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My research explores how Black women use literacies, discourse, and rhetorical practices to 

exercise agency. I am particularly interested in how Black women use culturally specific 

language, ways of knowing and being to navigate the world in face-to-face and digital spaces. 

Agency and autonomy are vital aspects of humanity, and even more important for Black women 

because of the ways in which their being and expressions are contested. My larger research 

project questions who gets to speak, play, be seen as knowledge makers, and exist freely in the 

world? The increasing rates of Black, female incarceration and domestic and state violence 

against Black women shows that Black women oftentimes do not have the safety and freedom to 

be. Considering the question of whether subaltern and marginalized groups like Black women 

have rhetorical agency, my research privileges Black women’s discourse and rhetorical practices 

from the “respectable” to the “ratchet” in order to reveal and better understand their oftentimes 

unacknowledged rhetorical resources, such as African American Vernacular English, space, and 

the body. 

 

Drawing on Black women’s online posts and their interview reflections, my dissertation and 

related publications develop a rhetoric of Digital Black womanhood; the language, literacies, and 

technologies Black women use to perform their identities as Black women online. I detail the 

types of liberatory spaces and subjectivities that these performances create. My research furthers 

the understanding of multiple literacies and rhetoric of Black women in online spaces. My 

dissertation, “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 resist disciplinary power, produce new subjectivities, and 

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

the humanities and social sciences. The four case studies are composed 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 with Black women from the online spaces. 

 

In chapter one, 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. In chapter two, I show how Black women build 

solidarity and create spaces of greater freedom on Facebook by using Black language to express 

both consensus and dissensus. I define the construct of the Carefree Black Girl, in chapter three, 

and argue that Black women’s discursive identity performances on Twitter can lead to the 

creation of more liberatory spaces, such as Black Feminist Twitter. In chapter four, I argue that 

YouTube vloggers Bondy Blue and Tangela Eckoff’s language use, play, and racebending are 

forms of resistance that increase Black women’s visibility in their broadcasts and the show 

Scandal. In chapter five, I show how Black women bloggers co-created the Black Feminist 

Blogosphere by utilizing Black female literacies and shared identities which in turn illuminates 

nuances of Black womanhood and feminist identity. I conclude in chapter six with a discussion 

of the ways the Black women in this study use language, literacies, and technologies across the 

four online platforms to perform their identities as Black women and the types of liberatory 

spaces and subjectivities that these performances create. This final chapter outlines the 

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 to explore how Black women 

implement the practices showcased in this dissertation. My dissertation research has been 



LaToya L. Sawyer  
Research Statement  

2 

 

supported in part by the National Council of English Teacher’s Cultivating New Voices among 

Scholars of Color Fellowship.  

 

In my recent publication “All in Together Girls’: Black Women Make Online Community, not 

War, Over Beyoncé and Feminism” (Peitho, 2016), I explain how I place online blog posts in 

conversation to explore the bloggers’ shared framework and modes of collective rhetorical 

production. In particular, bloggers’ citation practices and their displays of embodied knowledge 

establish a continuum of “academic” and “homegrown” feminism drawn from lived experience. I 

argue that this discourse fosters a digital community built on both assent and dissent and 

provides intersectional and nuanced insights into Black women’s rhetoric and agency in the 21
st
 

century. I currently have a chapter discussing the confluence of Caribbean and Hip-hop rhetoric 

in rapper Nicki Minaj’s performances as an important form of agency in a transnational 

landscape that is under review for inclusion in an edited collection entitled Race and Cultural 

Practice in Popular Culture under consideration with Rutgers University Press. I also co-

authored two publications. My next publication projects include writing multiple peer-review 

journal articles from my dissertation research and revising my dissertation for publication with 

an academic press. 

 

My future research project will focus on new media applications of Black women and girls’ play 

and digital rhetorics gleaned from my book project. The research will bring theories of serious 

and critical play to bear on the digital productions of Black women and girls. I plan to seek 

funding for this research from The National Endowment for the Humanities and The Ford 

Foundation and Spencer postdoctoral fellowship programs. 

 

My scholarship contributes to greater understanding of the rhetorical agency of marginalized 

groups, specifically Black women and girls, as well as the role of new media and digital spaces 

in that agency. By privileging Black female digital discourse practices, the study adds to the 

knowledge of Black female discourse (oral, written, digital) and language practices necessary for 

creating linguistic and political equality and freedom in higher education and society. 


