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1.  Introduction

Critique is not only an object of media 
and communication studies (e.g. Lovink, 
2011; Downing, 2008; Ang, 1990), e.g. 
critical media literacy (Kellner & Share, 
2007), critical media pedagogy (Morrell 
et al., 2015), critical media politics 

(Dahlberg & Phelan, 2011) equally 
apply a critical perspective. In the tradi-
tion of Marxist and Critical Theory, 
(Horkheimer & Adorno, 2003 [1944]) 
Ott and Mack (2020, p. 16) in particu-
lar define critical media studies as an 
„umbrella term used to describe an array 
of theoretical perspectives that, though 
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Abstract: This article develops the theoretical concept of critical media practices. Critical 
media practices are characterised by two aspects: 1) In critical media practices actors reflect 
on routines relating to media (as organisations, content, or technologies) and/or on the meta 
processes mediatisation, digitisation or datafication. 2) On the basis of this reflection actors 
develop alternative routines in their media practices and shape processes of mediatisation, 
digitisation or datafication. Critical media practices aim at influencing socie ty and are there-
fore always political. Conceptualizing the term critical media practices, this article on the 
one hand contributes to further developing media practices as an approach in communica-
tion and media studies, on the other hand, it adds to general debates on critique in this field.
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Zusammenfassung: Dieser Artikel entwickelt das Konzept der kritischen Medienpraktiken. 
Kritische Medienpraktiken werden hier durch zwei Aspekte charakterisiert: 1) In kritisch-
en Medienpraktiken reflektieren Akteur*innen Routinen, die sich auf Medien (als Organi-
sationen, Inhalte oder Technologien) beziehen, und/oder Metaprozesse wie Mediatisierung, 
Digitalisierung oder Datafizierung. 2) Auf der Grundlage dieser Reflektion entwickeln 
Akteur*innen alternative Routinen in ihren Medienpraktiken und gestalten Prozesse der 
Mediatisierung, Digitalisierung oder Datafizierung. Da kritische Medienpraktiken darauf 
zielen, Gesellschaft und soziale Gefüge zu beeinflussen, sind sie politisch. Mit der Konzep-
tualisierung des Begriffs kritischer Medienpraktiken entwickelt der Artikel einerseits ak-
tuelle Ansätze kommunikations- und medienwissenschaftlicher Medienpraxisforschung 
weiter, andererseits trägt er zur Diskussion über Kritik in der Medien- und Kommunika-
tionswissenschaft im Allgemeinen bei. 
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diverse, are united by their sceptical atti-
tude, humanistic approach, political 
assessment, and commitment to social 
justice.” 

In conceptualising the term critical 
media practices, we add to this tradition, 
analysing and theorising how actors 
critically use media, thereby contributing 
to the research field that focuses media 
practices. Echoing communication and 
media debates on political implications 
of media practices (e.g. Kannengießer 
& Kubitschko, 2017) as well as on trans-
formations of political agency (e.g. 
Milan, 2017), this article offers the con-
cept of critical media practices in order 
to foster debates on media-related criti-
cal action. 

Critical media practices are charac-
terised by two aspects: 1) in critical 
media practices actors reflect on routines 
relating to media (as organisations, con-
tent or technologies) and/or on the meta 
processes1 mediatisation, digitisation or 
datafication. 2) On the basis of this 
reflection actors consider and develop 
alternatives or alternative routines, such 
as critical media consumption, and, in 
consequence, shape processes of media-
tisation, digitisation or datafication.2 We 
consider those practices as alternatives 
as the actors themselves perceive them 
as distinct to dominant practices. There-
fore, we go a step further than arguing 

1 A meta-process is a long-term development 
across regions and cultures (Krotz, 2007).

2 To define the three meta-processes: We 
understand mediatisation as a process which 
is characterised by media’s increasing ubi-
quity and saturation into our everyday lives 
(Krotz, 2007). Digitisation is a process which 
is characterised by the increase of importance 
of digital media in all societal areas (Kannen-
gießer, 2020c, 7). And datafication embraces 
those processes which render “into data many 
aspects of the world that have never been 
quantified before” (Cukier & Mayer-Scho-
enberger, 2013, p. 29).

that (media) practices are reflective 
(Schön, 1983) but stress that critical 
media practices are reflective and form-
ative. These aspects do not necessarily 
occur in a linear way with reflection 
preceding the development of alterna-
tives. Rather, actors can be invited or 
even forced to adopt alternative practices 
by political, social or cultural surround-
ings. Reflection processes can be trig-
gered in a very practical way via trans-
forming media practices in social or 
cultural contexts. The contemporary 
Covid pandemic, for instance, and the 
uses of virtual conference tools have 
forced reflection and discourse concern-
ing the risks and benefits of dominant 
and alternative technologies.

Conceptualizing this term, we argue 
that political media practices are not 
always critical (which always implies 
some kind of reflection according to our 
definition) as media practices can shape 
society while the actors are using media 
but not reflecting the influence resulting 
from this use. Critical media practices, 
however, are always political, as critique 
has a practical component. We will 
elaborate this argument not only theo-
retically but also while discussing exam-
ples of critical media practices in this 
article.

Types of media practices and their 
related objectives differ. Therefore, we 
distinguish different modes of critical 
media practices. Differentiating between 
acting with, acting on, and opting out 
of media (Kannengießer & Kubitschko, 
2017; Kannengießer 2020a ; Möller & 
Nowak, 2018), we will present different 
examples of critical media practices. 
Before discussing these examples, we 
will contextualise our definition of crit-
ical media practices by drawing on 
theories about and studies of the research 
field dealing with media practices in 
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media and communication studies and 
combining our findings with theories 
about criticism. We argue that the term 
critical media practices helps to grasp 
and understand how different actors 
reflect on media routines and media-
related meta processes, and which alter-
natives they develop.

2.  Media practice research

For several years now, communication 
and media practice research has experi-
enced a strong upswing (e.g. Burchell, 
et al. 2020; Stephansen & Treré, 2020; 
Lünenborg & Raetsch, 2018). Subfields 
traditionally focusing on individualist 
approaches, such as media psychology 
privacy research (Bräunlich et al.,  
2020; Trepte, 2020; adapting Marwick 
& boyd, 2014), integrate practice 
approaches, for instance, when theoris-
ing privacy. The same applies to fields 
focusing on infrastructures, such as 
media economics (Möller et al., 2019). 
Beyond that, media practice theory prof-
its from sociological and IT scholarly 
work as both advance research on mean-
ing making and mundane routines from 
a socio-technical perspective (see for an 
overview Koksch et al., 2018; Wulf et 
al., 2018). Notions such as security or 
privacy are defined based on collective 
information practices embedded in social 
and cultural contexts (Dourish & Ander-
son, 2006). Media practice scholars 
focus on what people do with media in 
terms of mundane action or the creation 
of meaningful life worlds. This implies 
but is explicitly not limited to the expres-
sion of content. While concepts such as 
‘agency’ place emphasis on opinion or 
discourse in its manifold forms (Milan, 
2017), media practice approaches 
embrace decisions about whether to use 
or not to use media (Portwood-Stacer, 

2013) or digital practices such as hack-
ing or programming (Kubitschko, 2015). 

This focus on practices shows a par-
ticular potential for political communi-
cation and the media questions at stake, 
i.e. concerning how activists or citizens 
co-create the informational ecosystems 
they act in. Before diving deeper into 
this research field, we will provide a 
more general theoretical definition of 
(media) practice theory. Sociological 
practice theory defines practices as

“a routinized type of behaviour 
which consists of several ele-
ments, interconnected to one 
another: forms of bodily activi-
ties, forms of mental activities, 
‘things’ and their use, a back-
ground knowledge in the form of 
understanding, know-how, states 
of emotion and motivational 
knowledge.” (Reckwitz, 2002, pp. 
249–250)

Media and communications scholars 
investigate such routinised behaviour in 
relation to media as organisations, con-
tent and technologies (Kannengießer & 
Kubitschko, 2017). Couldry posed a 
central question to introduce the practice 
paradigm within communication and 
media studies: “What, quite simply, are 
people doing in relation to media across 
a whole range of situations and con-
texts?” (Couldry, 2004, p. 119). Lünen-
borg and Raetsch (2018, p. 14) elaborate 
on the particular potential this approach 
entails for communication and media 
studies: “Through practice theory, we 
can understand how negotiations allow 
different actors – let them be single 
actors or groups like (emerging) social 
movements – to participate, articulate 
themselves and challenge dominant 
viewpoints.”
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The investigation of media practices 
offers to approach both: reproduction 
and change. Communication and media 
research has so far primarily focused on 
actors that aim at societal transforma-
tion, highlighting their routine activities 
(e.g. most recently Stephansen & Treré, 
2020; Lünenborg & Raetsch, 2018). The 
particular asset of the media practice 
approach, that is, to show how disrup-
tion or difference is anchored in mun-
dane repetition, comes short. Media 
practice research tends to overlook its 
potential to point to how long-term soci-
etal transformations are triggered in the 
everyday (Mattoni & Treré, 2014, p. 
260; Postill, 2010). 

Since Couldry (2004, 2012) intro-
duced the practice paradigm to com-
munication and media studies, it has 
predominantly been applied by critical 
scholars. Mattoni (2012, p. 159), for 
instance, offers a helpful and detailed 
definition of political activists’ media 
practices as

“(1) both routinised and creative 
social practices that; (2) include 
interactions with media objects 
(such as mobile phones, laptops, 
pieces of paper) and media sub-
jects (such as journalists, public 
relations managers, other activ-
ists); (3) draw on how media 
objects and media subjects are 
perceived and how the media 
environment is understood and 
known.”

The central effort of critical media prac-
tice studies is to investigate how politi-
cally engaged actors address political or 
societal alternatives through the uses of 
media (Kaun & Velkova, 2019; 
Kubitschko, 2017; Kannengießer, 2016; 
Milan & Hintz, 2013). Often, margin-
alised or single-interest actors and their 

empowerment via media are in the focus. 
Mattoni (2012), in an early study for 
instance, uses the practice approach to 
investigate media routines established by 
precarious workers for political protest. 

The media practice approach, thus, 
looks back on an, admittedly short, tra-
dition of investigating political activism 
in relation to media. Studies focus both 
on practices aimed at establishing criti-
cal or participatory positions (e.g. 
Stephansen, 2019; Kaun, 2015; Mattoni 
& Treré, 2014;) and on media-related 
action as practical critique (e.g. 
Kubitschko, 2017; Kannengießer, 2016). 
So far, these studies are based on elite 
samples – on media routines by politi-
cally engaged actors or groups. 
Stephansen (2016, p. 37) underlines that 
there is a need to “conceptualize the 
democratic potential of citizen media 
practices, beyond their capacity to make 
previously unreported perspectives pub-
lic” and to understand how citizens 
“contribute to the emergence of pub-
lics”, while limiting the answer to how 
to distinguish political from other, i.e. 
cultural or economic, media practices. 
Burchell et al. (2020, p. 2778–2779) hold 
that the “strong program [of media prac-
tice research] goes beyond the catalogu-
ing of practices by trying to explain the 
emergence, wider entanglement, or dis-
appearance of practices.” This underlines 
the huge potential for applying the media 
practice approach to understanding 
dynamics of societal transformation. 
Criticism, we argue, helps to access these 
dynamics in the everyday.

3.  Defining critical media practices

As argued in the previous section, the 
media practice approach points to trans-
formative, that is, political dimensions 
of mundane and routinised media related 
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action. By distinguishing between prac-
tices of ‘acting with media’ and ‘acting 
on media’ (Kannengießer & Kubitschko, 
2017; Kubitschko, 2017) Kannengießer 
and Kubitschko carve out different types 
of media use. Acting with media has been 
the predominant paradigm in studies of 
digitised political activism for a long 
time. The verb acting is used according 
the meaning of the above defined prac-
tice term. Scholars look into how activ-
ists use media for political protest or the 
constitution of a community (Kavada, 
2013; Cammaerts, 2013). Acting on 
media, in contrast, refers to media prac-
tices by which 

“people consciously and actively 
seek to transform media tech-
nologies and in doing so try to 
change not only the devices, but 
also society. If we want to under-
stand how people act in relation 
to media to transform society, 
scholars need to analyse not only 
how people, collectives, and 
organizations use media, but also 
how they act on media.” (Kan-
nengießer 2020a, p. 185).

Therefore, “often, although not always, 
acting on media is […] an act of political 
participation […] that politicises media 
technologies themselves.” (Kannengießer 
2020a, p. 178). Practices of acting on 
media are gaining in importance while 
scholars emphasise the need to maintain, 
manipulate or produce media infrastruc-
tures that serve their political goals. 
Recent studies, for instance, focus on 
practices of repair (Kaun & Velkova, 
2019; Kannengießer 2017), hacking 
(Kubitschko, 2017) or the reinvention 
and constant reestablishment of fragile 
technological infrastructures (Velkova, 
2017). 

As practices of acting on media 
directly interfere with media infrastruc-
tures and thus impact i.e. mundane com-
munication platforms, political implica-
tions seem obvious. Yet, practices of 
acting with media equally point to 
political implications. Following the idea 
that informational ecosystems are 
enacted through repetition and routine, 
we assume that acting with media blends 
into acting on media in the long run. 
This theoretical assumption needs expla-
nation. If the ‘world’ continues to use 
Facebook on a mass scale, this will 
cement the platform’s overwhelming 
communicative power. 

Beyond what was investigated by 
communication and media scholars 
(Kaun & Schwarzenegger, 2014), yet 
overlooked by media practice research 
so far, is that this equally applies to the 
avoidance of media uses. Aside from act-
ing with media and thereby using media 
as actual mediators, and acting on media, 
while media (as organisations, content 
and technologies) focussed on by media 
practices themselves, there is, thus, a 
third type of media practices which is 
opting out of media, meaning that actors 
terminate a special form of media prac-
tice (Möller & Nowak, 2018), with 
potential political consequences. While 
media non-use has been analysed empir-
ically (e.g. Portwood-Stacer, 2013), it 
has not been theorised in relation to 
media use.

While this points out that media prac-
tices involve political meanings, it 
remains unclear where this political 
quality ends and begins. Portwood-
Stacer (2013), for instance, found that 
opting out of the uses of Facebook can 
but must not express political objectives. 
Her investigation of active Facebook 
abstainers brought to the fore that while 
media refusal can be motivated by crit-
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ical objectives, in many cases it may 
represent an expression of elitism, which 
is connoted with class, education or 
taste. We differentiate between media 
practices along a reflexive-communica-
tive and an action-related dimension: 
How can we distinguish when media are 
used to formulate critical positions and 
when not, and identify how are media 
used to implement the associated posi-
tions? We have argued that media prac-
tices are political. What we actually 
mean is that media practices either aim 
at structural change or result in struc-
tural change in the long run when real-
ised on a mass scale. This, however, 
provides no information on whether 
media practices must be considered a 
‘political act’ or not. Where do political, 
or critical, uses of media begin or end? 

Distinguishing ‘the political’, ‘politics’ 
and ‘critique’ offers a helpful access 
point. Following political economist 
Barry (2002), we consider the analysis 
of any action or practice political in cases 
in which it relates to the political options 
or alternatives as offered to living in and 
organizing societal co-existence. The 
political realm of privacy, for instance, 
entails the various contested privacy 
options offered in debate or as infra-
structural options (Möller & Nowak, 
2018). Whereas the political is the realm 
of alternatives and disagreement, ‘poli-
tics’ denotes practices that realise or limit 
these alternatives. Politics refers to “a 
set of technical practices, forms of 
knowledge and institutions” (Barry, 
2002, p. 270), which are themselves the 
result of conflicts and agreements. While 
the political opens spaces for discussion 
and debate, politics is action. Barry men-
tions that politics often hinder or limit 
the political, i.e. by supporting one of 
these options and discrediting others. 
This can be a discursive act or acting on 

media, such as hacking or repairing 
infrastructures. 

While Barry’s distinction helps shed 
light on the complex relations between 
socio-political options and action that 
legitimates or de-legitimates any of these 
offers, he considers the relation between 
the political and politics from an eco-
nomic angle. From a communication 
and media perspective this relation 
would rather be based on democratic 
principles such as a reflexive-discursive 
viewpoint towards the offered options. 
Criticism implies some kind of judge-
ment (following Kant, 1997 [1790]) and 
norms (following Habermas, 1987 
[1981]) thereby questioning dominant 
discourses (following Foucault, 1992 
[1978]) although criticism can also 
develop alternatives to existing ways of 
thinking and practices. Vice versa, con-
ditions or enforced practices can evoke 
criticism as well. Therefore, critique also 
has a very practical dimension (Hork-
heimer & Adorno (2003 [1944]). Criti-
cal within the term critical media prac-
tices therefore means that these practices 
imply some kind of judgment and norms 
with which dominant discourses are 
questioned and that actors might pro-
duce alternative media (organisations, 
content, and technologies) with these 
media practices. Nicolini (2011, p. 22) 
argues that practices have a normative 
dimension as “there is a right and wrong 
way of doing things”. Critical media 
practices explicitly have a normative 
dimension. Being reflective, normative 
and reconfiguring at the same time, 
critical media practices are political 
media practices as they imply the aim 
to shape society. Therefore, we go a step 
further than arguing that (media) prac-
tices are always reflective (Schön, 1983) 
but argue that critical media practices 
are reflective and formative.
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Drawing on theoretical developments 
from the research field dealing with 
media practices within the field of media 
and communication studies that have 
been explicated so far, we argue that 
critical media practices, can be any form 
of media practice which has been 
explained so far: they can be practices 
of acting with media when actors use 
media literally as a mediator to express 
the actor’s criticism, they can be forms 
of acting on media, placing media in the 
focus of the practices themselves, 
whereby other forms of media practices 
are criticised and alternatives developed, 
or they can be a form of opting out of 
media, the stopping of routinised media 
practices – often, although not always, 
as a conscious criticism of media (as 
organizations, content, and technolo-
gies).

We finally define the term critical 
media practices on the basis of these 
explanations as follows: critical media 
practices either use media to express 
criticism (acting with media) or criticise 
media (organisations, content, technolo-
gies) themselves (acting on media) and/
or develop alternative media practices in 
different media formats (organisations, 
content, technologies) or quit producing 
or using certain media (organisations, 
content, technologies) by opting out of 
media. Having said that, we would like 
to come back to the two characteristics 
which we identify in critical media prac-
tices: 1) in critical media practices actors 
reflect on routines relating to media (as 
organisations, content or technologies) 
and/or on the meta processes mediatisa-
tion, digitisation or datafication. 2) Based 
on this reflection actors develop alterna-
tives or alternative routines in their media 
practices and shape processes of media-
tisation, digitisation or datafication. This 
is not necessarily a linear process. Reflec-

tion must not precede the development 
of alternative practices. Rather, actors 
can be invited to or even forced to adopt 
alternative practices (e. g. using a par-
ticular medium, for example, using a 
particular messenger app to be able to 
stay in contact with friends and family) 
and resulting from that reflection pro-
cesses start. For example, asking family 
or friends to use the mobile application 
Signal instead of Whatsapp to commu-
nicate and refusing the use of the latter 
for sharing private information or pic-
tures, might force people to adapt alter-
native practices and provoke reflections 
on the media used and on media prac-
tices. What alternative actually means 
then depends on the actors: they are the 
ones that perceive their media practices 
as being alternative to those practices 
which they judge as being mainstream. 
When thus influencing society and the 
circumstances of social fabric, critical 
media practices are always political. 

4.  Examples of critical media 
practices

Following the differentiation between 
acting with, acting on, and opting out 
of media some examples will help illus-
trate the usefulness of this theoretical 
concept. An example for critical media 
practices in the dimension of acting with 
media is the use of media to express 
criticism of media technology consump-
tion. The case of the online platform 
Utopia.de illustrates that media content, 
on the one hand, is used to criticize cer-
tain patterns of media technologies con-
sumption while, on the other hand, also 
advertising the consumption of media 
technologies which the actors judge as 
being sustainable (e.g. Kannengießer, 
2020a). To be more precise, in articles 
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in an online magazine on the online plat-
form Utopia.de, the socio-ecological 
effects of the production and disposal 
of digital media technologies are criti-
cized. Moreover, media technologies 
which are judged as being sustainable, 
for example the Fairphone (see below), 
are advertised on the platform as is the 
practice of repairing (Kannengießer, 
2020a). The aim of this criticism and 
advertising is to contribute to a sustain-
able society. Following our definition of 
critical media practices, actors in this 
example reflect on routines relating to 
media and introduce alternative routines 
in their media practices. The aim of this 
criticism and advertising is a more sus-
tainable society, these practices can be 
characterised as political. 

The above mentioned Fairphone and 
the practice of repairing media devices 
are examples of critical media practices 
on the dimension of acting on media. 
While repairing is not a new practice, it 
has gained popularity through Repair 
Café events, which are organised by dif-
ferent actors in different countries 
(mainly but not only North American 
and Western European countries), in 
which people meet to repair their objects 
of everyday life (Rosner & Turner, 2015; 
Kannengießer, 2017). Media technolo-
gies are among those objects which are 
brought most often to these events (Kan-
nengießer, 2017). As many people repair-
ing media devices criticize consumption 
(because of the exploitation of resources 
and the production of waste) and try to 
prolong the technologies’ life-span, the 
repairing of media practices has been 
defined as a consumption-critical media 
practice (Kannengießer, 2016, 2020a). 
These and similar practices were inves-
tigated by media and communication 
scholars such as Velkova (2017), 
although the ‘acting on’ label was not 

used. Velkova points to repairing soft- 
and hardware as an act of resistance 
vis-à-vis political infrastructures in con-
temporary Russia. 

Also the production and use of fair 
media technologies is an example of 
critical media practices in the dimension 
of acting on media. The Fairphone, a 
smartphone, developed and produced 
by a Dutch company carrying the same 
name, is the most prominent example 
of fair media technologies. It is analysed 
from different disciplinary perspectives: 
in media and communication studies, 
the Fairphone as a technology and the 
company itself are analysed as media 
innovation (Kannengießer, 2020b) using 
the media practice approach (Kan-
nengießer, 2020a). The latter reveals that 
the production and use of the Fairphone 
is some kind of consumption-critical 
media practice as the actors (similarly 
to the people repairing their media tech-
nologies) criticise the exploitation of 
resources needed for technology produc-
tion, the production process itself, as 
well as the exploitation of people 
involved in production. 

Other examples of critical media prac-
tices in the dimension of acting on media 
are found in data activism: “Data activism 
indicates social practices that take a 
critical approach to big data.” (Milan & 
Gutierrez, 2015, p. 121) It “can be seen 
as a form of socio-political mobilization, 
as it brings people (and information and 
technology) together for some kind of 
action variably contentious in nature, and 
explicitly addressing, confronting, or 
engaging with datafication” (Milan & 
van der Velden, 2016, pp. 57, 62). Milan 
and Gutierrez (2015, p. 122; see also 
Milan & van der Velden, 2016, p. 67) 
distinguish between “re-active” and “pro-
active” data activism: “Re-active data 
activism comprises the practices of resist-
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ance to the threats to civil and human 
rights that derive from corporate and 
government privacy intrusion. Pro-active 
data activism embraces those individuals 
and civil society organisations that take 
advantage of the possibility for social 
change and civic engagement offered by 
big data.” Examples of re-active data 
activism are CryptoParties, which are 
(mostly public) events in which people 
meet to encrypt their digital media tech-
nologies and online communication pro-
cesses (Kannengießer, 2019).

What these examples have in common 
is what we define as critical media prac-
tices in the dimension of acting on media: 
Following our definition of critical media 
practices, actors in this example reflect 
on routines relating to media, and pre-
sent alternative routines (repairing, pro-
duction/use of fair media technologies, 
encrypting) in their media practices. 
Although the aim of these practices is 
either a more sustainable or a safer soci-
ety, these practices can be characterised 
as political. As media technologies them-
selves are in the focus of these critical 
media practices, these are examples for 
the dimension of acting on media.

Examples of critical media practices 
for the dimension of opting out of media, 
are found in studies such as the above 
mentioned analysis of reasons why peo-
ple quit the use of Facebook (Portwood-
Stacer, 2013). This study shows that 
rejecting the uses of media can be (yet 
often is not) motivated by criticism of 
the company and the pattern of media 
use. Following our definition of critical 
media practices, actors opting out of 
media also reflect on routines relating 
to media, while the alternative routine 
here is the rejection of media use. Also, 
opting out of media has political impli-
cations as it may aim to call into question 

the status of media as communicative 
conditio sine qua non. 

5.  Conclusion

In this article, we conceptualise the term 
critical media practices regarding those 
practices in which 1) actors reflect on 
routines relating to media (as organisa-
tions, content or technologies) and/or 
on the meta processes mediatisation, 
digitisation or datafication, and 2) on 
the basis of this reflection actors develop 
alternative routines in their media prac-
tices and thereby shape processes of 
mediatisation, digitisation or datafica-
tion. These aspects do not occur in a 
linear way, meaning that the reflection 
does not necessarily precede the develop-
ment of alternative practices. What alter-
native actually means depends on the 
actors: they are the ones that perceive 
their media practices as being alternative 
to those practices which they then judge 
as being mainstream.

As they aim at influencing society and 
the circumstances of social fabric, criti-
cal media practices, we argue are always 
political. 

To understand political engagement 
using media requires embracing iterative 
processes between routine and change, 
between actors and media infrastructures. 
Much of what this insight contains has 
already been debated by communication 
scholars who focused on media practices 
or political agency. Media practice schol-
ars have provided valuable insights into 
the political implications of routine mun-
dane media-related action. Yet, what 
needs to be added to media practice 
research is differentiation between polit-
ical media practices which influence soci-
ety but not necessarily in an intentional 
or conscious way and those media prac-
tices which critically reflect on routines 
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relating to media, and at the same time 
develop alternative routines in the use of 
media. The concept of critical media prac-
tices embraces these practices. Using the 
differentiation of acting with, acting on, 
and opting out of media which was devel-
oped in the field of media practices, we 
argue that critical media practices can 
occur in all of these dimensions. Reflec-
tion on routinised uses of media (tech-
nologies) and meta processes such as 
datafication are a cross-cutting aspect in 
all of these dimensions.

The concept of critical media practices 
underlines the iterative relation between 
actors and informational ecosystems 
beyond discursive action. At the same 
time it integrates reflection and self-
identification in relation to informational 
ecosystems. The notion of critical media 
practices helps to understand political 
engagement in relation to media by 
including all media-related activities 
based on reflections on the relation of 
individuals or collectives and society. 
Developing the term critical media prac-
tices, this article contributes to the 
research field of media practices while 
simultaneously adding to discussions 
about critique in media and communica-
tion studies in general, which was 
sketched out at the very beginning of this 
text. Thereby, it also follows an under-
standing of the term criticism as implying 
some kind of judgement (Kant, 1997 
[1790]) and norms (Habermas, 1987 
[1981]), thereby involving a questioning 
of dominant discourses (Foucault, 1992 
[1978]) as well as having a practical 
dimension (Horkheimer & Adorno 
(2003 [1944]).

Using this understanding of critique, 
media and communication, scholars are 
able to analyse the way different actors 
critically reflect on and use media (tech-
nologies), while, at the same time, apply-

ing a critical perspective to these media 
practices.
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