves 

and other members in positive, sometimes idyllic language. Generally, members consider 

themselves to be educated. Based on both fieldwork and interviews, members were 

employed and/or held degrees in fields such as engineering and computer software. 

Restricted access to demographic information makes it difficult to speculate on gender, 

race, and socioeconomic status of TZM members. Participants seemed to be generally 

skeptical of sharing this information because they were aware of its value online. As one 

member succinctly explains, “I will share any info that doesn’t run the risk of exploiting 

personal data for profit motives (trending).” Unfortunately, this often includes basic 

demographic information such as age, gender, location and often, personal interests.  

 However, almost every member could describe the typical TZM member relying 

only on ideology and attitude as important characteristics. Outside of these broad 

descriptions pertaining to ideology and perspective, members did not feel comfortable 

describing a typical TZM member in any other way. Forward Change describes the 
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“typical member of TZM” as someone who is “eager to explore and think on new 

information, dedicated to improving the well-being of all.” Yagasanitode responds, “from 

what I have seen they seem to be a fairly mixed bag however they do seem to be a little 

less apathetic than the average person.” However, longtime TZM member, Substance 

states, “The most typical member of the Movement, according to my experience, is very 

eager to help with anything and is easily excited by anything Movement-related, but 

rarely has the self initiative to start doing something when not told exactly what to do.” 

Cyberactivists often express the desire to act, but many have difficulty accomplishing 

this. His statement reveals how definitions of membership that require some external 

action can create tension for members in praxis.   

 Interestingly, ten participants report having found the movement as a direct result 

of viewing the documentaries produced by Peter Joseph, one of the organization's 

unofficial “leaders.” The Zeitgeist films overwhelmingly generated the most interest 

among the participants I interviewed.  According to participants, they engage in a variety 

of efforts aimed at “educating” or “spreading awareness” that do not involve promoting 

the Zeitgeist films.  However, participants also indicate that they first became passionate 

about the movement because of the films, thus emphasizing the important role the 

documentaries play in garnering support for TZM. Pepper (2009) argued that online 

social movements based on a documentary, such as “Invisible Children,” could spread 

awareness through “convergence culture” or their combination of online social 

networking and emotionally provocative films (Pepper, 2009). The success of the 

documentaries is consistent with past research on this subject, and reflects the importance 

of the films to members of The Zeitgeist Movement. 
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 Given the descriptions by TZM members of cyberactivism and “membership” in 

their online social movement, a reevaluation of the scholarly definition of cyberactivism 

may therefore be in order.  If members in this movement indicate the importance of face-

to-face and online action in addition to internal beliefs and information seeking, such as 

watching a film, we can better understand how cyberactivism may be conceived as both 

an internal and an external form of activism.  Indeed, members' acknowledgement of both 

internal/individual and external/collective paths toward membership begin to reveal the 

ways members are negotiating a complicated set of dialectical tensions. 

Organizational Dialectics: Autonomy-Connection  

 Analysis revealed dialectics in the participant interviews that helped describe the 

organizational dynamics of The Zeitgeist Movement.  These organizational dialectics 

reflect the participants' understanding of their role within the organization, as well as how 

they make sense of their identities in relation to the online social movement.  Among 

other things, these descriptions provide a better understanding of not only the structure 

and cohesion of the organization, but also of the discursive formation of the tensions 

between autonomy and connection, as well as hierarchy versus equality within 

organizations (Bergesen, 1993). Additionally, they also help interpret and make sense of 

the conflicting experiences of cyberactivists in this unique organization.  

 Participants described feeling tension that we call autonomy-connection. 

Individuals within the movement also reported experiences that construct autonomous 

identities in a variety of ways including geographical or social isolation, “me/them” 

language, and minor differences in their approaches to subjects such as love, leadership 

and transition planning. Simultaneously, members express commonalities and satisfaction 
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in connecting with other supporters.  Throughout the interviews, participants both 

identified with and distinguished themselves from the organization in important ways.  

 While some members such as AK47 describe themselves as the “hermit type,” 

connecting with others online can provide a profound sense of community for members 

of the Zeitgeist Movement. TJ describes this feeling as a “warm fuzzy” sense of 

encouragement and motivation. J recalls interacting with “just one of the voices heared 

[sic] in the movement” and describing a mutual feeling “of someone no longer alone.”  

I hear people all the time describing the relief of knowing that they’re really not 

crazy or god forbid some kind of ‘theorist’ and that they’re sense that something is 

very wrong in the world is not out of crazed fantasies or bizarre speculations, I find 

this to be a common feeling. – ‘J’ 

In this statement, J invokes the discourse of community to make sense of the conflicting 

tension. The system of meaning surrounding community makes sense of the individual 

TZM member’s feelings of intense autonomy within their own lives by prioritizing the 

values of the TZM community of which they are now a part. The discourse of community 

supplies members with values - such as consensus and acceptance - while often implying 

or privileging similarity (Baxter, 2011). Within their individual communities, TZM 

members articulate the fear of social stigma associated with others perception of their 

beliefs as “crazed fantasies and bizarre speculations.” BenKelly describes himself as 

“data dispenser/general insult absorber/kook and cubical weirdo,” explaining that 

“obviously, most people don’t know anything about the rbe [resource based economy] 

idea and so it’s automatically ostracizing.” J’s description of connection and community 

in the organization begins to reveal how members experience tension between themselves 
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and others.   

 Second, the metaphorical language used by participants integrates the tensions of 

autonomy and connection by implying collective thinking and community values, while 

also emphasizing the role of the individual. Two members used similar metaphors, 

describing the organization as a “body” in which they are a “cell.” Levi describes people 

who find truth in the movement as a “proactive cell within the body of the species, 

prepared to take action against the cancer.”  He continues stating, “I’m a member of a 

developing immune system that is taking action to rid itself of the cancer that threatens 

the very life of every cell within the body.” Thinking and talking about humanity as a 

“species” or one “body” may be a reflection of the value that equality has in the 

organization, yet it also reflects the importance of a healthy collective identity made up of 

individual parts. For example, Chad describes himself as “just another link in the chain,” 

emphasizing connection, common purpose and collaboration.  Yet at the same time, there 

can be no chain (collective) without each individual link (autonomy).  In this way, 

autonomy and connection are framed as co-dependent tensions.  

 However, members also at times experience some resistance to a collective identity. 

Steve confesses that he feels “like an island of sanity” within the organization at large. He 

goes on to explain his unique role and participation in the movement by stating, “My 

family has struggled for years now just to keep a roof over our heads so I must, by 

necessity, focus much of my time toward that end.” Acknowledging his needs as separate 

and independent from the organization helps form his distinct identity and defines his 

unique position in the movement and society. Based on his individual circumstances, he 

defines his position as a supportive role, explaining that his identity within TZM is a 
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product of being more or less constrained by responsibility. Other members expressed a 

lack of cooperation with others as the primary reason for their feeling of autonomy. 

Shelley responds to the question, “How would you describe your role in the 

organization?” by stating that, “I can’t describe myself in the organization. Because I act 

in individual way [sic].” Shifty, an activist in Tunisia explains that, “I wouldn’t call 

myself a member cuz [sic] we don’t really have a chapter or something like that. I’m just 

an activist.” In this way, several members call attention to their individuality, in part by 

identifying that other members do in fact participate in the collective organizing of the 

movement. A denial of the larger organizational structure emphasizes the feeling of 

autonomy that some TZM activists experience. These descriptions reflect and reinforce 

the dialectical tensions of autonomy and connection.  

 Although Shelley may state that she acts individually, she still experiences the need 

for connection, as expressed through her desire for a clear organizational hierarchy. For 

example, in a previous portion of the interview, Shelley describes initial confrontations 

with other members on the forums who criticized her for “wanting a leader or an advisor. 

It was a little disappointing,” she admits, increasing her feelings of autonomy. Kris 

echoes Shelley’s experience in his description of his role in the organization, saying, 

Being a member provides me an invaluable resource for finding new ideas, 

discussing new ideas, distributing new ideas, and organizing activist activities. 

Outside of these logistical processes, I might well be a silent supporter of the 

movement, developing my own materials and discussing my own ideas completely 

independent of the movement. 

Therefore, members like Shelley negotiate the dialectical tension between autonomy and 
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collective organizing by utilizing separation or silence within the organization. Shelley 

delineates between her experience as an online activist within TZM and her independent 

identity as an activist throughout her daily life. This separation strategy (Baxter & 

Montgomery, 1996) compartmentalizes tensions in order to negotiate a comfortable space 

for both the member’s autonomous and collective identity. Thus, connection with the 

organization serves important functions that can exist completely separate from the needs 

of the individual activist. For Kris, his language negotiates a space in which connection to 

the greater organization (collaboration) can be separated from activities that Kris views 

are individual pursuits (forming opinions). Contradicting tensions help define the role of 

the individual, the role of the organization, and the relationship between cyberactivist and 

cyber-movement. In this way, members may hold the tension “in play” by developing 

strategies that allow them to simultaneously feel autonomous while also enjoying the 

benefits of being part of a collective movement.  

 The dialogue between autonomy and connection is animated through competing 

discourses of individualism and community. Although members see themselves as 

contributing towards a solution to greater social issues, many often are faced with 

individual circumstances that leave them with no choice but to participate in the system 

that they internally reject. In this regard, when discussing their own experience in the 

movement, members often articulated a sense of “ambivalence,” that Baxter (2011) 

identifies as “entertaining,” or acknowledging multiple possible discursive positions 

between opposing tensions. One member, Orangeromeda, calls this the “paradoxical line” 

that each member must walk between financial incentives and “human continuance.” In 

other words, members of TZM find themselves being forced to recognize the value or 
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necessity of individual financial security at the same time that their involvement in the 

TZM community requires them to reject the entire monetary system for the benefit of 

humanity. The feeling of ambivalence between idealism and reality emerged as a 

characteristic trait of activism.  

 Many of the individuals I spoke with quickly identified a tension or sense of 

profound contradiction between their actions and their beliefs. “Lol ok im gonna [sic] be 

honest !” Shifty interrupted his own train of thought during an interview. “First of all i 

want to see my gf :D she lives in WV [West Virginia] and i met her online…so how can i 

do that when i don’t have any money..so u know what i mean.” At the same time that 

Shifty is committed to withholding his support for the monetary system, he must also 

grapple with his desire to obtain individual goals. Shifty holds strong convictions about 

the monetary system, stating that “its completely ridiculous” and “unfair,” while still 

acknowledging that he has to participate in it in order to accomplish his own individual 

interests, such as seeing his girlfriend in West Virginia. In Shifty’s previous explanations, 

he acknowledges an obligation to act on behalf of an ideal future community while 

expressing tension over the constraints of his individual circumstances. The clash 

between Shifty’s discourses of individualism and community was a relatively common 

tension among the participants, who consistently made sense of the struggle between 

autonomy and connection by calling on these systems of meaning. Neither discourse 

alone can account for both Shifty’s sincere desire to end his reliance on the monetary 

system (for the benefit of the community) while at the same time relying on it as means 

of fulfilling personal relationships. Much of the data suggests a tension between 

autonomy and connection that can be understood as competing individual and community 
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discourses as articulated by members of TZM.  

Organizational Dialectics: Hierarchy-Equality 

 In addition to negotiating the dialectic of autonomy and connection, members 

similarly discussed the organizational dialectic of hierarchy and equality. Participants 

described these tensions as the simultaneous need for leadership, direction, and 

bureaucracy in competition with the desired ideals of complete equality, consensus and 

decentralized organization. Members expressed an overwhelming preference for equality. 

In this instance, tensions between hierarchy and equality are animated through competing 

discourses of individualism and community. Considering that the movement's website 

and informational materials do not detail organizational structure or proceedings outside 

of a network of chapters, members are left to negotiate organizational workings largely 

on their own.  

 When trying to discuss the possibility of both some sort of a hierarchy and some 

degree of equality with members of TZM, I was met with an almost scripted response 

from many members declaring a state of total equality, implying equality is a veritable 

“fact” that can be determined. Members communicated social norms, such as Levi, who 

echoed other members declaring, “We’re all equal.” This indicates that equality is a 

community-wide value and expectation. Questions about other member’s status or 

leadership were often deflected with a short “we’re all equal” or “statusless.” These 

statements effectively shut down any discussion of leadership, status, privilege and 

systematic inequality that may or may not exist. Sometimes members opted for topic 

avoidance. When I inquired about the “status” or position of other members within the 

movement, AK47 simply responded, “Oh, forgive me- I don’t even want to think of such 
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things.” Substance confirms this stating, “Most people from the movement just 

acknowledge the fact that everybody “should” be treated equally and never consider these 

issues further.” Expressing the desire to avoid even thinking about issues that seem to 

contradict member’s values may reflect significant discomfort with the presence of 

tensions.  

 Of course, hierarchy and equality are not - and this research suggests they should 

not - be thought of as mutually exclusive, or diametrically opposed, concepts. TZM 

members’ language and discourse construct the two concepts as engaged in tension with 

one another. In this particular case, organizational sources of discourse have a strong 

influence on members’ discursive construction of their experience as cyberactivists. Jen, 

a US TZM “coordinator,” commented on the organizational structure of the movement in 

a public response on the TZM website. 

TZM is not a government or a corporation. Words like democracy, top-down, 

dictatorship and elite often used in questions that challenge the nature of the 

movement’s structure and are terms associated with power structures such as a 

governments or corporations. A 'power structure' is an organizational structure 

that uses a means of leverage in order to maintain compliance and control.  

This characterization of power, or more specifically “power structures” results in a 

negative depiction of power that idealizes a vision of equality as an absence of measures 

that “maintain compliance and control.” Deetz (2001) and Baxter (2011) advocate a 

dialogic definition of power that views it as the ability to influence another (in any 

behavioral, cognitive or affective way) and positions power as a part of the “discourses 

through which social reality as we know it is constructed” (Baxter, 2011, p. 124). 
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According to this interpretation, power is an unavoidable component of organizational 

life. Jen’s statement attempts to differentiate TZM from power structures like the 

government or corporations by implying that the movement does not have a source of 

“leverage” for maintaining compliance and control. Of course, TZM’s response fails to 

recognize how discourse can be a source of leverage or power also, enabling Jen’s 

response to effectively mask or conceal, the systems of power at work within the 

movement. When faced with a question that asked them to make sense of the 

organization as a separate entity, one member answers with a link that directed me to 

Jen’s response. This confirms that members rely in part on organizational representations 

to sidestep discussions of hierarchy. 

 Fortunately, other members elaborated on hierarchy/equality in greater detail that 

seemed to indicate a lack of hierarchy and a strong preference for equality. Kris observed 

that there is “no enforced hierarchy or authority for any of us to refer to,” adding that 

most people agree this is one tenant that “needs to be the foundation for all other 

discussion or projects to stem from.” Clearly, it is evident from the participant interviews 

that equality is a very foundational value in TZM. Equality takes on an opposition to 

hierarchy in the sense that members view equality as an organizationally determined 

property. For instance, Shelly views equality as the provision of “basic necessities and 

access to resources equally,” while others like Orangeromeda view equality as a 

“leaderless society.” In other words, the absence of “status” or hierarchy signifies 

equality, democracy and a “foundation” for collaboration. These values are, in turn, 

privileged through a discourse of community that constructs notions of hierarchy as a 

system of domination (i.e. government, corporations).   
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 When negotiating the tension between hierarchy and equality, members also 

engaged in “entertaining,” which “functions to indicate that a given discursive position is 

but one possibility among alternative discursive positions” (Baxter, 2011, p. 168). For 

example, Dawn stated, “I have never really felt like someone in the movement had a 

higher status than me or anyone else.”  At the same time, Dawn admits that interaction is 

not always productive “since most people prefer to discuss things and seem to need some 

kind of leadership. Otherwise they can’t motivate themselves to do anything on their 

own.” Indeed, even as members espoused the ideal of equality, they expressed their 

desire or “need” for hierarchical leadership that would help direct the activities of 

members. Baxter identifies “entertaining” as a dialogically expansive discursive practice, 

which in this case constructs a space for voices that value leadership to be heard (2011).  

 Of course, organizational forms of discourse also play an important role in the 

construction and navigation of tensions. For example, in an earlier portion of Jen’s 

response, the metaphor of “voting” is used to give significance to the experience of 

participating in the movement. Members used this same language in interviews. Shifty 

explains, “It’s like elections. Every vote counts. But in TZM we don’t vote we come up 

with new ideas.” The voting metaphor suggests a familiar democratic approach to 

organizing, characterized by its suspicion of power, hierarchy and centralized leadership. 

Other members like Substance reject hierarchical terms in favor of more democratic 

language. He states, “I think part of this ‘tension’ comes from the definition people assign 

to the word ‘leader’. Obviously, people tend to aspire to more charismatic or more 

knowledgeable people and not everyone is equal in this aspect. That is why I think 

someone with SOME of the attributes of a leader in the traditional sense would be very 
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beneficial as long as the title is not a leader. A coordinator for example is a good word, I 

think.” Two other members indicated they felt more comfortable using the term 

“coordinator.” These examples highlight the struggle between hierarchy and equality and 

the way that language can construct the organization as communal and democratic for 

members who feel uncomfortable with hierarchy. Equality/hierarchy is a particularly 

important tension in a social movement environment such as this because the ideals of the 

organization (equality) may be at odds with the way most members are accustomed to 

organizing people toward action (through a hierarchy and dynamic leadership). 

 From participant interviews, it seems that the ideal of equality may obscure the 

ways that members are, in fact, not “equal” in every sense. After our interview, Dawn 

referred me to Peter Joseph, who has the ability to send out a “global mail” with our 

interview questions attached. Clearly, Peter Joseph is afforded certain administrative 

resources and is seen as one of the “leaders” of the movement. Statements such as, “I’m 

just a worker bee” also suggest the presence of an unspoken hierarchy. ‘Yagisanatode’ 

even criticizes the movement’s “hero worship” of Jacque Fresco. Fresco is the leader 

responsible for designing sustainable living communities advocated for by the Venus 

Project (TZM’s sister project). Similarly, Kris poignantly articulates the tension between 

the equality ideal and the practical nature of hierarchical leadership in the organization.  

He explains,  

There is no ‘status’ or ‘positions’ in the organization. The organization is really 

just a self-reinforcing conglomeration of individual efforts between like-minded 

people. Projects that end up going further and becoming “bigger” (such as Peter 

Joseph’s films) tend to do so through there [sic] relevance, or strength of message, 
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and very little to do with the particular members involved in the project.  

Kris’ communication is a complex intermingling of tensions, overall emphasizing the 

equality of the organization. He notes that individual achievements succeed on merit 

alone, and that a discourse of community can function without a sanctioned leadership. 

The statement suggests that complete equality allows the best ideas to prevail and in this 

way accomplishes the rational outcomes that leadership might. However, his statement 

reflects the tensions between acknowledging the important leadership role played by 

Peter Joseph within a community that promotes ideals of equality for all members of the 

organization. In order to make sense of the seeming contradiction, Kris invokes a 

discourse of rationality that views instances of individual leadership and status as a 

justifiable result of determining the most effective (rational) course of action (Baxter, 

2011). This is a means of pacifying, or invalidating, competing discourses by “appealing 

to a higher order discursive position” (Baxter, 2011, p. 172). In this case, Kris relies on a 

discourse of rationality to legitimize the collective ideal of complete organizational 

equality when responding to apparent contradictions.  

 Indeed, future research should further explore the importance of leadership in 

online social movements, and the ways that diffused hierarchies may or may not operate 

in a truly equal online environment. The opposing needs of hierarchy and equality 

influence communication and can have an impact on the organizational structure of 

online movements. The organizational tensions and contradicting needs of members in 

TZM is an important and relevant aspect of the cyberactivist experience, and helps 

members make sense of their place within the organization.  Similarly, members also 

described what will be termed “emotional dialectics” as a part of their experiences within 
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the Zeitgeist Movement.  

Emotional Dialectics: Rationality-Emotionality  

  The first emotional tension that emerged from the participant's 

communication was emotion-rationality. In other words, emotion and rationality were 

revealed primarily in statements or language that prioritized or emphasized the 

importance of either emotion or rational reasoning, thus revealing a tension between 

these two seemingly separate ways of approaching the social movement.  

 The objective of the movement is to use the scientific method to solve social 

problems by developing a technologically advanced state. Considering the emphasis on 

objectivity in scientific discourse, it may be no surprise that members express a 

preference for rationality over emotion. For example, TZMTJ states, “I believe more in 

the idea of ‘acceptance’ unconditional self and other acceptance will benefit humanity 

more than the outdated notion of love.” In other words, using a strict rational/objective 

criteria, emotion, in this instance, love, is constructed as lacking in rational outcomes and 

therefore not valuable. At the same time, emotion is a powerful recruiting tool within The 

Zeitgeist Movement, with members expressing strong emotional reasons for joining the 

organization. TZM member, Steve, describes his motivation for being a member as his 

“last hope.” Others connected their sense of happiness with their involvement in TZM. 

Corey explains, “nothing would make me happier than if i [sic] played a part in helping 

us achieve freedom.” Corey is expressing a sense of joy at the thought of contributing to 

TZM in a way that brought about the institution of a resource based economy (“freedom” 

from capitalism). Within this context, members have a difficult time articulating 

appropriate ways for expressing their emotional involvement in the organization, while 
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balancing their commitment to rationality.   

 First, there is an important relationship between emotion, rationality and the 

methods of the organization. On one hand, members explicitly reject subjective, 

emotional language in favor of objective, “scientific” dialogue. This is their proclaimed 

methodology; the scientific method, or the use of scientific principles to solve real 

problems. As Kris states, “the application of scientific principles are the only objective 

means known to us, that can answer the detailed questions and technical aspects of how 

to develop and implement a new social design.” Hunter explains that being a member 

means “being a scientist at all times and in all things” while Josey states that members 

must “commit to rationality.” It seems that membership entails the prioritization of logic 

and rationality before all things, including emotion. Not only that, but the discourse of 

rationality that informs a web of meaning surrounding the scientific method explicitly 

claims objective “ultimate truth” status. This is an example of a dialogically contractive 

move that Baxter identifies as “neutralization.” She states that “when a discourse is 

constructed as the objective truth, it gains a privileged position relative to alternative, 

presumably nonobjective discourse” (2011, p. 172). In other words, “science” is used as 

the trump card when members engage in conflicts with non-members. TJ reflects on 

interacting with someone who was “against” the movement, stating, “I’d first respond by 

asking if they would be willing to spend the time it would take to rationally discuss the 

topic. Depending on their answer, id probably then respond by asking questions that 

would provide answers that prove the scientific method’s merits.” In this statement, TJ 

invokes a discourse of expertise and objectivity. Establishing “rationality” as the 

paradigm for productive discussion and then “proving” the movement to be the best 
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method suggests the discursive neutralization of TJ’s support of TZM. Neutralization is a 

technique that effectively silences other perspectives by trumping them with the assumed 

authority of rationality.   

 However, many of these same members are inspired, motivated and drawn to the 

organization for emotional reasons. It is interesting that as Steve puts it, members should 

make “only logical, rational moves,” yet their decisions to join the movement is not 

always a logical, rational move in itself. At some points, the participant responses seem 

to acknowledge that their reasons for being a member are not entirely “rational” ones. 

This is illustrated through participant’s widespread use of religious metaphors.  Dawn 

discusses her success “converting” others into cyberactivist supporters of TZM and John 

describes himself as a “fervid zealot” willing to “sacrifice limb” for the movement. 

“Converting” someone into a religious belief usually entails an emotional connection 

with the ideas. Furthermore, the concepts of zealotry and self sacrifice and are not often 

connected with logic or rationality. Thus, participants’ denial of emotion as a valuable 

component of organizing, and their simultaneous acknowledgement of the emotionality 

of activism, indicates contradiction and tension.  

 This tension must often be negotiated when participants discuss their approach to 

instigating change. For example, one member selects rationality in all instances, stating 

that his goal is to “educate others” with “factual information” and “logical conclusions.” 

Other members realize that “logic” does not always compel action or inspire change and 

prefer to embrace the emotionality of the message instead. As John explains, “How do we 

teach the blind to see? We do not, we make them feel.” This strategy of dealing with the 

dialectic between emotion and rationality is best classified as the separation strategy, 
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where members compartmentalize their experiences with emotion and “separate” this 

from their commitment to rationality (Baxter & Montgomery, 1996).  This strategy 

functions to hold the dialectics apart in participants’ minds, but still provides a space 

where they can choose to see the value in both, utilizing them as necessary. For example, 

when evaluating arguments, members can select rationality and deny the value or 

existence of emotion in their decision. This also allows them to selectively express 

emotion as it results from participating in demonstrations or trying to influence others. 

Shelley’s metaphor of the movement as a “train” unites the separate functions of emotion 

and rationality, explaining that, “For all people around the world, is the scientific 

methodology which seems to be tasteless or spiritless to the people. Our collaborative and 

loving, accepting, caring intention defines the direction of the railway, but scientific 

method is the locomotive of the train.” Envisioning the two tensions working in 

cooperation with one another acknowledges that there is a place for subjective, emotional 

and human perspectives, while utilizing scientific methods to achieve a more equitable 

society.  

 In addition, because participants communicate that both emotion and rationality are 

experienced (even if not valued), they may benefit from appreciating both 

simultaneously, rather than denying the existence of one or the other. For example, one 

member, J, describes the typical member as “Rightfully upset, understandably confused.”  

J’s description negotiates a space for his emotions of confusion and anger by interpreting 

them as a rational response to the status quo. This is an example of a transcendent 

strategy that reformulates the tensions into a united concept (Baxter, 2011). By framing 

emotion as a logical and rationally acceptable reaction to one’s environment, the tensions 



    Texas Tech University, Tiffany A. Dykstra, May 2012!

!
(*!

cooperate, rather than compete, in constructing one coherent rendering of both rationality 

and emotion. In this way, tensions are constantly being evaluated, never resolved. 

Granting emotion and rationality equal legitimacy and value allows members of TZM to 

freely employ both without artificial restrictions. 

Emotional Dialectics: Hope-Hopelessness 

 The second tension that emerged in members’ communication was between hope 

and hopelessness. This dialectic was often expressed through participant’s attitudes 

towards the feasibility of the movement’s ultimate goals. For example, Chad describes 

his hope to “change the whole word,” while others like Levi discuss their hopelessness, 

believing they could be “wasting time and effort.” The negotiation of this dialectic is 

related to the individual’s personal locus of control, or general feeling that they are either 

in control and can make a difference or the feeling that that the world controls them and 

they generally cannot make a significant impact.  

 This is a particularly important dialectic to negotiate in a social movement 

organization because when activists constantly vacillate between feelings of hope and 

hopelessness, their ability to deal with this tension can have a significant impact on their 

willingness to contribute or participate. For example, Steve reports that he was going to 

distribute “propaganda” but then decided against it because “it didn’t work in the 60’s so 

why should it work now?” Additionally, John explains, “I tend to develop an exaggerated 

sense of optimism during the meetings, and this tends to protract for a couple days 

following the meeting. The optimism wears off quickly, when members stop 

participating. And the vast majority stop participating.” This statement helps explain how 

members experience the constant fluctuation between hope and hopelessness as a result 
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of others willingness to participate and contribute. John’s explanation emphasizes the 

importance of communication and cooperation to maintaining a positive outlook and 

indicates that hopelessness may be a result of a lack of overall participation or 

interaction. Activists are in a state of constant fluctuation between hope and hopelessness. 

Reframing hope and hopelessness as dynamic tensions and not evaluative judgments of 

their efforts, allows for both extremes to exist without damaging participation or 

momentum.   

 Additionally, a sense of hope is often attributed to connection or activism within the 

movement, which empowers the individual members. Forward Change explains that 

although he is constantly vacillating between extremes, taking action is his continual 

source of hope.  

Hope/hopelessness caused by feeling of powerlessness, but that compensated by 

feeling of solidarity and action in numbers; caused by certain events in world 

relevant to progressivism, but compensated by everyday work towards a better 

future – each doing our part to help out where we can. [I] leaned towards lack of 

hope before starting to do tangible work to actualize TZM aspirations. 

Empowerment through action a purpose was greatest motivator. 

In this statement, powerful/powerlessness is rendered sensical through a discourse of 

community that values solidarity, progress and engagement. Members construct 

themselves as capable and powerful individuals when they are cooperating with others to 

accomplish common objectives.  Thus, participants invoke a discourse of community to 

construct meaning about hope and hopelessness, and themselves as cyberactivists. The 

need for interaction highlights an important challenge to online social movement 
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organizations that must overcome physical and temporal distances in order to maintain 

participation.  

 Furthermore, members are engaged in a constant balancing act between extreme 

hope and hopelessness. In one sense, members with an exaggerated sense of optimism or 

a sense of hope or control, which is perceived as unrealistic, can be ostracized. Glen 

describes his experience being viewed as a “kook” and “cubical weirdo” by members and 

non-members alike. However, all participants experience hope to some degree. For some, 

hope is their sense of motivation, inspiration and purpose, which is closely tied to their 

reasons for participating. When asked, “What would you like to accomplish as a 

member?” John replies that he would like to either “discover that I am absolutely wrong 

and as soon as possible” or “to meet another soul that will motivate me to the extent that I 

will pursue this enterprise with greater ardor, for at this moment I feel so very uninspired 

and hopeless.” In this statement he is expressing his desire for the selection of one tension 

over another. Viewing hope and hopelessness as a tension in constant fluctuation 

transcends the dissonance and discomfort John feels trying to resolve the tension by 

selecting one extreme. 

 Integrating hope and hopelessness allows members to acknowledge both the despair 

and joy that accompanies any struggle for social change.  Some participants reported that 

they felt like they were “drowning” or living like a “slave” to consumerism. These are 

metaphors for hopelessness, invoking images of an endless struggle. In many ways, 

activism is very similar to an endless struggle, fueled by small successes. Similarly, 

members use the strategy of integration to balance these tensions. Referring to the 

institution of a resource based economy, Josey states, “I think even if this never happens, 
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people should at least be more educated of the functioning of the system they live in. So 

[sic] I think we will at least accomplish this much, make people more aware. That’s a 

first step and a very important one.” Josey avoids adopting one tension over the other, 

while still acknowledging both the hope and hopelessness that she experiences. Baxter 

and Montgomery call this type of strategy “integration” (Baxter & Montgomery, 1996). 

Although members will always feel the bidirectional pull of hope and hopelessness, 

negotiating a space they can comfortably operate in between these two extremes is a 

critical step in developing their identity and role within the organization. Additionally, 

viewing the tensions not as a problem to be resolved but as tensions that can be held in 

play, members can learn to find engagement in cyberactivism to be more productive for 

their lives.  

 In this exploration of The Zeitgeist Movement, participants described their 

identities as cyberactivists as somewhere in the liminal spaces between equality and 

hierarchy, autonomy and connection, emotion and rationality, and among feelings of 

hope and hopelessness. These dialectical tensions also lend practical insight into the 

experience of TZM activists. First, equality-hierarchy tensions indicate that even in an 

environment that promotes an image of equality, leadership and direction are still 

important components of activism that may be compromised by a complete commitment 

to an egalitarian structure. Still, equality and leadership should not be thought of as 

necessarily opposing concepts and because members are accustomed to participating 

within organizations with some level of hierarchy, TZM could foster mentorship, 

leadership relationships, and a greater degree of formalized structure while still 

maintaining an emphasis on equality. Second, members relied on discourses of 
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community and individualism to make sense of tensions between autonomy and 

connection. This negotiation clarified the relationship between the organization and the 

individual (as one in the same, or by delineating between organizational roles and 

individual roles). Third, emotion-rationality tensions emerged as a discourse of rationality 

that devalued emotional expression and left little to no space for discussing the role of 

emotion in organizing. Reframing emotion and rationality as a tension rather than a 

hierarchy allows members to embrace emotionality as a key component of organizing as 

well as to recognize the usefulness of rationality. Finally, tension between hope and 

hopelessness illustrates how cooperation and interaction is an emotional experience that 

fosters feelings of empowerment and motivation. Reframing cyberactivism as a dynamic 

process of negotiating a complex set of tensions brings to light new dimensions of the 

activist experience that can inform our decisions as both activists and organizers. In this 

way, social movements organizations can navigate the bidirectional pull for  

 The analysis of cyberactivism as dialectical experience contributes by reframing 

activism as a communicative process rather than an action and exploring new tensions 

such as hope/hopelessness and internal/external activism. While all dialectics are 

intermingled, the negotiation of autonomy and connection and hierarchy and equality 

interact on an organizational level while emotional dialectics cooperate and compete at a 

personal, affective level. Thus, activism is not only goal oriented action aimed at creating 

change it is a dynamic process of navigating dialectical tensions in order to construct an 

identity that may or may not actually produce change. Therefore, this study is not aimed 

at gauging the effectiveness or measurable outcomes of cyberactivism, but rather 

illustrating how social change (or the lack of) occurs within a set of complex tensions. In 
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this way, dialectical tension theory allows readers to conceptualize of the ways that 

communication constitutes the very experience of cyberactivism, rather than the ways 

communication is used as a tool for creating change (Johnson & Long, 2002). 

Furthermore, a dialectical analysis of TZM expands the study of cyberactivism to include 

new tensions (such as hope and hopelessness) that emerged organically within this unique 

environment. Additionally, participants described their participation and engagement in 

the organization as both online (individual or internal) as well as face-to-face (public or 

external).  In this way, TZM members articulated a unique series of dialectical tensions, 

or seeming contradictions, in their experiences of online activism. 

 In the following chapter, macroscopic and microscopic strategies of sameness are 

discussed as they function to reproduce one patriarchal monologue, referred to as the 

discourse of sameness. Chapter five is a critical discourse analysis of the Zeitgeist 

Movement that deconstructs macroscopic and microscopic strategies of sameness. The 

analysis focuses on illustrating the ways that discursive strategies compose the masculine 

toolbox, such as the demonizing the feminine, naturalizing gender inequality, the rational 

yardstick, and the spiritual other. Finally, the macroscopic or institutional practices of 

sameness perpetuate inequality through a lack of access, masculine communication 

structures and the entry quiz. Exposing hegemonic systems of power and the language 

used to construct them constitutes the initial step in breaking free from discursive and 

institutional oppression.  
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CHAPTER V  

MACROSCOPIC AND MICROSCOPIC STRATEGIES OF SAMENESS AND 

INEQUALITY 

A quick glance at the modes of operation used in the world today reflect a gross 

negligence of reason, logic and scientific application. Our economic structures are based 

on mediums of exchange and values which have little relationship to true resources and 

reality. Religion continues to preach worldviews which have long been overridden by 

progressive scientific thought…This is a waste of human life. 

, The Zeitgeist Movement, “Shared Understandings on Sustainability” 

Considering that internet access requires finances, technology, electricity, and 

connection, it is already considered a privileged medium of communication in need of 

critical examination. Although interpretive analysis is a necessary first step in 

understanding the experience of cyberactivists, these descriptions prompted a deeper 

criticism of the ways that discourse perpetuates inequality and systems of power. 

Discourse is a critical component of this analysis because it both reflects and constitutes 

the social practices that reify inequalities (Fairclough, 1992). This chapter is aimed at 

identifying and examining the emergent discursive strategies that reproduce an 

overarching discourse of sameness, which centers patriarchal ideologies amidst the 

various dialectical tensions discussed in the previous chapter.  

A number of scholars identify macroscopic and microscopic practices as a useful 

distinction that I use to organize and describe the practices that promote inequality within 

the Zeitgeist Movement (Yep, 1998; Foucault, 1978; 1980; Hill-Collins, 1995; Heuman, 

2012; Chen & Collier, 2012).  For example, Yep’s (1998) articulation of strategies or 
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practices that perpetuate heteronormative violence discuss oppression as occurring at two 

levels: macroscopic, or institutional, and microscopic, or individual acts/discourse. In 

keeping with the above scholars’ articulation of macro and micro discourses as 

structuring mechanisms, this chapter identifies sources of oppression manifesting through 

an overarching discourse of sameness that reproduces hegemonic masculinity and 

eliminates feminine deviations from this ideal. I argue that the masculine toolbox serves 

to perpetuate and mask systems of patriarchy and masculine privilege. Within this 

chapter, I unlock this toolbox, thereby removing and carefully examining each discursive 

strategy (i.e. tool) concealed within the box. Unmasking the tools and systems of 

oppression at work within the Zeitgeist Movement exposes individuals to problems of 

inequality and privilege that were once ignored by assumptions of equality. The removal 

of the tools from the masculine toolbox constitutes an unmasking and “claiming” of the 

ways that masculinity attains a position of power (Putnam, Jahn & Baker, 2011). A 

fundamental component of unmasking involves identifying and naming the discursive 

patterns that perpetuate hegemonic masculinity. Labeling the invisible allows it to “enter 

into the interplay of tensions that characterize systems of domination, namely, privilege 

and marginalization, equity and inequity, and control and resistance” (Putnam, Jahn, & 

Baker, 2011, p. 41). First, a discussion of the discourse of sameness is presented, 

followed by an examination of the rational/emotional dichotomy and the science/spiritual 

dualism. Subsequently, the four strategies that are aimed at discursively shaping the 

world into the same masculine ideal are named and discussed as follows: (1) demonizing 

the feminine, (2) naturalizing gender inequality, (3) the rational yardstick, and (4) the 

spiritual other. Chapter 5 concludes by outlining the macroscopic (or 
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institutional/organizational) practices of sameness, including (1) accessibility, (2) online 

communication structures, and (3) the entry quiz. 

The Discourse of Sameness 

Throughout the analysis, evidence supports the idea of one overarching discourse 

of sameness which functions to reproduce itself and maintain similarity while 

diminishing the appearance of differences (see Figure 1 for a diagram of the process of 

privilege and oppression in the Zeitgeist Movement). The following analysis suggests 

that dominant discourses of rationality and masculinity mask and control opposing 

representations and displays of emotionality and femininity in a way that actually 

produces a monologue rather than a dialogue. This “single-voiced monologue” is an 

“authoritative discourse so dominant that other, competing discourses are silenced” 

(Baxter, 2011, p. 125).  This is referred to as the discourse of sameness in which 

similarity is privileged and difference is ignored and discouraged. 

However, sameness, which masquerades as equality, implies that “equality” 

means the “same as men,” and likewise the masculine ideal constructs difference in terms 

of difference from men (Lazar, 2007, p. 153). In other words, members articulate equality 

in terms of the various ways that humanity is “equal” or all similar to men on very basic 

levels. For example, members generally resisted discussions of gender, race, sexuality 

and inequality by explaining that gender, racial and cultural distinctions were irrelevant, 

outdated, and otherwise not useful for drawing “scientific” conclusions. Various 

members and organizational documents advocate focusing on “human problems” as 

opposed to such things as “negro problems” “Women’s problems” and “Jewish 

problems.” In its exclusion of dominant groups’ “problems,” this discourse functions to 
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center a heteronormative White, masculine identity in which any deviation from the norm 

is considered negative. In the same way that Nakayama and Krizek (1995) state that 

Whiteness is constructed as a lack of racial or ethnic features (p. 299), equality is 

constructed as a lack of difference. As a way of making sense of difference, participants 

and organizational documents attempt to transcend inequality through a discourse of 

sameness. This discourse centers, and thus maintains, dominant standards of rationality 

for judging what constitutes “human problems,” consequently marginalizing those voices 

on the periphery that call attention to what appear to be very personal, subjective 

differences.  

To avoid confusion, members were not typically trying to communicate that any 

issues are unimportant, rather they suggest that gender/racial distinctions are worthless 

categories and used to oppress and divide society and thus are not in need of discussion 

or acknowledgement. While it is possible this is true, it is necessary to problematize what 

constitutes “human problems” and what gets excluded from consideration. Members also 

reveal their possible unspoken privilege by indicating that racial and gender inequality 

should not be concerns of TZM. This is similar to the “color blind rhetoric” characteristic 

of Warren and Hytten’s (2004) articulation of the “Torpefied” face of Whiteness that 

realizes Whiteness exists, but desires “simplistic solutions in order to get out of their 

uncomfortable state” (p. 326). Consequently, TZM members who dismiss racial 

differences as unimportant are failing to acknowledge the complexity of their social 

dominance, thus rendering them unable to act against Whiteness and patriarchy (Warren 

& Hytten, 2004). Relying on a rational discourse of objective, “scientific” sameness, 

masculine ideologies almost invisibly assert themselves as the superior paradigm, thus 
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becoming the unspoken “yardstick” (Lazar, 2007) for what qualifies as important issues, 

and what is not relevant for discussion. The treatment of race, gender, and sexuality as 

non-issues denies the very real differences in the subjectivities and experiences of those 

outside the dominant group.  

Masking and Unmasking Inequality 

During interviews it was clear that participants were uncomfortable discussing 

issues of inequality and prefer to attribute them to external systems of power such as 

government, the monetary system and corporations. This had a masking effect, (Putnam, 

Jahn & Baker, 2011) which essentially silenced discussion on these issues by denying 

that they even exist or that they are relevant or worthwhile topics. Follow up interviews 

confirmed that issues of gender, race, sexuality, and inequality are viewed as irrelevant to 

the goals of the movement and its members. Seven out of the ten follow up interviews 

stated that inequality with regard to these issues were not significant or should not be 

discussed within the movement. Three of these members even implied that it would be 

counterproductive or have negative impacts to discuss these issues. Thus, the discourse of 

sameness encourages members to simply ignore discussions of inequality as a way of 

effectively masking, or keeping hidden, the ways that race, gender, and sexuality are 

constructed to legitimate and perpetuate patriarchal systems of power (Putnam, Jahn & 

Baker, 2011). The masking of inequality shuts down any discussion of privilege or 

marginalization because individuals cannot discuss or resist that which is invisible and 

unacknowledged. Attempting to overcome issues of inequality and oppression by 

denying the existence or value of difference only precludes discussions that could 
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unmask, reframe, and embrace difference as part of a complementary and inseparable 

tension between similarity and difference (Putnam, Jahn & Baker, 2011).   

Moreover, members indicate feeling not only comfortable with neglecting issues 

of gender, race, and sexuality, but JC also views these issues as destructive and 

threatening to even discuss. He states, “If I had seen more discussion about dichotomies 

such as race, gender and sexuality I would be concerned for the direction of the 

movement. Too often good efforts are distracted by race or who’s labeled a racist. In my 

opinion we need to move on to things that more affectively impact all of us as one 

species.” The idea that all life is interconnected is interpreted to mean that differences are 

inconsequential, irrelevant and inherently negative or oppressive. Shifty invokes the 

discourse of Peter Joseph to respond to my question. “Race, gender, sexuality, I think all 

those issues are false, outdated distinctions made up by our current socio-economic 

system. I think Jacque Fresco sait [sic] it best ‘there are no negro problems or Polish 

problems or Jewish problems or Greek problems or Women’s problems, they’re Human 

problems… we are not concerned with the divisions or segments of society.” Another 

member explained that gender, race and sexuality were not significant because they could 

not be used reliably to determine correlates and therefore were not useful to the scientific 

method. Responses to the question, “Do you feel race, gender, sexuality, etc. are 

important issues to discuss in the Zeitgeist Movement?” suggest that inequality is a 

byproduct of systematic forces only, implying that the discussion of these topics is 

meaningless and only physical restructuring of the economy and the environment can 

reduce inequalities. In this way, the discourse of sameness is reproduced through an 
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emphasis on similarity and a negative construction of differences (such as race, gender 

and sexuality).  

Dichotomies and Dualisms 

In the following section, I explore the discursive formation of sameness within 

TZM and the dichotomies and dualisms that characterize it. Of course, most 

organizations including social movements maintain some practices that may restrict 

organizational life for any number of reasons including safety, efficiency, convenience, 

or legality. Deetz clarifies that, “the problem is not the present of constraint per se, but 

domination – the naturalization of arbitrary productions and closure of responsive 

options” (2000, p. 153). In other words, power within organizations becomes problematic 

when the construction of “natural” privilege becomes unquestioned and largely 

unspoken. As argued in chapter 2, Foucault’s (1990) notion of naturalization is helpful in 

describing the subtle, yet violent ways that power privileges some and marginalizes 

others. Yep (2008) explains that, “normalization is a symbolically, discursively, 

psychically, psychologically, and materially violent form of social regulation and 

control” (p. 18). Thus, normalization is inherently a hegemonic move that can be 

accomplished through both organizational and discursive means. 

For example, TZM’s discourse revealed extensive evidence of similar naturalized 

assumptions such as: “Difference is bad, sameness is good,” and “emotion is bad, 

rationality is good.” These assumptions help compose “discursive formations” which are 

reproduced through the microscopic and macroscopic strategies will be discussed later in 

this chapter. Recalling that discursive formations link together multiple discourses to 

form a broad system of meaning, the discursive formation of sameness is characterized 
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by two dichotomies or dualisms that give meaning to the strategies used to perpetuate 

hegemonic masculinity. In this instance, the discursive formation of sameness within 

TZM functions to reproduce a patriarchal system of power by linking together discourses 

on masculinity, rationality, and science. For a diagram of how the discourse of sameness 

is manifested within the organization, see Figure 1 on the following page. Figure 1 

illustrates the relationship between the discourse of sameness and the dichotomies and 

dualisms that are characteristic of it. Thus, this study not only unmasks the practices and 

strategies that marginalize others, but it also decenters and problematizes the artificial 

dichotomies and dualisms that function as natural, uncontested assumptions within a 

discourse of sameness (Putnam, Jahn, Baker, 2011).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: The Discourse of Sameness within The Zeitgeist Movement 
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The Rational/Emotional Dichotomy 

One commonality between all three discourses that make up TZM’s discursive 

formation of masculine sameness is the construction of binaries, dichotomies and 

dualisms to define and organize human experience. The rational/emotional dichotomy is 

one such artificial construction that defines rationality in terms of its opposite, or what it 

is not. Foucault’s description of discursive formations provides a useful tool for 

conceptualizing the way that intersectional oppression occurs when discourses of 

masculinity, rationality and science become linked together to reproduce the same system 

of power (Foucault, 1972). In this case, patriarchal systems of power are sustained 

through a broad discursive formation that constructs two chains of meaning composed of, 

such as rationality and emotion, in which the masculine concept is always privileged 

(Allen, 2011). In other words, the privileging of rationality is embedded in a larger 

discursive formation that reifies masculine power structures (Mumby & Putnam, 1992; 

Johnson, 1992; Ashforth & Pacanowsky, 1996; Forbes, 2002; Myers & Collier, 2004). 

However, no concept, identity or behavior is inherently gendered (Butler, 1988), and thus 

the conceptual linkages between masculinity and rationality, science, and objectivity are 

insignificant and arbitrary, at least in the ways that they inform notions of gender. Still, it 

is necessary to deconstruct chains of meaning, such as masculinity-rationality-science, 

that cooperate in simultaneous acts of control and resistance. For example, Forbes (2002) 

explains that a patriarchal representation of “the female (the feminine) is usually 

associated with silence, obedience and the private while the masculine is tied to the 

opposite - the public, the voice and command” (p. 272). In other words, constructing 

rationality and emotion as a dichotomy denies their interconnectedness and 
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complementary relationship. In this section, I ground the analysis in a range of 

organizational documents and member-only communication texts. These discursive 

spaces reveal how communication constructs the social conditions and identities that 

members enact. Binaries, dichotomies and dualisms define the self through a description 

of its opposite, in which one term is always privileged over the other (i.e. the 

masculine/feminine binary and the rational/emotional dichotomy).  

Numerous examples emerged of the ways in which the discourse of masculinity 

claims rational and objective superiority through the construction of femininity and 

emotionality as opposing, or dichotomous, concepts. Follow up interviews revealed that 

six of the ten participants could identify an explicit “preference” for rationality in contrast 

to a distaste for emotional influences among members of TZM. When asking Forward 

Change about emotional expression within the movement, he responds, “do not let it 

supersede or take over the rational mind.” Statements like these indicate that emotion is 

viewed as a threat to be controlled in fear that it could potentially “take over” the rational 

mind. Consider the following post by user AntiPt:  

 So heres my doubt. I think we pretty much agree that humans have some natural 

emotions, like mating, agressiveness, and others derived by the fact that we are 

animals and so on.... But we have some emotions derived by the lifestyle, and the 

society that we live today. My question is, where can i see the studies, if there are, 

where this abnormal feelings that many view as natural, are in fact, unatural ? 

This is an example of the explicit rejection of feminine expression and the privileging of 

rationality. In this case, Antipt acknowledges only masculine responses as “natural 

emotions,” citing typical masculine displays such as mating and aggressiveness as 
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acceptable, unavoidable human emotions. This supports previous findings that suggest 

masculine displays of emotion are privileged over feminine ones (Rivera, 2010). In this 

statement, implying that emotion is unnatural and questioning of all other “abnormal 

feelings” is a direct assault on femininity and emotionality. Also note that AntiPt 

expresses a collective agreement on this issue, reflecting a shared cultural belief that is 

perpetuated through discourse outside of his single comment. Similarly, dualisms 

between science and spirituality, and objectivity and subjectivity, simplify tensions into 

oppositional relationships that fail to embrace their complexity and interconnectedness. 

The Science/Spirituality Dualism 

 The discourse of sameness within TZM relies on constructions of dualisms between 

science and spirituality, and objectivity and subjectivity in order to discourage dissent 

and difference. MacKinnon (1989) explains that the illusion of objective science 

“produces an account of knowledge which is certain, which ends speculation and 

precludes skepticism, which has power that no one else can as powerfully contest. Its 

thrust has been to end diversity of viewpoint, so that there can be no valid disagreement 

over what knowing is right knowing” (p. 107). For example, within TZM the scientific 

management of resources for the sake of survival is representative of the dominant 

perspective, but spiritual/religious connection with the earth is disregarded on the basis 

that it is not aimed at accomplishing some rational end, nor does it employ scientific 

methods. Thus, spirituality is discursively devalued and discounted by using inherently 

ethnocentric claims to “evidence” “logic” and “science” to “disprove” spiritual realities 

(Conquergood, 1992; MacKinnon, 1989). In this way, science and spirituality are 

constructed as opposites based on the dualism between objectivity and subjectivity. For 
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example, TZM’s statement on sustainability explains that society is “blinded” by 

subjectivity and states that we need to “start looking at the world in the most broad, 

unbiased way we can. The only medium which supports this approach, is Science, and 

the gifts of science have proved its validity without question [capitalization from original 

text].” This statement illustrates the assumption that if subjectivity and irrational 

spirituality is the problem, objective science must be the answer. The discourse of science 

reinforces the dualism between objectivity and subjectivity, providing a justification for 

the marginalization of spirituality. 

Mutual Exclusivity - The second way that the dualism emerged is through 

constructions of science in opposition to, and never in cooperation or coexistence with, 

spirituality. For example, TZM’s statement on spirituality explains how spiritual practices 

become eliminated through science, stating, “as a base example, early religions often 

'sacrificed' animals for certain purposes... this rarely happens today, as the relevance of 

such an act has proven pointless in its desired effect. Likewise, rarely do people perform 

'raindances' [sic] in order to influence the weather... today we understand how weather 

patterns are created, and ritual practices have no provable effect.” From this perspective, 

spiritual practices are constructed as an outdated concept, rendered obsolete by superior 

scientific knowledge of the environment. Not only does this discourse eliminate the value 

of spiritual practices by holding them to the rational western standard of demonstrating a 

“provable effect”, but it also positions science and spirituality as mutually exclusive 

concepts. The dualism between science and spirituality functions as a choice between one 

option or the other, failing to account for the complementary relationship that could exist 

between empirical methods and spiritual or emotional ways of knowing.  
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Furthermore, the discourse of science reinforces the dualism by constructing 

spirituality as not only in direct competition and opposition to science, but hostile to it as 

well. The essay on technology taken from the TZM website explains that the scientific 

method has not been instituted already stating that, “this is largely due to age old 

superstitions which battle the logic of science in favor of a dogmatic, outdated and highly 

romanticized world view.” “Age old superstitions” (such as the belief in a higher power) 

are defined in opposition to rational concepts such as logic and science. Spiritual 

perspectives are constructed as in “battle” with the overall goals of the movement itself. 

The metaphorical language of a “battle” and war clearly position “superstition” and 

spirituality as the enemy, while awarding the privilege of truth and righteousness to all 

adherents of the scientific method. In this way, the science/spirituality is reproduced 

through a discourse that constructs spirituality as the hostile enemy of science.  

Instrumentality - Next, science is privileged over spirituality for its 

instrumentality, especially within an organizational setting (Mumby & Putnam, 1992). 

Some scholars identify the dominant mode of organizing as “instrumentality,” which 

“objectifies individuals and privileges instrumental processes, excluding alternative 

modes of organizational experience” (Mumby & Putnam, 1992, pg. 480). The next 

paragraph calls attention to the still very common practice of praying, point out that it is 

“pointless in its desired effect.” This statement illustrates the privileging of science for its 

instrumentality, while spiritual practices are constructed as “pointless.” The statement on 

spirituality very clearly devalues spiritual beliefs and practices on the basis of 

instrumentality stating that they have “statistically proven to have little effect on an 

outcome, not to mention the evidence to support a personified creator doesn't exist in any 
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scientific way...rather it is often derived from ancient historical literary speculation and 

tradition.” This example illustrates how the discourse of science operates to exclude 

spiritual practices from the movement based on their perceived lack of utility or 

application to pragmatic problems.  

Furthermore, spiritual and emotional connections to a higher power or philosophy 

are reduced to mere “ancient historical literary speculation and tradition.” Clearly, TZM’s 

doctrine on spirituality overlooks the significant emotional benefits of spiritual activities 

such as praying, and completely rules out the possibility that a god could exist beyond the 

knowledge of “science.” Moreover, without accomplishing something tangible, 

spirituality is viewed as a waste of time and energy within the movement, devaluing all 

voices and identities informed by it. Thus, instrumentality serves as a third way of 

constructing and justifying the science/spiritual dualism.  

 Resisting Spiritual Oppression - However, some members resisted the 

science/spiritual dualism by constructing a space for spiritual expression through the use 

of familiar religious language. Interview participants indicated some experience with 

religion and spirituality in their own lives. This is illustrated through participant’s 

widespread use of religious metaphors. AK47 recalls the moment when he “found the 

word” and accepted the ideas of TZM, similar to the Christian moment of conversion. 

Substance discusses his success proselytizing or “converting” others into supporters of 

TZM and Stp52x describes himself as a “fervid zealot” willing to “sacrifice limb” for the 

movement. The metaphorical religious language used by the participants constitutes an 

act of resistance to the discourse of sameness because it challenges the static meaning of 

spiritual performances and organizational texts that are explicitly anti-religion (Putnam, 
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Jahn & Baker, 2011).  To be clear, the presence of religious metaphors alone does not 

constitute resistance, but their use as a means of articulating and valuing emotional, 

personal and spiritual experiences grants legitimacy to metaphorical performances of 

spirituality. Integrating the tension between science and spirituality challenges the 

position of science and objectivity as opposed to, and competing with, spiritual and 

subjective interpretations of the world.  

Discursive Strategies of Inequality 

In the following section, I detail the four microscopic, discursive strategies, as 

well as the three structural, or macroscopic practices that emerged to perpetuate a 

discourse of masculine sameness. All discourse that operates to silence or exclude 

marginalized identities through a discourse of sameness was included in the analysis. As 

explained, the following section attempts to “unmask” discursive inequality through a 

process of naming and claiming (Putnam, Stohl and Baker, 2011). Naming practices of 

inequality within TZM provide members with the awareness and language to discuss and 

challenge dominant power structures.  Discursive inequality emerged and formed into 

seven discursive “practices” or “strategies” that all function to perpetuate patriarchy. 

More specifically, the four discursive strategies that intersect and cooperate with one 

another to reproduce a discourse of masculinity and similarity include: (1) demonizing 

the feminine, (2) naturalizing gender inequality, (3) the rational yardstick, and (4) the 

spiritual other. 

Demonizing the Feminine 

The first discursive strategy that perpetuates the privilege of masculinity is the 

explicit demonization of the feminine. At the heart of the tension between rationality and 
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spirituality is a deep skepticism towards religious, spiritual, feminine, and emotional 

experiences of organizational and human life. One member Zero15 explains problems of 

racial and cultural injustice by recalling, “One thing I heard off [sic] a women was "these 

people should accept our culture, become christian and all speak english. Alot of 

nationalist type groups often cite ‘Protecting our culture’ as an excuse but what defines a 

nations culture? Skin color? History? Social traidations? Honestly everyone and there 

moms seems to think there the 'master race' lately” [sic]. While Zero15 is quick to 

condemn racial and cultural prejudice, he subtly creates explanations for bigotry that 

blame women, referencing something he heard “off a women” and casually mentioning 

that “everyone and their moms” are racists. This conforms to the patriarchal expectation 

that women are more likely to hold irrational beliefs (Mumby & Putnam, 1992). These 

images of women invite hatred for the feminine and discursively construct a gender 

hierarchy that places masculine representations in opposition to and above feminine 

displays. In this way, femininity can be constructed as negative and non-rational.  

Thus, the Zeitgeist Movement and its members participate in the Discourse of 

Masculinity both structurally (cooperating with organizational constraints on feminine 

voices) as well as discursively (perpetuating the privilege of rational, masculine 

identities). Myers and Collier (2005) maintain that patriarchy and ideologies of privilege 

are being reproduced through the discourse of the organization and its members. 

Constructing images of women as irrational and less superior justifies their oppression. 

This cooperates with language that naturalizes gender differences in such a way that 

denies the social construction of patriarchy.  
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Naturalizing Gender Inequality 

Indeed, portrayals of emotional, feminine expression as immature and angry 

cooperate with the discourse of rationality to legitimize and naturalize gender inequality. 

Zero15 continues, “these people have views like this bolted into there heads and rational 

debate never seems to get through since they just shout and scream over your voice so 

they don't need to listen, almost like arguing with a man child.” In this way, the 

privileging of the rational occurs through the false “separation” of emotion from rational 

action (Baxter & Montgomery, 1996). To be clear, this statement does not suggest that 

arguments are simply counterproductive, it implies that men expressing emotion indicates 

that they are immature, irrational, and not masculine. These representations suggest a 

natural alignment of rationality with masculinity, and emotionality with femininity.  

Furthermore, statements like this illuminate a larger problem with patriarchal 

discourse that equates emotion as underdeveloped, childlike behavior. This naturalizes 

the gender hierarchy, making it appear that masculine privilege is just a product of 

superior development and evolution. Clearly, this member reduces emotion to a mere 

symptom of immaturity, able to be overcome through masculinity. Moreover, opposing 

voices are constructed as too emotional for “rational debate” to “get through their heads.” 

Again, assumptions of the superiority of rationality provide a means of silencing “non-

objective” opinions and constructing the feminine as naturally underdeveloped.  

The Rational Yardstick 

Both structural and discursive inequalities are masked through organizational 

documents and member discourse, which attempts to construct a façade of complete 

rationality. This perpetuates a dichotomy between objectivity and subjectivity in which 
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one is privileged over the other (Allen, 2011). The rational yardstick is similar to what 

Blair, Brown, and Baxter (1992) identify this as the imposition of the “male paradigm” in 

which “universal yardsticks” claim power and privilege through positioning themselves 

as objective, comprehensive, and totalizing. In other words, the male paradigm 

fundamentally relies on “the separation of the person from contextual particulars” (p. 

389). In the same way, feminized voices within the movement are judged using 

masculine “yardsticks” such as rationality (characterized by an absence of emotionality) 

and the illusion of objectivity. For example, members quickly label dissenters as 

fundamentally “irrational” and therefore, eliminate the need to even respond to or 

acknowledge them. At least one other study has referenced the rational yardstick as a 

means of discounting emotional complaints of workplace bullying (Tracy, Lutgen-

Sandvik & Alberts, 2006, p.154). In this way, members can claim access to the privileged 

discourse of science, thus silencing competing ideas and voices. Therefore, the Discourse 

of Masculinity constructs universal standards by which members can evaluate and make 

sense of competing ideas and voices in a way that continues to marginalize those who do 

are deemed too subjective, emotional, spiritual and feminine.  

This is consistent with other findings that show how the privileging of masculinity 

and rationality is expressed primarily through a discourse of inclusion versus exclusion 

and insider versus outsider (Putnam, Jahn & Baker, 2011). Very simply stated, the 

rational yardstick is a tool for justifying exclusion and measuring deviation from an 

objective scientific and masculine ideal.  The privileging of masculine discourse places 

men within the insiders circle and women outside of it, justifying the gender hierarchy 

which restricts feminine identities and limits their involvement and access to the 
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movement. In other words, “the yardstick of rationality” functions as a means of 

producing an “objective” measurement of the value of all things, people and identities; 

however, this yardstick relies on unspoken masculine criteria.  

Unsurprisingly, discourse that privileges rationality provides no justification for 

non-rational beliefs and behaviors. This has been the case in at least one other 

community, where “rational” reasons in favor of developing a hazardous waste site are 

constructed as superior to and in opposition to the “emotional” members of the 

community who were against it (Welcomer, Gioia, & Kilduff, 2000). This study echoes 

their conclusion, which casts doubt on the “widespread assumption that science, reason 

and rationality are necessarily the bases for good decisions in society” (pg. 1175). In the 

same way, dissenting opinions and even partial disagreements within the movement are 

made sense of by constructing them as a lack of knowledge or rational capacity. Without 

acknowledging this existing hierarchy, emotional, subjective and thus feminine 

contributions seem of little (if any) importance in comparison with the privilege of 

quantifiable and masculine perspectives on progress. One way that the rational yardstick 

invokes authority to justify privilege is through a discourse of science. 

The Discourse of Science - The discourse surrounding technology within TZM 

reifies an artificial dualism between objectivity and subjectivity always privileging 

scientific “results” over subjective and spiritual truths. Technology is represented as the 

product of objective, scientific methods, unsullied by emotion and subjectivity. It is a 

representation of rational achievement; a standard by which to compare and evaluate 

other ideas. In this way, the discourse of science informs and justifies the rational 

yardstick. For example, when asking J about how he would approach someone who 
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criticized the scientific method, he responds, “I would ask what he/she proposed in liu 

[sic] of science and for examples of applications of that method that had been secussfull 

[sic] in the past.” TimelessDimensions answers similarly, “some people say TZM will 

never happen, but I understand their arguments quite well and can rebut with a scientific 

answer every time.” This brings to light the way that the discourse of science cooperates 

with the rational yardstick to exclude competing epistemologies and ontologies. Any 

alternative thought process that is judged to be irrational, non-scientific, or subjective 

would be eliminated from the discussion. The above statements also illustrate how 

members apply rational, scientific standards by asking for empirical examples of 

successful alternatives in order to evaluate those ideas. Finally, this statement does not 

acknowledge the existence of other epistemologies, which renders the power implicit in 

the discourse of rationality invisible and unquestioned.  

Additionally, the discourse of science provides authority to the rational yardstick 

through its characterization as a benign and objective tool for universal progress. TZM’s 

construction of the scientific method as “near universal” solution leaves no space for 

granting legitimacy to a plurality of alternative approaches. For example, a statement in 

TZM’s doctrine on technology reads: 

At the same time, technological development is brought about by a particular 

train of thought, or process... this could be called "The Scientific Method.” Carl 

Sagan was once quoted as saying something to the effect of "Society welcomes the 

gifts of science, but rejects its methods.” This is very true in the modern age, for 

what the public fails to understand is that science is not just a tool... it is a near 

universal functionality which can be applied to society in ways many would not 
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think about. 

This statement shows the equivocation of all technology as a product of “The Scientific 

Method”, suggesting that no other methods could facilitate the “technological 

development” that TZM members believe is critical for improving society. The larger 

discourse illustrated here assumes the “public” is not accepting the universality of the 

Scientific Method due to a fundamental misunderstanding, or lack of rationality. Science 

is constructed in a similar way to a benevolent god, bestowing “the gifts of science” upon 

humanity. The construction of science as a divine authority is also apparent in the 

unquestioning faith that participants express in the Scientific Method. Furthermore, 

without any indication of what study is being referenced, the phrase, “proven by science” 

is used as an authoritative warrant for claims made throughout organizational documents, 

forums, and interview transcripts. In this way, the illusion of an objective truth lends the 

discourse of “Science” unquestioning superiority and certainty through its construction as 

universal (without context) and objective. 

Furthermore, it has long been acknowledged that traditional “scientific” discourse 

privileges masculinity (Newton, 2001). Newton notes that women are “still daunted by 

pervasive societal stereotypes and deep-rooted educational prejudices that favor a males 

only admission to science and technology” (2001, p. 71, italics from original text). In this 

case, the organizational culture of TZM is informed by a tradition of masculine, 

exclusionary notions about science. The discourse of rationality within the movement 

reifies the systems of power that privilege masculine insiders and disempower feminine 

outsiders. Consider the following statement published on the TZM website: 
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A Resource-Based Economy utilizes existing resources rather than money, and 

provides an equitable method of distribution in the most humane and efficient 

manner for the entire population. It is a system in which all natural, man-made, 

machine-made, and synthetic resources would be available without the use of 

money, credits, barter, or any other form of symbolic exchange. A Resource-

Based Economy would utilize existing resources from the land and sea, and the 

means of production, such as physical equipment and industrial plants, to 

enhance the lives of the total population. In an economy based on resources, 

conservation and the most advanced methods of science and technology, we could 

easily produce all of the necessities of life and provide a high standard of living 

for all. To do this, we have to overcome our current, outdated, established 

practices. This is the purpose of The Zeitgeist Movement- to create a global 

awareness to thus transition into a new, sustainable direction for humanity as a 

whole. 

Implicit in both the statement and within the movement at large, is the perpetual 

inequalities that result from a discourse privileging the “absolute truth” of science and 

categorizing social, emotional and spiritual truths as “false.” The portrayal of science as 

the one solution to social problems not only excludes non-empirical methods of 

approaching issues, but eliminates a discussion of any other possible alternatives. 

Certainly, if emotional, spiritual and personal truths are considered useful, they are 

assigned a much lower value than “objective” and “scientific” contributions, such as 

technology. For instance, the website explicitly states, “technological development is the 

most important institution we have and the pursuit of socially helpful technology (not 
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weapons) should be the highest priority of the culture.” Dictating what the priorities 

should be for an entire culture is problematic alone in that it assumes a universal, 

objective truth. However, the scientific method cannot reach an objective answer to what 

constitutes “socially helpful technology” because one does not exist. This is because a 

multitude of criterion and perspectives could justify different answers to what the most 

socially helpful pursuit would be. The illusion, and thus the authority, of objectivity and 

science is unmasked when subjectivity is found to still exist despite its denial.  

Although organizations are “saturated with male ideologies and discourse” such 

as this, most of the time it is not investigated (Forbes, 2002).  Forbes states that the “lack 

of organizational scrutiny of this phenomenon potentially leads to the unconscious 

construction of a more hegemonic patriarchal system to which both women and men 

contribute” (pg. 270). Without an interrogation of TZM’s masculine centered discourse, 

invisible systems of power would continue to be reproduced. Rationality and emotion, 

objectivity and subjectivity, as well as science and spirituality are social constructions 

that have no diametrically opposed counter point. Instead, reframing them as tensions 

acknowledges the interdependence of both experiences.  

The Spiritual Other 

The centering of masculine, rational sameness is also achieved through 

insider/outsider discourse that categorically rejects all individuals relying on any other 

method outside of the scientific method and constructs them as less valuable. In a similar 

way that Yep (2002; 2009) and Foucault (1990) refer to a “sexual other”; I identify a 

related concept that will be discussed as the “spiritual other.” Yep (2008) states that 

Othering is the process that “creates individuals, groups and communities that are 
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deemed to be less important, less worthwhile, less consequential, less authorized, and less 

human based on historically situated markers of social formation” (pg. 18). Participant 

and organizational discourses obtain power through their normalization (Foucault, 1990) 

of an invisible western, White, masculine, rational center which functions to judge and 

identify deviations from the discourse of sameness. The discourse of TZM normalizes 

scientific rationality, while using spirituality to identify, or mark, the Other and justify 

their exclusion. 

The devaluing of others based on spirituality occurs within TZM, where 

rationality, or the use of resources to accomplish objectives, is normalized through its 

construction as the inherent paradigm of humanity. Rationality is constructed as an 

inherently masculine concept, which functions to normalize male domination and female 

subordination (Forbes, 2002; Myers & Collier, 2005). According to the TZM website, the 

use of technology “is what separates us humans from the other species,” and thus, 

represents a key characteristic of human experience and identity. From this perspective, 

rejecting the methods of science and technology are tantamount to rejecting a 

fundamental human norm. In this way, the other is represented as sub-human, or at least a 

primitive version of humanity, and lacking in the rational capacity that denotes 

humankind. In other words, the spiritual other is the embodied rejection of normalized 

ways of relating to the world.  

First, members of TZM face an interesting circumstance; outside of TZM’s 

organizational culture supporters report being otherized themselves, while within the 

spaces of the movement they openly construct their own idea of the Other. BenKelly 

explains how he experiences being othered as a TZM supporter within the military. 
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Obviously most people don’t know anything about the rbe [resource based 

economy] idea and so it’s automatically ostracizing. I’ve had some success. 

Though mostly centralized in the officer ranks. My role is the data 

dispenser/general insult absorber/kook and cubical weirdo. Look, people don’t 

understand the idea. Even my most logical, simple and even compassionate 

attempts at reasoned discussion are mostly ignored or simply brushed aside by 

members of the status quo guardianship. 

In this statement, BenKelly illustrates how the discourse of otherization can impact 

persons with little-known ideas. Ben is familiar with the insider/outsider discourse that is 

pervasive throughout our society. He recognizes his outsider status in offline face-to-face 

interactions outside of the movement. During our interview online however, Ben felt free 

to reference the “status quo guardianship,” repositioning himself as an insider of the 

“opposing” group (TZM). His reference to the “rbe idea” refers to TZM’s advocacy for a 

resource based economy, which unites members under one similar vision of a future 

society. Although this reversal of perspective may challenge traditional power structures, 

it does not necessarily work toward a greater level of inclusion and equity.  Rather, this 

discourse simply replaces one dominant group with another.  

The Other as Illogical - Turning now to the ways that members of TZM construct 

insider groups and outsider groups within their own cyberculture, spirituality is used to 

designate, or mark, the other as illogical, and irrational. Common to all of these 

characterizations, the Other is defined by their refusal or inability to operate on the 

western logic of science and sound reasoning. For example, TZM’s organizational essay 

on spirituality isolates theistic religion as a root cause of humanity’s inability to grow and 
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make progress because it is characterized as anti-scientific and therefore fundamentally 

flawed. The essay states, “our belief systems, which we think we must keep to support 

our identities, often stand in the way of new, changing understandings and personal 

growth. The most dominant institutions which perpetuate this paralysis seem to be 

Theistic Religion and The Monetary System.” Thus, TZM website identifies all “theistic 

religion” as a roadblock to social change due to its “perceptual misunderstanding about 

life’s processes.” The essay continues to indict the “spiritual ego” which is presented as 

fundamentally irrational and said to have “led to dramatic conflicts for generations, not 

only between human beings, but inadvertently between us and the environment itself.” 

This discourse encourages members to blame the spiritual other for death, danger and 

conflict. These representations identify spirituality and religion as a root cause of global 

issues because they fail to employ the western rationality that TZM advocates as the 

universally correct way of drawing conclusions. This discourse constructs those who 

deviate from objective, scientific ways of knowing, as cooperating in an irrational, 

misinformed and dangerous ideology.  

The Other as the Enemy - Additionally, an “us versus them” discourse 

characterizes relations between the members and the Other, perpetuating a discourse of 

sameness and ideological stagnancy. Responding to the question, “what are some positive 

and negative aspects of being involved in the movement?” members expressed an 

overwhelming aversion to those outside of the movement. TimelessDimensions cites 

“other people who still believe the monetary system has a future,” as the negative aspect 

of being involved in TZM. Rizk echoes this sentiment stating that the downside to being 

a member of TZM is “having to deal with illogical people who don’t wish to accept that 
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we need to change.” In response to the same question, Siegfriede cites “outsiders” as the 

primary negative aspect of his involvement, stating that, “people outside of or against the 

movement tend to think you’re wasting your time, and some people begin to label you a 

utopian.” These statements construct the Other as illogical and lacking rational capacity 

while making the assumption that if an individual is not already a member of TZM, they 

tend not to be persuaded. Explanations that construct “outsiders” as negative, inherently 

illogical, and simply “unwilling” to accept change only justify withdrawal and 

disengagement from those who criticize the movement. In this way, constructing the 

Other in terms of “us versus them,” functions as a powerful tool for perpetuating the 

discourse of sameness that shields members from alternative voices and keeps members 

locked within their own “logical,” supportive communities.  

Moreover, hostility towards the Other supports Yep’s conclusion that construction 

of the Other facilitates discursive violence, which he refers to as “words, gestures, tones, 

images, presentations, and omissions used to differentially treat, degrade, pathologize, 

and represent” the marginalized identity of the Other (Yep, 2008, p. 23). AK47 expresses 

nothing less than hatred for the Other, stating, “I do NOT support the monetary system in 

ANY way – just the opposite – I treat THEM (all fucking/stupid/ignorant/evil supporters) 

as they deserve – like enemy of everything what lives. How could I do otherwise?” While 

AK47 doesn’t specify the gender, race or spiritual beliefs of the “evil supporters,” he 

justifies his hatred and intolerance for their ideological difference by characterizing them 

as lacking intelligence and goodwill. Within the environmental movement, Clark and 

Flores (2001) contend that “us versus them” distinctions are overly simplistic and rigid, 

consequently limiting constructive and inclusive dialogue (p. 243). Thus, an “us versus 



    Texas Tech University, Tiffany A. Dykstra, May 2012!

!
""#!

them” discourse polarizes the relationship between TZM members and the public, 

simplifying it into a matter of good versus evil.  This discourse justifies a hostile 

approach to the Other and leaves no space for negotiating their inclusion. At the very 

least, hatred toward and avoidance of individuals who are outside of TZM makes it 

difficult to spread awareness and support for the movement.  

By constructing a discourse that marks insiders and outsiders as such, members 

perpetuate a discourse of sameness that views difference as an enemy to conquer and 

defeat.  The next section details the macroscopic practices of inequality that occur at a 

larger cultural, institutional level. 

Macroscopic Practices of Inequality 

Organizational policies and practices also reinforce and (re)produce systems of 

inequality through disparate access to technology, education, and participation. These 

policies and practices are identified as macroscopic, or institutional practices of 

inequality that have broad cultural and social impacts (Yep, 2002). Putnam, Jahn & Baker 

(2011) urge communication scholars to extend their analyses beyond the symbolic sphere 

of social construction to “understand how nonhuman elements of organizational life” can 

also function to reproduce sameness and control difference (p. 49). Based on interviews, 

organizational texts and ethnographic observations of TZM, three macroscopic practices 

emerged that reproduced sameness through (1) privileged access to the internet, (2) 

online communication structures that constrains emotion and dissent, and (3) the use of 

an entrance quiz to earn participation privileges.  

Accessibility - First, the organization operates entirely online, which requires 

sufficient financial and physical resources to obtain a computer, electricity, and internet 
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access. Several interview participants indicated that they could not commit to 

“coordinator” positions because long work hours constrained their ability to participate in 

the online forums for extended periods of time. However, members of TZM have access 

to the networks that enable their communication as a result of privilege. Not only can 

members of TZM access information, resources, and networks unavailable to others, their 

activity online is made possible through their privileged access to technology and internet 

access. Some scholars caution that online social movements tend to “benefit those who 

are already socially and economically privileged” (Lebert, 2003, pg. 224) and that the 

digital divide creates substantial distortions in equitable access to the internet. 

Furthermore, Cramer and Crocco (2010) found that while internet access is increasing, 

the global gender digital divide continues to provide male students with more access and 

information about technology, leaving women at a disadvantage or simply excluded. No 

doubt, there are countless others whose voices are not included in this analysis and thus 

silenced by a lack of equitable access to technology. Thus, accessibility of the internet 

functions to exclude already marginalized groups, making it more difficult for silenced 

voices to participate in resisting oppressive power structures.  

Online Communication Structures - Additionally, the structure of the 

organization’s website and interface attempts to isolate and control emotion by regulating 

the content of discussion forums. For example, out of the ten forums that support online 

discussion, only one forum is designated for discussions involving emotion or 

spirituality, titled “Humanities.” Any post involving emotional or spiritual experiences 

and expressions outside of this forum is deleted or moved to the “Humanities” category. 

In this way, institutional constraints allow explicit control over public discussion in the 
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forums. Administrators that were interviewed reported “banning” members from posting 

on discussion forums if they disagreed or seemed to misunderstand the scientific method. 

These organizational mechanisms of control attempt to minimize gender differences and 

enforce ideological conformity. In this way, dialogue, difference and creative tension is 

condensed into one monologue of sameness that continually reproduces homogenous 

identities and stagnant ideology (Putnam, Jahn & Baker, 2011).  

Entrance Quiz - Furthermore, a twenty-question quiz that is discussed in greater 

detail in chapter three prevents new members from registering and contributing to 

discussions online without being thoroughly well read on the commitments and scientific 

underpinnings of TZM. Quiz questions change each time, so there is no way to determine 

what will be asked. Members are expected to know the organizationally sanctioned 

interpretation of information on a wide range of topics, such as the most sustainable 

construction material, and the correctly worded interpretation of concepts like the 

scientific method and resource based economy. In this way, the entry quiz functions as a 

structural version of the rational yardstick. More specifically, it serves as a means of 

determining the value of ones participation in the movement and justifying the exclusion 

of those who do not “measure up.” Macroscopic, institutional practices such as 

accessibility, online communication structures, as well as the entry quiz, all cooperate to 

control difference and perpetuate the privilege of dominant groups and the continued 

marginalization of others.  
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Resisting Inequality 

Indeed, discursive strategies such as these reproduce a discourse of sameness that 

perpetuates dichotomous thinking and privileges masculine identities. Even social 

movements that profess a commitment to equality and social justice engage in 

problematic discourses that feminist scholars have attempted to unmask and to 

problematize (Kirkup, et. al., 2000).  However, one member, Substance, reminds us that 

there are still hope for expanding spaces of equality and embracing difference, stating,  

Those topics (race, gender, sexuality, etc.) usually receive less attention in 

discussions among TZM members. I think, most people from the Movement just 

acknowledge the fact that everybody ‘should’ be treated equally and never 

consider these issues any further. I consider those topics of a relatively high 

importance as the current stage of activism in the Movement is mostly about 

spreading information and reaching to the broadest possible groups of people.  

Perhaps some of the most powerful ways that Western masculine ideologies exert 

influence is through their seemingly benign, almost invisible assumptions of superiority. 

Although this quote illustrates how discussions of inequality rarely occur, it also indicates 

that the organization wide avoidance of these topics is not going unnoticed by everyone. 

Providing members with the language to articulate discursive systems of power and their 

implications is the first step in facilitating discussions that unmask and decenter 

hegemonic discourses (Putnam, Jahn & Baker, 2011). Connecting with members who 

expressed a desire for opening discussion on issues of inequality and privilege served as a 

reminder that resisting larger systems of inequality begins with resisting power structures 

at the site of individual and local experience (Cho, 2010). 
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In this chapter, I’ve reviewed the discourse of sameness that constructs gender 

into binary categories of male and female, and categorizes rationality and emotionality, 

and science and spirituality as dichotomies and dualisms. Next, discursive strategies were 

discussed as: demonizing the feminine, the naturalization of gender inequality, the 

rational yardstick, and the spiritual other. These results support Kirkup, Janes, 

Woodward and Hovenden’s (2000) suspicion of online discourse, stating “the deep 

construction of gender through the casting of male and female into oppositional and 

hierarchical categories in which the ‘female’ is always the inferior, for example, 

objectivity/subjectivity, rationality/emotion, Culture/Nature, is evident in many cultures 

but is especially strong in technoscientific culture” (p. 4) These discursive strategies 

illuminate the existence of an overarching discourse of sameness which functions to 

reproduce itself and maintain similarity while diminishing the appearance of differences.  

However, this suspicion should be tempered by the recognition that real social 

change occurs at the individual and local level (Cho, 2008). Calling attention to these 

problematic discursive formations unmasks the systems of power that macroscopic and 

microscopic strategies perpetuate. By deconstructing and naming the unspoken tools of 

masculine privilege and oppression, this study invites the reconstruction of binary 

opposites as integrated concepts whose meanings are interdependent and inseparable 

(Putnam, Jahn, & Baker, 2011). Reframing gender binaries and dichotomies as tensions 

avoids either/or thinking by engaging competing or contradicting concepts in dialogue 

rather than opposed to one another. This reframing of tensions allows for moments of 

“dialogic creativity,” which empowers marginalized discourses by allowing them the 

opportunity to engage in the negotiation of meaning (Putnam, Jahn & Baker, 2011, p. 9). 
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The next chapter will engage in a discussion of the theoretical and pragmatic implications 

of the previous interpretive and critical analyses.  
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CHAPTER IV 

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

This chapter begins with a discussion of the implications of cyberactivism and 

social capital within TZM, followed by practical considerations for social movement 

organizations and individual activists. Next, I provide insight into the discourse of 

sameness and how it interacts with dialectical tensions. Finally I conclude with possible 

limitations and future considerations. 

(Cyberactivism) and Social Capital 

 Understanding how participants experience and navigate dialectical tensions is 

important for furthering our understandings of cyberactivism, engagement, and online 

social movements. Unlike face-to-face organizing, which is recognized for its social 

capital construction (Putnam, 2000), the question of how social capital operates online, 

and if it functions any differently, is addressed in the following section. This research 

develops an understanding of not only what it is like to be a cyberactivist, but moreover; 

what implications that term has for the identity of the participants. First, definitions of 

cyberactivism are explored, including a comparison of traditional and cyberactivism, 

followed by an explanation of social capital online and concluding with a discussion of 

some emergent differences in an online social movement. 

 Understanding and Defining (Cyber)activism – Although much research attempts to 

evaluate the activities and outcomes of the cyberactivist, (e.g. Stein, 2009; Passy & 

Giuni, 2001; Katz and Rice, 2002) the findings of this study contribute to a very small 

body research that is concerned with the way activism shapes and impacts the individual 

and their identity (Garcia, Standllee, Bechkoff, & Cui, 2009). Cho (2008) states that 
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social change occurs at an individual, interpersonal and local level. Understanding the 

role of the Zeitgeist cyberactivist from their own perspective is equally important to 

understanding the movement as a whole because it provides a description of the agent of 

social change. Within TZM, members construct themselves as connected within the 

broader community that they represent, as well as apart from it in distinct ways. 

 (Cyber)activism and Connection - First, participant descriptions within TZM 

suggest that cyberactivism is not viewed as an individual political act, but rather it 

implies a sense of belonging and commitment to a community of fellow activists. For 

example, participant responses suggest that membership in the movement is similar to 

being involved in a religious group, illustrated through frequent use of religious 

metaphors and language. These descriptions suggest that cyberactivism within TZM 

implies a sense of belonging and commitment to a group of people with similar beliefs. 

The use of religious terminology helps contextualize and inform our understanding of 

new (online) expressions of identity within a familiar system of meaning.  

 Furthermore, research confirms that “‘virtual’ lives can hold equal, if not greater, 

value for individuals as a means of expressing a version of the self that they highly value 

(Ashford, 2009, p. 310) For example, when asking members to describe themselves, 

participants chose ideological identity markers tied to the goals of TZM, rather than their 

age, gender, sexuality, appearance, relationships and so on. One member described 

himself as “less apathetic than the average person” and “committed to fighting injustice” 

through a dismantling of religious and governmental institutions. Negotiations and 

representations of the autonomy-connection dialectic inform an understanding of the 

TZM cyberactivist as a part of a community. For example, one member discussed himself 
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as “just a worker bee” within the movement, while others used biological and chain 

metaphors that situate the individual as a component of a larger community. All twenty-

three participants responded with some description of either their occupation or their role 

within TZM. Undeniably, activism within TZM is not only political, and rooted in action, 

but it is a social activity that constructs important aspects of the individual’s identity in 

terms of their membership in the movement.   

 Expanding Considerations of (Cyber)activism – This study contributes to the 

justification for a broader definition of cyberactivism. Some scholars ask, what is the 

distinction and moreover, what is the importance of the distinction between 

cyberactivism and activism at the point where it becomes a matter of context in which the 

action is still the same. For example, signing a petition or donating money online could 

be seen as simply activism via mediated communication, while cyberactivism would only 

be useful in distinguishing whether the act could exclusively be committed online or not. 

The findings of this study suggest that the importance of the distinction may be that it not 

only clarifies the virtual location of the community that one that is advocating for, but it 

invites a reimagining of the cyberactivist in relation to context or medium. A definition 

that limits cyberactivism to acts of political subversion or protest that could only occur in 

an online context (i.e. ‘Anonymous’ hacking government websites), I argue, is overly 

concerned with external forms of activism. While previous definitions suggest that 

‘cyber’ denotes the technology used to enact activism, a rearticulation of cyberactivism 

as a performance of “the self as cyberactivist” is inclusive of all forms of internal and 

external activism. Thus, only including individuals in the discussion who externally 

express their support for an online social movement fails to account for the way that 
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internal expression and affirmation develops a rendering of the self as cyberactivist. 

  One problem with the current articulation of cyberactivism is that it excludes 

action that occurs from a peripheral standpoint. For example, the internet user who blogs 

in support of Anonymous would not be considered a cyberactivist if they did not actually 

participate in hacking anything. However, it is possible that a blog post may influence 

more people than a hack, especially if blogs were linked together in community of 

support for an activist group. Similarly, when TZM members describe their involvement, 

they include self expression as activism, citing their participation on internet discussion 

forum debates, researching and fact checking the research behind the movement, and 

networking with others to name a few. For this reason, a broader definition of 

cyberactivism is proposed to replace limited understandings that exclude the peripheral 

voices of (cyber)activists who may not take action that produces quantifiable results on 

behalf of the movement, but can actively spread awareness or rally support via online 

communication. As discussed previously, cyberactivists within TZM are engaged in both 

promulgation and solidification efforts that would not be “counted” under traditional 

definitions of activism (Bowers, et. al., 2010). This study problematizes the boundaries 

between internal or private advocacy and external performances of that advocacy. In 

other words, a broader definition of cyberactivism challenges the assumption that the 

performance of activism is more important than the identity of the activist. Rather, 

internal advocacy and “external” activism are interdependent in so far that internal 

advocacy is necessary for warranting action, while identity is given meaning through its 

performance (Butler, 1988). In this way, a dialectical approach is useful in that it can lend 

insight into the ways that seemingly contradictory tensions can become integrated. 



    Texas Tech University, Tiffany A. Dykstra, May 2012!

!
"##!

 Additionally, alternative definitions of cyberactivism also fail to give sufficient 

acknowledgement to the organizational and community aspect of cyberactivism, in other 

words, the way that cyberactivism is embedded in a larger community or social 

movement. Limiting the discussion of cyberactivism to only individual acts of protest or 

subversion focuses on the individual to the extent that an adoption of such a definition 

would ignore the virtual community building and organizational tensions that 

characterize cyberactivism. For example, participants reported feeling tension when 

shifting between their larger social community (which many reported feeling ostracized 

from) and the online TZM community (which was an overwhelmingly positive 

experience). This might help us understand why otherwise “face-to-face” activists may 

begin to refocus their efforts online if traditional activist organizations do not sufficiently 

integrate and connect them with the community. A feeling of connection with others 

online may prompt online action, while feelings of autonomy within larger society may 

also encourage the individual to seek a sense of community online.  

 While it is true that some individuals use the internet to coordinate and conduct 

activities that are similar to face to face interactions, online organizing and activism can 

take place in qualitatively different ways. The term ‘cyberactivism’ is still valuable at the 

very least until research indicates that there is no significant differences between the way 

people organize and communicate online and the way they organize and communicate in 

face-to-face interactions.  

Implications of Online Organizing and Social Capital 

 This study supports the idea that there are significant differences between the way 

social capital and activism occurs online and in face-to-face activist organizations. The 
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most significant way that the online environment altered the conditions of activism was 

through its impact on the organizational dialectics of hierarchy-equality and autonomy-

connection.  The internet both facilitated and challenged the creation of social capital. 

 First, the organizational dialectic between hierarchy and equality was especially 

salient in an online environment because communication was needed to clarify and 

construct organizational structure discursively, rather than being introduced into an 

already organized space that implies organization in its physical arrangement. Putnam, 

Jahn and Baker (2011), note that the physical environment is responsible for both 

symbolically and physically impacting the negotiation of tensions in face-to-face 

organizations (i.e. placing the CEO’s office on the top floor both physically and 

symbolically places her at the top of the organizational hierarchy). Without these typical 

structures to guide the negotiation of tension between hierarchy and equality, members of 

TZM struggled to make sense of their discursive commitment to equality while also 

recognizing their need for leadership.  

 Second, TZM, along with other online social movement organizations employs a 

more egalitarian structure that lacks a sense of overall cohesion or connectedness that is 

key to sustained participation. TZM is less structured than a typical organization its size 

simply because websites allow organizations to sustain a larger network of 

communication (Gajjala, 2004; Gajjala, Birzescu & Yartey, 2011). The spread out 

organizational structure of TZM makes “coordinators” jobs difficult because organizing 

large, unconnected, geographically dispersed groups of people make it more likely that 

groups will fall apart and members will disappear before anything is accomplished. The 

intersecting tensions between hope and hopelessness and autonomy and connection help 
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explain why social movement organizations experience both lulls and periods of 

increased involvement. Members recalled moments of groups forming and watching 

them grow as people united over a common ideology. These are motivating experiences 

for members, who discuss feeling “together,” although geographically and physically far 

apart. In many instances, patterns of interaction and cooperation prompted their feelings 

of connection, hope and solidarity. Recall that John explains his optimistic feeling after 

having finished a TZM meeting, but when he came to realize that most of the group 

members just stop participating, he says his optimism “wore off.” Without the ability to 

sustain networks, social capital cannot exist (Putnam, 1995). This supports Shumate and 

Pike’s conclusion that “virtual network organizations still need to meet as a group in 

order to sustain collective identity and to coordinate actions” (2006, p. 819). Without 

moments of interaction and coordination, feelings of connection and hope dwindle, 

decreasing participation and involvement.  

Dialectical Approaches to (Cyber)activism  

 Cyberactivism is characterized by a series of tensions between idealism and reality, 

autonomy and connection, hierarchy and equality, emotion and rationality, and hope and 

hopelessness. Communication research has highlighted potential online tensions, 

particularly between public and private spaces and individual and social identity 

construction (Yang 2010; Green, 2008). Expanding the discussion of dialectical tensions 

to include both organizational (hierarchy-equality and autonomy-connection) as well as 

emotional dialectics (emotion-rationality and hope-hopelessness) opens new areas for the 

future research of tensions. 

 In addition, the dialectical tensions revealed in this study further our understandings 
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of how organizational contradictions and paradoxes construct meaning in online 

organizations, sometimes in ways that constrain identities, communication, and 

organizational practices. This study suggests that concepts such as masculinity and 

femininity, or emotion and rationality, are not opposites, but rather dialectical tensions 

that should be equally valued as interdependent concepts. For example, rationality and 

emotionality are constructed as opposing concepts, but one member renegotiates the 

meaning of rationality and emotionality to define separate but complementary roles for 

each. She used a train metaphor to describe the purpose of rationality as the fuel for a 

train, while empathy and an ethic of care determined the direction of the train. Participant 

responses also indicate that viewing rationality and emotion as an integrated tension 

allows them to make sense of both concepts without necessarily privileging one over the 

other. This analysis supports Samra-Fredericks (2004) conclusion that managerial elites 

intertwine their use of emotional expression and rationality in order to best impact 

management and strategic processes. The value of integrating negative and positive 

emotions and their defining role within the organization has been well documented 

(Miller, Considine & Garner, 2007; Tracy, 2004; Tracy, Myers, & Scott, 2006; Tracy, 

2008). Rather than selecting one over the other, rejecting static and binary interpretations 

allows members to negotiate a more productive attitude towards emotion and rationality. 

My findings support recent research suggesting that dialectical tensions, when held “in 

play,” can be a healthy way to make sense of an organization and one’s identity within 

that organization (Meisenbach, 2008; Rivera, 2010).  

 The data demonstrated how members actively sought out ways to embrace both 

sides of a seeming contradiction, as a way of embracing ambivalence and avoiding fixed 
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meaning of the tensions. For example, Josey explained how she negotiates simultaneous 

feelings of hope and hopelessness through integration (Baxter & Montgomery, 1996), 

explaining that even if she cannot achieve lasting social change, she can still find 

meaning in what she accomplishes by spreading awareness. Other members reported 

constantly going back and forth between extremes. At times, members must privilege 

their individual concerns over those of the organization and members reported feeling 

hopeless. Constrained by circumstance, some felt at times they must act in a way that is 

not aligned with their ideology. This triggers hopelessness and despair, which can then 

spur a desire for activism and solidarity, or it can act as what one member calls “an 

excuse card.” Yagisanatode explains, “I feel that the hopeless is to do with the general 

feeling that it will either take a catastrophic change in global society or it will never 

happen. I sense it and feel the same way when reading how people react. However, this 

sort of thinking gives the core members an ‘excuse card’ in the same way that religious 

leaders approach their congregation when discussing the next end of the world.” 

Yagisanatode suggests that this ‘all or nothing’ perspective on social change can 

influence members bouncing back and forth between extreme optimism and extreme 

cynicism. These findings lend insight into how alternating between tensions of hope and 

hopelessness might create momentum or stagnancy depending on how it is interpreted 

and negotiated. On the other hand, viewing tensions as integrated and co-dependent 

allows members of TZM to negotiate a space for the expression of emotion as well as the 

use of rationality. This is important because it reframes common organizational dilemmas 

in terms of dialectical tensions that are not necessarily mutually exclusive, allowing 

emotion to be viewed as a powerful and productive component of organizing.  
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Practical Insights into Organizing for Social Change Online 

 Plenty of research regarding the structure of organizations lends insight into how 

different communicative arrangements impact organizational cohesion and ability to 

accomplish tasks. This study is unique in that it contributes to a small body of research 

that studies organizational power structures as they are constructed discursively online, in 

partially or wholly textual environments (Mitra, 1999). For example, tension between a 

“centralized authority” which reproduces monologue, and democratized, “decentralized 

participation” which engages in dialogue, emerged from at least one study of Indian 

online communities (Mitra, 1999). Members expressed a dominant feeling of dislike for 

the entrance quiz, indicating that centralized authority and the ability to exclude others 

may not be a beneficial way of organizing. The only advantage to this quiz that members 

articulated was less redundant distraction on the forums by posting and answering similar 

questions. Online members reported that individuals were more likely to ask questions 

than seek out information on their own, thus the entry quiz eliminated the members who 

did not want to do research on their own. However, this also functioned to exclude 

dissenting and alternative viewpoints. This contrast is useful in highlighting how 

organizational power is enacted discursively in online spaces in ways that have tangible 

results on the communication process and its participants.  

 Additionally, this centralized authority or monologue is discussed as the discourse 

of sameness, which reproduces the same masculine ideology and identities. The 

privileging of sameness impedes interactions with those outside of the movement. 

Members state the biggest disadvantage to being a part of the movement is dealing with 

those who disagree with them. Two members admit, “hating” those who support the 



    Texas Tech University, Tiffany A. Dykstra, May 2012!

!
"#)!

monetary system and not a resource based alternative. The results of this study suggest 

that monologic discourse within a social movement can produce an “us versus them 

mentality” which constructs the Other and the normative self by which we judge all 

others (Foucault, 1990; Yep, 2008). To review, Othering is the process that “creates 

individuals, groups and communities that are deemed to be less important, less 

worthwhile, less consequential, less authorized, and less human based on historically 

situated markers of social formation” (Yep, 2008 pg. 18). Considering that TZM, like 

many other social movements, is first aimed at creating awareness and public support, the 

negative construction of those outside the movement can impede the process of 

interaction and persuasion. 

 Fostering Community - Furthermore, understanding the ways that organizational 

and emotional tensions cooperate and interact can help social movements and activists 

understand the value of the individual activists experience to the overall movement. For 

example, this study suggests that the existence and effectiveness of social capital is based 

on the negotiation of intersecting tensions between hope and hopelessness and autonomy 

and connection. Members often discussed participation in terms of feeling a sense of 

hope and community. Josiane states, “I just started doing transcription…its very 

encouraging to see that so many people agree that there is something wrong the way our 

world is being run. It gives me hope :-)” Another member discussed feeling hopeless and 

worried about “wasting” his time as groups fell apart. Another stated, “the collaborative 

nature of my group participation has accelerated my discussion with others.” Papa, 

Auwal and Singhal (1995; 1997) describe this intersection as the dialectic of community 

and fragmentation. This study supports their conclusion that member participation is 
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directly linked to their articulation of how connected and hopeful they feel about their 

role within the organization. In other words, social movement organizations may 

fragment if either one of these tensions is unaddressed. This supports the idea that social 

movement scholars would do well to examine the way that individual activist identities 

construct and enables the larger movement. Without facilitating feelings of hope and 

connection, larger goals of enacting social change can become impossible.   

 Embracing Emotion, Spirituality and Subjectivity – This study suggests that 

organizations should reframe mutually exclusive concepts as mutually dependent 

concepts. Tensions between emotion and rationality, spirituality and science and 

subjectivity and objectivity emerged in ways that constrained identity and organizational 

practices. As one member succinctly states, “the place for my emotional investment in 

other people is relegated to my personal life and generally does not enter into my activist 

activities.” Clearly, members have difficulty negotiating the role of subjective experience 

into their vision of activism as objective and rooted in science. In this way, recent 

findings are supported that show how emotional performances are gendered (Rivera, 

2010) by illustrating that only masculine and rational displays of spirituality are found to 

be acceptable. Instead of operating as a form of resistance to masculine oppression, 

spirituality is co-opted by organizational discourse and privileged only when it serves 

rational (masculine) objectives. Organizational communication scholars in particular, 

need to question the ways that rationality occupies a privileged location in our 

scholarship as well as in the sites and discourses that we study. Indeed, communication 

scholars are both the instrument and object of study. A greater level of clarity and self-

reflexivity could be achieved through recognition of the seemingly benign discourses of 
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objectivity, rationality and masculinity that dominate our culture. Spiritual, emotional 

expression and meaning needn’t be relegated to traditionally “feminine” domains, and 

should therefore be given more attention within the discipline.   

Decentering/Unmasking Dominant Discourses 

 From a dialectical approach, overarching discourses of inequality can emerge 

embedded in the discursive practices that participants engage in when making sense and 

negotiating tensions. In chapter five, this study explored the microscopic (discursive) and 

macroscopic (organizational) discursive strategies within TZM that construct artificial 

binaries or dichotomies privileging the masculine over the feminine, and the rational over 

the emotional/spiritual. This study both decenters hegemonic masculine ideologies, such 

as rationality, and unmasks the discursive and structural practices that perpetuate 

hierarchies of privilege and inequality by naming the discourses of power and the 

strategies they use to gain implicit authority (Baxter, 2011; Putnam, Jahn & Baker, 2011). 

This study exposes the masculine toolbox, in other words, TZM’s metaphorical toolbox 

for discursively and organizationally perpetuating patriarchy, thus challenging power 

structures by unmasking and decentering them (Putnam, Jahn & Baker, 2011). To review, 

centering and decentering function by emphasizing a system of power or resistance, 

while masking and unmasking occur through the hiding or unveiling of systems of power, 

particularly concerned with naming (Putnam, Jahn & Baker, 2011). Michelle Lazar 

explains that, “feminist discourse scholars can learn much about the interconnections 

between and the particularities of discursive strategies employed in various forms of 

social inequality and oppression that can feed back into critical feminist analysis and 

strategies for social change. The marriage of feminism with CDA (critical discourse 
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analysis), in sum, can produce a rich and powerful political critique for action” (p. 144, 

2007). Thus, the critical feminist discourse analysis in chapter five achieves a type of 

“analytical activism” (Lazar, 2007) that not only destabilizes patriarchal assumptions, but 

also unmasks strategies for perpetuating patriarchy. For example, the analysis identifies 

the way that emotion is still a part of activists’ interactions and motivations and thus its 

role within the movement should be reevaluated. The strategies used to perpetuate 

masculine sameness are: demonizing the feminine, the naturalization of gender 

inequality, the rational yardstick, and the spiritual other. Naming these strategies 

constitutes analytical activism and provides the language needed for TZM activists to 

discuss the ways that these strategies can be eliminated (Mumby & Putnam, 1992; Lazar, 

2007; Putnam, Jahn & Baker, 2011). In this way, this study has laid out the analytical 

tools and language needed to recognize, describe and resist oppression. At the very least, 

this study accomplishes the first step (awareness) in achieving a “just social order” by 

calling attention to the systems of inequality that exist, namely hegemonic masculinity, 

sameness and patriarchy (Lazar, 2007, p. 145).  Recognizing, or unmasking, (Putnam, 

Jahn & Baker, 2011) the gendered nature of the positions that individuals occupy and the 

identities judged worthy and unworthy within the organization, takes us one step closer to 

centering discourses that embrace difference and resisting discourses of sameness and 

masculinity.  

 For example, gendered archetypes occupy privileged and marginalized spaces in 

the patriarchal structure, and thus masculinity can be continually (re)produced with 

superior status and power (Howard & Prividera, 2004). For example, cyberactivists are 

constructed through gendered notions rationality, discouraging emotion, spirituality and 



    Texas Tech University, Tiffany A. Dykstra, May 2012!

!
"$#!

difference. The archetypes “define appropriate gender roles and behaviors” while 

individuals “enact and reproduce patriarchal discourse” (Howard & Prividera, 2004). 

Recognizing these gendered expectations calls attention to both the existence of the 

privileged location that masculine discourse occupies as well as the specific strategies 

used to construct and maintain that position of power within the online social movement. 

Furthermore, tensions between rationality and emotionality help us understand how 

gendered expectations and discourse are enacted both organizationally and individually. 

Commitments to “complete rationality” belittle and discourage emotional or spiritual 

performances that do not satisfy organizational goals. Both systematically (constructing a 

controlled space for the expression of emotion) and discursively (gender binaries, 

otherizing the spiritual, etc.) the movement functions to perpetuate a patriarchal system of 

White Western privilege.  

 Although organizational cohesion is important, it does not need to be obtained 

through the elimination of difference. At least one study has found that subcultures in 

online organizational environments can disrupt activities (Shumate & Pike, 2006). It 

seems then, no surprise that one organizational approach to difference (especially one 

that must deal with difference on a global scale) would be to unite all “subcultures” under 

one very specific set of beliefs. The desire to discursively “eliminate” difference and 

dissent is carried out in the name of organizational objectives, but it also normalizes 

masculine privilege. Members continually dismiss conversations of difference, including 

gender, sexuality, and status. In this way, the discursive selection (Baxter & 

Montgomery, 1996) of equality in all instances, can silence discussions of inequality and 

privilege. 
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 Thus, seemingly benign justifications serve to perpetuate a larger, hegemonic 

discourse of similarity that reproduces itself and continually constrains and enables 

certain performances of identity and knowledge creation. The discourse of similarity 

cooperates with artificial binaries such as emotion/rationality, which are constructed in 

either/or terms that naturalize privilege and may create conflicts for members (Hill-

Collins, 2000). Viewing seemingly opposing ideas as necessary and “in play” can create 

a more inclusive and productive environment.  

 Using this approach, difference within organizations can be viewed as a dialectical 

tension in which both extremes are valuable and necessary. TZM’s discourse of sameness 

is a virtual monologue that fails to account for the dynamic, oppositional, and 

contradictory nature of organizing. The same value of equality is used to mask the 

inherent hierarchies that are built into TZM’s organizational structure, perpetuating those 

inequalities they seek to eliminate. A dialectical framework for making sense of 

organizational and emotional tensions can be of great value to those who encounter and 

negotiate these tensions on a daily basis. Disagreement, conflict, discomfort, uncertainty, 

subjective reactions, emotional experiences, spiritual connections: although these 

concepts may seem like characteristics of a failing social movement, these results suggest 

that complete agreement, certainty and objectivity may only accomplish a stagnant, yet 

perpetual reaffirmation of the cyberactivists identity and beliefs. Perhaps it is time that 

organizational scholars and practitioners relinquish the desire to control, eliminate and 

“manage” what are perceived to be problems. Rather, it is beneficial to problematize the 

unspoken assumptions of what constitutes a successful or effective social movement 

organization.  This study suggests that both members and those who perform leadership 
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roles would benefit from recognizing the value and necessity of seemingly negative 

components of organizational life, allowing a space to accommodate a spectrum of ideas 

and identities.   

 Rejecting Objective Scientific Discourse - Additionally, highlighting the tension 

between constructions of objectivity/subjectivity and rationality/emotionality illuminates 

the gendered privileging of exclusively rational, objective paradigms and the ways that 

these discourses can serve to justify as well as perpetuate inequalities. The discourse that 

claims scientific superiority can easily reproduce “facts” and “proof” of it’s own validity 

that serve to reify gender, racial and sexual inequality. Kirkup et. al. illustrates this stating 

that using the scientific paradigm, “non-white men and all women are no longer seen as 

simply inferior to white men- they are seen as having similar characteristics of inferiority 

and therefore as being like each other” (2000, p. 7). In other words, what becomes 

“visible in the data” is merely intelligible because it supports popular explanations for 

inequality (Kirkup, et. al., 2000). Indeed systems of inequality operate in distinctly 

rhetorical and discursive ways in which no amount of technology could erase from 

human collective use. Recognizing how the discourse of science and rationality can mask 

privilege by blaming it on “the system” may be rather convenient. However, it only 

perpetuates the inequalities that it seeks to eliminate by engaging in the discourse that 

reifies hierarchies.  

Therefore, communication scholars and practitioners alike need to begin 

destabilizing the hegemonic grip that masculine rationality has on organizational 

structures and practices. At the very least, I urge us to rethink our assumptions of what is 

necessarily “good” organizing and cast the same suspicions demonstrated of emotion and 
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spirituality on rational practices as well. The first way that this study accomplishes a 

decentering of the rational masculine paradigm is by acknowledging and problematizing 

the assumption that rationality is superior to emotion and spirituality. Second, the 

findings problematize the overarching discourse of sameness which functions to 

reproduce itself and maintain similarity while diminishing the appearance of differences. 

Rather than looking at difference as a negative component of organizing, scholars and 

activists need to embrace its centrality to the fundamental concept of organizing 

altogether (Ashcraft, 2010). Decentering objectivity, rationality and masculinity as the 

superior methods for organizing and communication can disarm the Western hegemony 

that promotes heteronormative Whiteness as the norm. Conversely, challenging the 

assumption of a “universal Whiteness” as the norm, this study critiques the “White 

assumptions of objectivity, universal truth, absolute knowledge, moral and religious 

superiority, and cultural and intellectual hegemony” (Johnson, 1999 p. 2). As an 

intersectional criticism, any discussion of inequality must necessarily be inseparable from 

its manifestation in all aspects of identity construction including but not limited to race, 

gender and sexuality.  

Concluding Remarks 

 Often times, the internet is viewed as a democratic place where social equality is 

more readily achievable. In this way, social movements that operate online are even more 

susceptible to discourses of inequality that may go unnoticed due to the explicit goals of 

the organization aimed at promoting justice and social equity. In this instance, hyper-

rationalized rhetoric (within The Zeitgeist Movement) promotes a discourse that 

normalizes a patriarchal worldview (Mumby & Putnam, 1992). This type of environment 
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does not encourage the construction of emotional and spiritual human knowledge and 

rather places these epistemologies and identities into marginalized categories based on a 

hierarchy of masculine privilege. We encourage and develop numerous facilities and 

methods for the practice of rational knowledge construction; it is the discourse of 

patriarchy that assigns less importance to methodologies of spirituality. It is precisely for 

this reason that communication scholars and organizational practitioners alike become 

aware of the discursive strategies that perpetuate inequality and question their privilege of 

rationality and the role of emotionality within organizing. In any case, embracing the 

value of a multitude of voices will encourage diversity and open up spaces for the 

(re)construction of femininity, emotionality and spirituality as valuable components of 

organizational life.  

Most social movements are concerned with changing the world in some 

significant way. This study serves as a site for sparking discussion about the ways that 

social movement discourse can itself operate as a site of resistance and/or domination. By 

turning the critical eye inward and investigating how discourses may operate to 

“discipline the feminine” with masculinized criteria, I ask researchers and activists to 

rethink what they believe constitutes (cyber)activism, effective organizing and valuable 

scholarship. It is important to acknowledge that the language we use to construct reality 

as both scholars and citizens must be the first site of subversion (hooks, 1989). Thus, 

resistance to the dominant power structures that social movements seek to change can be 

accomplished through a self-reflexive examination of the discursive choices that face the 

organization and the individuals that compose it. 

 Considering the implications of inequality produced by totalizing and “either/or” 
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thinking, organizations and scholars alike would be well served to adopt a dialectical 

approach to difference. First of all, this study allows for difference to be acknowledged 

and discussed in a way that does not reify systems of inequality. Rather, individuals can 

identify along a variety of positions amidst tensions including masculine/feminine, 

rational/emotional, hope/hopeless, hierarchy/equality and autonomy/connection. 

Especially in the context of social change and social movement organizations, research 

suggests that making sense of conflicting experiences through a dialectic perspective can 

help sufficiently negotiate tensions while avoiding binary representations (Papa, Papa, 

Kandath, Worrell & Muthuswamy, 2005). Future communication scholarship should also 

explore other intersections of difference and the ways that organizational ideologies of 

rationality and masculinity can uniquely privilege some while marginalizing other groups 

of race, class, gender, sexuality, etc. Of course there are many other inequalities that 

persist through member communication and organizationally sanctioned discourse. More 

critical and feminist research should look into pragmatic ways of fulfilling Mumby and 

Putnam’s (1992) call to action: “to include what is currently ignored or marginalized, to 

change the context and ways of functioning in organizations, and to conceptualize 

organizations in different ways.” This study is only one step towards understanding not 

only the ways discourse perpetuates patriarchy, but also how they can resist and 

challenge binary and oppressive representations. 

 Possible Limitations and Considerations - Participant’s responses were rich with 

evidence of dialectic tensions and provided details into the experience of a cyberactivist. 

However, there are a few limitations to consider. First, participants were hesitant to 

provide personal information, making it difficult to contextualize participant’s responses 
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within their unique demographics, geographic area and political climate. TZM member, 

Dawn, explained that in countries outside the US, such as Germany, members were 

particularly cautious about giving out personal information. This significantly limits the 

ability to discuss factors such as environmental and social conditions, which may impact 

the responses of the participants in important ways.  

 Second, due to the nature of a virtual ethnography, there are less nonverbal cues 

and environmental factors to analyze that may help inform the participant’s responses 

(Garcia, et. al., 2009). This severely restricts the ability to clarify information in 

asynchronous or time-delayed computer mediated communication. For various reasons, 

text can appear incoherent online such as non-English speaking participants or typed 

shorthand. Accurate interpretation relied heavily on the contextual details of the 

discussion. By summarizing the meaning of the participant’s response and asking for 

confirmation, interpretations of questionable responses were verified. In three separate 

instances where I responded to clarify the intent of the participant, I received no 

additional feedback. This has restricted the analysis and prompted the removal of some 

portions from the final data set to maintain the integrity of the message.   

Altogether, this study explores the dialectics and discourses that surround the 

experience of cyberactivists within an online social movement. Dialectics help describe 

the organization and the identity of its members while discursive strategies for promoting 

a discourse of sameness also function to normalize a patriarchal worldview (Mumby & 

Putnam, 1992). Recognizing the ways that this hierarchy is socially constructed brings us 

one step closer to dissolving the power that artificial binaries hold over our interactions 

and everyday lives. Future communication scholarship should also explore other 
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intersections of difference and the ways that organizational ideologies of rationality and 

masculinity can uniquely privilege some while marginalizing others. More research may 

contribute to a greater understanding of the ways members can resist binary 

representations through positive and productive negotiation strategies.  

In Chapter four, I explored the ways that members experience and negotiate 

emotion/rationality, hope/hopelessness, hierarchy/equality, and autonomy/connection by 

employing selection, separation and integration strategies. Macroscopic and microscopic 

strategies that centered a discourse of sameness were discussed in chapter 5 and chapter 6 

has developed some implications and applications for the results of this research. In order 

to gain a better understanding of how dialectic tensions function, qualitative and critical 

scholars should also turn their focus to the ways that privilege is communicated online. 

Other scholars caution that online social movements tend to “benefit those who are 

already socially and economically privileged” (Lebert, 2003, pg. 224) and that the digital 

divide creates substantial distortions in equitable access to the internet. Future research 

should continue to explore how dialectical tensions, discourse and social movement 

organizations communicate online to enact change through a variety of mediums.   
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APPENDIX A 
 

INITIAL GREETING 
 

Subject: [username], I need your help. 
 
Dear fellow TZM member,  
 
My name is Tiffany Dykstra. I'm also a member of TZM and I'm a graduate student at 
Texas Tech University conducting research on TZM. If you're willing to help me, I have 
prepared 8 brief interview questions. Your responses will be used in a research paper and 
will only be identified through username. Please help me by responding to as many 
questions as you can. Your response will be used to learn and improve on our efforts. 
Your help is greatly appreciated!  
 
Sincerely,  
Tiffany Dykstra 
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APPENDIX B 
 

INITIAL INTERVIEW GUIDE 
 

 
1. How old are you?  

a. Male/female?  
b. How long have you been a member?  

 
2. How did you become involved with The Zeitgeist Movement (TZM)?  

a. What attracted your interest?  
b. What are your motivations for being a member of TZM?  

 
3. What are your feelings about the entry quiz that requires members to pass a quiz 

before posting publicly? 
 

4. How would you describe what it means to be a member of TZM?  
a. What do you do that qualifies you or anyone else as a member?  
b. Please describe another member that you look up to or feel is a role model 

to other members. 
 

5. Please describe an interaction you’ve had with another member.  
a. How would you describe their “status” or position in the organization?  
b. How did you feel during or after the interaction?  
c. What was the outcome of this interaction?  

 
6. What do you feel are some positive and negative aspects of being involved with 

the movement?  
a. Please describe a “success” you’ve experienced as a member. 
b. Tell me about any challenges you may have faced. – How did you 

respond?  
 

7. How would you describe your role in the organization?  
a. How do you benefit from being a member? If so, in what way?  
b. What do you feel you contribute to the organization?  
c. What would you like to accomplish as a member?  

 
8. Please describe a memorable experience/interaction you’ve had participating in 

“member activities.” 
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APPENDIX C 
 

FOLLOW UP INTERVIEW GUIDE 
 

 
Thank you so much for agreeing to interview with me. I have eleven questions, some 
with more detailed follow up questions. The estimated time to complete the interview 
should be no longer than 20-30 minutes. Of course, feel free to respond only to the 
questions you feel comfortable answering. You can stop the interview at any time. Again, 
I am extremely grateful for your time and thoughtful responses. 
 

 
1. First of all, I’m interested in what you think about the new TZM Network format 

in comparison with the old forums.  
a. What do you think are some advantages of the new interface? 
b. What do you think are some disadvantages of the new interface? 

 
2. Tell me about yourself… what do you think defines who you are? 

 
3. What do you think about the other people that participate in the TZM Network? 

a. How would you describe a typical member of TZM? 
b. What information do you share about yourself with other members? 
c. What information do they share in return? 

 
4. How would you describe the values of TZM? 

a. What (values, characteristics, beliefs, etc.) do you have in common with 
the TZM community? 

b. What (values, characteristics, beliefs, etc.) differentiates you from the 
TZM community? 

 
5. Have you ever interacted with someone who was “against” the movement? Please 

describe this interaction. 
a. How might you respond if a member within the movement criticized the 

scientific method? 
 

6. How do members of TZM discuss issues of race, gender, sexuality, etc.? 
a. What kind of topics do members generally discuss about issues of 

inequality? 
b. Do you feel race, gender, sexuality, etc. are important issues to discuss in 

The Zeitgeist Movement? Why or why not? 
 

7. Please describe a time that someone (yourself or someone else) showed any type 
of emotion when communicating with another member online?  

a. How did others react? 
b. Are there guidelines that determine when/where emotion is an appropriate 

reaction? 



    Texas Tech University, Tiffany A. Dykstra, May 2012!

!
"'+!

 
8. The interviews I conducted last spring seemed to reveal that members of TZM 

experience tension between different impulses. For example, members report 
feeling a sense of hope and also hopelessness when speaking about their 
experience in TZM.  

a. In what way can you relate to this feeling of tension?  
b. Do you remember feeling tension between hope and hopelessness? Please 

describe. 
 

9. The interviews also suggest that members experience tension between making 
rational assessments and experiencing emotion at the same time. Do you think 
members have a preference for emotion or rationality? 
 

10. Some members also described their place within the movement and reported 
feeling a sense of autonomy or individuality, and also feeling connected to the 
movement. Please describe a time when you felt separated from or connected to 
the overall movement. 

a. How far are you willing to go for the benefit of the movement? 
b. What would you sacrifice for making progress towards a resource based 

economy? 
c. What do you expect in return from the movement? 

 
11. Finally, when discussing the overall organization of TZM, members expressed a 

sense of tension between the desire for a unified leader, and the value of complete 
equality.  

a. Do you feel a “leader” would be beneficial? Why or why not? 
b. Do you value equality, and to what degree?  

 
Thank you so much for participating in this interview! Your response will help confirm 
my previous findings and gain new insight into the experience of TZM activists. If you 
have any questions about this study, please feel free to contact me at any time. I am also 
happy to provide you with a copy of my thesis upon completion. Thank you again for 
your time and helpful responses!  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 


