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“Don’t Try and Play Me Out!”: Black Women’s Identity Performance as Rhetorical Agency on Social 

Media examines the rhetorical practices Black women use on Facebook, Twitter, YouTube and blogs in 

order to experience greater freedom online. This project relies on interdisciplinary research methods from 

the humanities and social sciences. The four case studies are made up of rhetorical analyses of Black 

women’s digital writing in the selected online platforms as well as four online surveys and 14 online, 

qualitative interviews of Black women from Black female-dominant online groups. I focused on groups 

of Black women who engaged in self-sponsored literacy activities and demonstrated online community 

building and/or conversation and sought to answer the following questions: How do Black women use 

language and literacies to exercise agency and build community in digital spaces? To what extent do they 

use vernacular literacy practices and/or practices from FTF African American women’s speech 

communities? What kinds of identities/subjectivities and communities do these practices help Black 

women to create?  

 

A growing body of scholarship has been dedicated to African American women’s discourse and literacy 

practices in speech (Foster 1995; Majors 2004; Morgan 1999; 2003; Richardson 2007; Troutman 2001; 

2010) and writing (Royster 2000). The present study adds to that corpus and extends the growing body of 

scholarship on Black women’s computer-mediated communication and digital rhetoric (Jacobs-Huey 

2006; Kynard 2010). This project makes the following contributions: 1) identifies various discourse and 

literacy practices Black women use to perform their identities online; 2) illustrates how Black women’s 

online identity performances on social media creates spaces of greater freedom in which their voices and 

agency are recognized and valued; and 3) highlights the impact of new media and digital technologies on 

Black women’s agency. These contributions have implications for Rhetoric and Composition, Women 

Gender and Sexuality Studies, Africana and Cultural Studies, Digital Humanities, and Education.  

 

Chapter one Black Women’s Rhetoric Matters: Black Women’s Literacies as Agency and Resistance 

 

This chapter provides context and exigence for a better understanding of Black women’s vernacular 

literacies, discourse practices and agency in general, and how they function in online spaces in particular. 

I review extant literature and situate the study within the context of the Black Lives Matter hashtag and 

movement, the subsequent call to acknowledge Black female victims of state violence with the hashtag 

#SayHerName, and the social media archive Sandra Black left behind after her death. I outline my 

research methods and forward Grabill and Pigg’s (2012) theory of “messy rhetoric” to establish the 

theoretical framework for Black women’s discursive identity performances online as rhetorical agency. 

 

Chapter two “Eeny, Meeny, Miny, Moe”: Selectivity and Community Building Practices in Black 

Women's Closed-Facebook Groups 

 

In this chapter, I analyze the computer-mediated communication (CMC), survey, and interview data from 

the members of two closed, Black female-dominant Facebook groups. I illustrate the ways marginalized 

groups like Black women in the Facebook groups Homeschool with Freedom and Natural Tresses are 

carving out spaces online and building virtual communities of support to combat oppressive systems and 

attitudes. I argue that Black women build solidarity and create spaces of greater freedom online by using 

discourse strategies from African American Women’s Speech Communities to express both consensus 

and dissensus.  
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Chapter three Tweet like Nicki: The Construction of the Carefree Black Girl and Black Feminist Twitter  

 

In this chapter I examine the survey and interview responses of five Black women who follow rapper 

Nicki Minaj on Twitter. In this chapter, I detail how Minaj’s identity performance of the “Carefree Black 

Girl” identity on Twitter led me to the interviewees for this chapter and the topic of Black women’s 

identity, safety, and freedom on Twitter. Analysis of interview data revealed the constraints and concerns 

that Black women feel on Twitter as well as their desire to be “carefree”. I define the construct of the 

Carefree Black Girl and argue that Black women’s discursive identity performances on Twitter may lead 

to the creation of more liberatory spaces, such as Black Feminist Twitter. However, there are still 

questions regarding who gets to be “carefree” or free online or offline. 

 

Chapter four “Scandal, Spice and Everything Nice”: Black Girl Play as Revision and Resistance in 

YouTube Scandal Fandoms 

 

This chapter focuses on the broadcasts of YouTube personalities Bondy Blue and Tangela Eckoff on their 

respective YouTube channels. I analyze the YouTuber’s reviews of season two of the ABC television 

show Scandal along with viewer responses from their comments section, and an interview from a Bondy 

Blue channel subscriber. I argue that Blue and Eckoff’s identity performances, through their language use, 

play, and racebending, are forms of resistance that make race, gender, and Black women visible in their 

broadcasts and the show Scandal. 

 

Chapter five “All in Together Girls...”: Black Women Make Online Community, not War, Over Beyoncé 

and Feminism 

 

In this chapter I discuss the ways that blogging provides Black women with opportunities to have 

collective conversations across geographic and ideological boundaries before an extensive audience. I 

conducted rhetorical analysis of 27 blog posts and online articles about feminist themes in Beyoncé’s self-

titled visual album composed by Black feminists from December 13, 2013 to January 31, 2014 and 

interviewed five of those writers who agreed to share their experiences. I found that Black women 

bloggers discursively co-created the Black Feminist Blogosphere by utilizing Black female literacies and 

shared identities. The Black Feminist Blogosphere in turn has provided more space for Black feminists 

representing a range of ideologies to co-construct new knowledge and engage one another and their 

constituencies. The Beyoncé conversation and Black Feminist Blogosphere illuminate the nuances of 

intersectionality within Black feminism. The diverse voices were able to be heard by their respective 

audiences even when not by each other. 

 

Chapter six “You Know it’s Hot/Don’t Forget What You Got”: Rhetorical Resources of Black Women’s 

Identity Performance Online 

 

In this concluding chapter, I discuss the specific findings of each case study and ways Black women use 

language, literacies, and technologies online to perform their identities as Black women as well as the 

types of liberatory spaces and subjectivities that these performances create. The chapter outlines 

emergence and impact of newer social media tools such as Facebook Live on Black women’s rhetoric in 

the 21
st
 century as well as the need for future studies that explore how Black women and girls implement 

the practices showcased in this dissertation. I also look ahead to how this study can be expanded 

transnationally to include women across the African Diaspora. 


