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Introduction
The Hashtags We’ve Been Forced to Remember

ABIGAIL DE KOSNIK AND KEITH P. FELDMAN

In August 2017 the Bay Area ensemble Campo Santo performed “Ethos
de Masquerade,” an original theater and dance work about the HIV/
AIDS crisis and the Black Lives Matter movement, at the A.C.T. Strand
Theater in San Francisco. Before the performance began, assistant direc-
tor Ashley Smiley led the audience through some breathing exercises as
a means of helping us achieve the proper orientation of mind, body, and
spirit necessary to receive the experience that was about to transpire.
She encouraged us to inhale, to dwell for a moment on “the hashtags
you’ve been forced to remember,” and then to breathe them out and
release them. This book is about the hashtags that we’ve been forced
to remember. Its pages contain our meditations on those hashtags, our
coming to terms with them, our processing their contexts and meanings,
and our releasing them into the world—not as a means of forgetting or
erasing them but as a way of sharing the understandings we’ve come to
about what these tags mean, individually and together, and how they
have served as labels, metadata, organizing ideas, and rallying cries for
the last several years of our lives.

#identity was collectively produced by a working group called the
Color of New Media, which is based at the University of California,
Berkeley, and is sponsored by the Center for Race and Gender, with
additional support from the Berkeley Center for New Media (BCNM).
In September 2013 Abigail De Kosnik, a Berkeley faculty member, and
Paige Johnson, then a PhD student, decided to launch the Color of New
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2  #IDENTITY

Media as a response to a question that they had been asking each other
for some time: “Is the color of new media studies white?” Both women
of color, De Kosnik and Johnson wanted to create a space on the cam-
pus in which nonwhite, non-male, non-straight people as well as white,
male, or straight people who were seriously interested in difference and
inclusion could gather and discuss the multifaceted ways that minori-
ties are, and have been, actively engaging with, shaping, and expanding
new media, inclusive of desktop computing, the “blogosphere,” mobile
culture, social media, UGC (user-generated content), IPTV (Internet
Protocol television), gaming, and other emergent or transitional media
forms. One of the two dozen or so people to attend our first meeting was
Keith Feldman, a Berkeley faculty member in the Department of Ethnic
Studies, and soon after, De Kosnik asked Feldman to sign on as the co—
faculty organizer of the Color of New Media, to which he agreed. Today
the Color of New Media meets monthly in the BCNM Commons (the
center’s seminar room), and between five and fifteen people attend each
meeting. Anyone who attends one meeting, or emails one of the orga-
nizers to express interest in the group, is considered a “member” and is
added to the group’s mailing list. As of this writing, our mailing list cur-
rently has seventy-six members, with the following demographics: 21 per-
cent African American, g2 percent Asian American, 10 percent Latinx, g7
percent white, 70 percent female, 277 percent male, § percent nonbinary
gender, and 11 percent LGBTQ. In contrast, the demographics of UC
Berkeley’s graduate student population are 5 percent African American,
29 percent Asian American, j percent Latinx, and 50 percent white (with
the remainder reported as “Other/Unknown” [Graduate Division 2016-
2017]), and 46 percent female (Office of the Vice Chancellor for Equity
and Inclusion at UC Berkeley 2013).

As a group, the Color of New Media has always been interested in
sharing and popularizing scholarship by or about minoritarian users and
makers of digital culture, but early on the group expressed enthusiasm
at the possibility that we might also produce such scholarship. #identity
constitutes our first collaborative publishing project and demonstrates
the kind of academic work that we wish to see more of in the world.
The essays contained in this volume foreground how people of color,
female, and queer people, and people outside the United States have
navigated and developed digital networked spaces; how they have used
these spaces to protect and defend themselves and others and advance
their causes; and how they have been erased, discriminated against, and
targeted in these spaces. As Sarah Florini writes, “Users of color are often
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Introduction g

invisible in academic (and popular) considerations of social media,” as
the user of social media is “generally presumed to be white” (2013, 225).
Florini continues, building on the work of Lisa Nakamura (2008): “In a
social media context, where race could be hidden if a user so desired,
the act of performing race constitutes an important mode of resistance
to marginalization and erasure” (Florini 2013, 225). The same could be
said of other aspects of identity and difference in digital culture. Gender,
sexuality, nationality, and other traits can be elided or masked in net-
worked participation, and when they are announced—or as Florini says,
performed—it is often because users have made a deliberate, conscious
choice to assert that they do not exist simply on the shadow side of a
digital divide, but that they can and do participate in networks and will
use their access and facility with digital communications to make their
perspectives and experiences known.

At the same time, race and ethnicity, gender and sexuality, loca-
tion and nationality, can all be elided or avoided by new media studies.
Historians and theorists of digital technologies can easily place white
male inventors and business leaders (Vannevar Bush, Norbert Wiener,
Doug Engelbart, Steve Jobs, Bill Gates, Mark Zuckerberg, Elon Musk,
and so on) at the center of their narratives, or assume the “default white-
ness and maleness” (Nakamura 2008) of internet users. To do otherwise,
to write scholarship that centers on network innovators, makers, leaders,
and users who are Black, Latinx, or Asian American, who are queer or
trans, who are African and Indian, who are girls or women, and many
other identities besides, makes a statement that they exist, are relevant
and significant, and form the core of an inclusive new media studies. To
create and publish such scholarship is, to cite Florini, “an act of perform-
ing” identity and “constitutes an important mode of resistance to mar-
ginalization and erasure” (2019, 225). This is the statement, the action,
the performance, the resistance, that the Color of New Media makes
with this book.

From the time we began meeting as a working group in 2014, our top-
ics of conversation have ranged far and wide, but threaded through our
discussions have been Twitter hashtags founded and popularized by mi-
norities. #BlackLivesMatter (or #B8LM) was launched by Patrisse Cullors,
Alicia Garza, and Opal Tometi in summer 2013, just a few months before
our group first convened that fall. In our first two years, many of our
meetings started with group members collectively sharing and narrativ-
izing the latest responses to police violence against African Americans,
and the US legal system’s unacceptable response to this violence, includ-
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4  H#IDENTITY

ing #BLM, #ferguson, and #icantbreathe, as well as the on-the-ground
protests that these hashtags supported and helped organize.

Additional objects of our collaborative analysis and interpretation in-
cluded the Twitter accounts of Asian American hashtag activist Suey Park,
Nigerian American novelist and poet Teju Cole, and African American
blogger and social worker Feminista Jones (Michelle Taylor); the appar-
ent generational divide between feminist activists who understood how
to do political organization work on Twitter and those who did not; April
Reign’s invention of #OscarsSoWhite to call attention to the pressing
need for more diversity in Hollywood productions in 2016; rapper and
musician Q-Tip’s forty-plus tweets delivering lessons in hip-hop history
in 2014 (Williams 2014; Joyce 2014 ); the tweet-storms inspired by Drake’s
“Hotline Bling” video in 2015, Kendrick Lamar’s 2016 Grammy perfor-
mance, and Beyoncé’s 2016 Super Bowl halftime show (which dovetailed
with the release of her album Lemonade); the #GamerGate controversy
in 2014; and the increasing visibility of white supremacists and antifemi-
nists from #GamerGate onward, which spiked with the launch of Donald
Trump’s presidential campaign in mid-2o15. Twitter was not the sole fo-
cus of our meetings for those years, but its constant recurrence in our
conversations made the platform a clear choice for our organizing topic
when we decided to embark on a group publication effort.

#identity: Hashtagging Race, Gender, Sexuality, and Nation thus emerges
from the inquiries and debates about Twitter that took place in the Color
of New Media working group between 2014 and 2016. In this book, we
ask these questions: How are social difference and diversity articulated
on Twitter? How are communal minoritarian identities performed, ar-
ticulated, and defined on Twitter? How does Twitter serve as a political
platform on which users seek to advance issues related to social justice?
And how do Twitter-based social justice campaigns relate to other forms
of political action, such as community organizing and participation in
reform movements?

Before describing the essays contained in this volume, it may be use-
ful to review Twitter’s history of use for social change and minoritarian
representation. Twitter was launched in 2006 as a social media micro-
blogging platform that limited users’ posts to “tweets” of 140 characters.
In August 2007 tech designer Chris Messina proposed the use of the “#”
sign, or “hashtag,” to “group” tweets (Edwards 201g). In Iran in June
2000, large-scale protests against the fraudulence of the country’s presi-
dential election erupted, with media accounts focusing on the centrality
of Twitter for Iranians in the diaspora sharing details about the country’s
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Introduction &

so-called Green Revolution. As Negar Mottahedeh writes, “#iranelection
was the first long-trending international hashtag in Twitter’s history”
(2015, 17). In December 2010 an uprising in Tunisia sparked a series
of civil insurgencies in North Africa and the Middle East that became
collectively known as the “Arab Spring.” Studying the intensive use of
Twitter and Facebook by protesters in these countries, new media schol-
ars formulated a wave of theorizations of social media as a facilitator
of revolution. Notable among these are Yousri Marzouki and Olivier
Oullier’s concept of a “virtual collective consciousness” that can mani-
fest via social networks and give rise to significant change; Carne Ross’s
idea that in the twenty-first century, massive shifts in power will result
from “leaderless revolutions”; and Manuel Castells’s notion that emerg-
ing technologies of “mass self-communication” help counter-hegemonic
forces create new public “networked spaces” that comprise digital and
urban spaces. Zeynep Tufekci calls Twitter’s role in the 2011 uprisings
in Egypt “an ecology-level effect” (2017, 118). Then, in September 2011,
when the Occupy Wall Street protest began in New York’s Zuccotti Park,
and Twitter users around the globe began commenting on events as
they unfolded with the hashtags #OccupyWallStreet and #OWS, Eric
Augenbraun of The Guardian coined the term “hashtag activism” (2011).
Ever since, Augenbraun’s term has been applied by participants and sup-
porters, as well as critics, to the practice of raising awareness, fostering
a sense of collectivity, and expressing solidarity in relation to political
causes via hashtags on Twitter (and other media platforms that make use
of hashtags, such as Facebook, Tumblr, and Instagram).

Taken together, the Green Revolution, the Arab Spring, and Occupy
form one origin story of Twitter’s use for political change. A parallel origin
story is that of “Black Twitter.” The preponderance of African American
users on Twitter started attracting notice in 2009, when a Pew Internet
report (Fox et al. 2009) found that African Americans “used Twitter
disproportionately more than other demographic groups” (Brock 2012,
530). The following year, Slate published an article by Farhad Manjoo
(2010) called “How Black People Use Twitter,” which noted that many
of Twitter’s “trending topics” were initiated by users with Black avatars.
“Black Twitter” quickly became the widely accepted name given to the
phenomenon of African Americans launching trending hashtags on
Twitter, though many were quick to note that Black Twitter was neither
homogeneous nor representative of all African Americans, and not all
African Americans online participated in Black Twitter (Hilton 2010).
Information scientist André Brock states, “Manjoo’s column signaled
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6  H#IDENTITY

Black Twitter’s ‘arrival” (2012, 545)—that is, the moment when white
users, who had constituted the “default” (Nakamura 2008) population
of the internet for so long, noticed that Black users were present and ac-
tive online in large numbers and were communicating on a social media
platform in their own vernacular.

For the first few years of Twitter’s existence, Black Twitter hashtags
tended to be humorous or ironic, replete with insults and jokes that indi-
rectly conveyed social commentary: #ifsantawasblack, #DumbRoast]okes,
#lilmamasweave, and #onlyintheghetto were a few tags analyzed by Sarah
Florini (2013) and Sanjay Sharma (2013), early scholars of Black Twitter.
This first wave of Black Twitter scholarship interpreted the rapid-fire re-
sponses posted in Black Twitter hashtags as examples of “signifyin’,” a
theory of the multilayered purposes and meanings of African American
vernacular wordplay and call-and-response group communication first
proposed by Henry Louis Gates Jr. (1989). Brock argues that to read
Black Twitter exchanges as signifyin’ means to understand them as “the
articulation of a shared worldview, where recognition of the forms plus
participation in the wordplay signals membership in the Black commu-
nity. Black discourse, from this perspective . . . become[s] communal
commentary upon political and personal realities” (2012, 533). Brock’s
framing of Black Twitter as signifyin’, when hashtags mostly had comic
intent, worked to give the phenomenon weight and importance: while
signifyin’ may appear to be all “disses” and puns, it also allows African
American users to make themselves known to one another in an online
space where ethnicity is not de facto visible and to express and reinforce
perspectives that are unique to their community. As Florini writes, signi-
fyin’ enables “multiple modes of participation. Even serving as the target
of a diss can function as a viable means of inclusion” (2014, 231). Another
way that Black Twitter constituted a digital version of signifyin’ was in its
speed. Florini, referencing the work of Geneva Smitherman (2000), as-
serts that “timing is key to signifyin’,” and that, similar to the way that ver-
bal signifyin’ games depend on near-instantaneous responses, “Twitter
moves at an extremely rapid pace with hundreds of thousands of tweets
being posted every minute. With many users tweeting simultaneously,
there is always activity in the timeline, making the overall pace of the
[textual] competition move quite quickly” (Florini 2013, 233).

Then, in 2014, the aspects of Black Twitter that Brock and Florini had
proposed made it a new form of signifyin’. Its ability to build feelings of
community and shared sensibilities among African Americans online,
and to generate hashtagged conversations that quickly scaled up into
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Introduction 7

tweets numbering in the thousands or more, were deployed by Black us-
ers to different ends. In July 2014 the acquittal of George Zimmerman in
Trayvon Martin’s murder sparked the creation of hashtags such as #no-
justice, #RIPTrayvonMartin, and, most significantly, #BlackLivesMatter.
Other tags protesting systemic racism and violence against African
Americans followed, each incited by its own series of events.

#SolidarityIsForWhiteWomen, in August 2013, was launched by Mikki
Kendall in response to the purportedly feminist writer Hugo Schwyzer,
who had been praised and supported by several prominent white femi-
nists, admitting that he had targeted women of color. #ferguson and the
related tag #IfTheyGunnedMeDown were both initiated in August 2014,
after the Ferguson, Missouri, police officer Darren Wilson fatally shot
eighteen-year-old Michael Brown (Wray 2014; Bonilla and Rosa 2015).
#icantbreathe began trending in December 2014 after a Staten Island
grand jury decided not to indict NYPD officer Daniel Pantaleo after
he choked Eric Garner to death and the video capturing the homicide
showed Garner repeatedly telling officers that he could not breathe.
#SayHerName was coined by the African American Policy Forum in
February 2015, which trended heavily after the suspicious death by hang-
ing of Sandra Bland in a Waller County, Texas, jail (Khaleeli 2016). Black
Twitter became known primarily as a means of expressing solidarity,
sharing information, and organizing politically for African Americans
and their allies. Through hashtag after hashtag, Black Twitter raised
awareness of the prevalence and danger of racism and sexism occurring
throughout the United States.

While the events that activists tweeted about were profoundly disturb-
ing and often evoked emotions ranging from sorrow to rage, the uses to
which Twitter were put between 2009 and 2015 raised hopes that the plat-
form, and social media networks more generally, was aiding campaigns
and movements for sociopolitical reform and revolution. In a 2015 essay
on #ferguson, digital ethnographers Yarimar Bonilla and Jonathan Rosa
wrote:

Twitter affords a unique platform for collectively identifying, articu-
lating, and contesting racial injustices from the in-group perspective
of racialized populations. Whereas in most mainstream media con-
texts the experiences of racialized populations are overdetermined,
stereotyped, or tokenized, social media platforms such as Twitter of-
fer sites for collectively constructing counternarratives and reimagin-
ing group identities. (6)
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8 HIDENTITY

Although Twitter is a corporate enterprise that has no explicit commit-
ment to politics of any kind, it appeared that the platform was frequently
serving as a political networked space (to reference Castells 2015), in
which real-world people and movements intersected with online avatars
and hashtags, a space in which actual and virtual change agents made
common cause and mutually reinforced one another. In 2011 Alice Mar-
wick and danah boyd described Twitter as a space of “context collapse,”
“in which multiple audiences, usually thought of as separate, co-exist
in a single social context” (145). While Marwick and boyd use this idea
to comment on the interactions of celebrities and fans on Twitter, from
2009 to 2015 it seemed that Twitter effectuated numerous instances of
context collapse between citizens, community organizers, politicians,
mainstream news reporters, and official representatives of institutions
such as police departments, government agencies, universities, and cor-
porations. The co-presence of this variety of actors in a single network
yielded continual rearticulations and calibrations of community toward
particular aims, what Zizi Papacharissi calls “disruptions [that may]
become contagious and thus pollute established hierarchies of order”
(2015, 133).

Bracketed by #iranelection and #BlackLivesMatter, we conceived this
book in the rare moment of general scholarly optimism about the politi-
cal potential of Twitter. When we met as a working group between 2013
and 2015, we discussed the difficulties of the work being done by activists
on the ground and online; the shocking frequency of violence being
done to people of color, women, LGBTQ people, and immigrants; and
the ways that hashtag activism alone would never be sufficient to end
entrenched bias, discrimination, and violence. We did not routinely talk
about seeing white supremacism, virulent misogyny, hatred of LGBTQ
people, and toxic xenophobia being on the rise on Twitter, in the US, or
in the world.

And then, in June 2015, Donald Trump officially began campaigning
for president of the United States. Our sense of Twitter changed. Twitter
was Trump’s favorite platform for making boasts and accusations, and it
increasingly became a stage for the performance of ethnonationalism
and antipathy to all groups that had gained civil rights since the 196o0s.
At a meeting in October 2016, we noted that earlier incidents of prom-
inent women in tech and entertainment (such as Kathy Sierra, Anita
Sarkeesian, Felicia Day, and Leslie Jones) being trolled and harassed on
Twitter, their personal information widely disseminated (doxxed), some
of which transpired during the 2014 #GamerGate controversy, were not
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anomalies or independent events but showed a pattern of use of the plat-
form on the rise. Large numbers of people were expressing racist, sexist,
homophobic, transphobic, and anti-immigrant views on Twitter. Some
of these expressions were couched as jokes, while others were framed
as serious political opinions, and yet others were issued as threats. We
said that we needed to shift our focus to “White Twitter,” which was ap-
parently growing, at least in part as a backlash against and challenge to
Black Twitter. The next month, Trump won the presidential election.

The election cycle revealed the emergence, alongside progressive
minoritarian uses of Twitter’s affordances, of mobilizations of Twitter
from deeply embedded centers of power or those seeking the author-
ity of such centers of power. Discourses that regulated and conserved
particular formulations of the “national popular,” often articulated in
an antagonistic relation to minoritarian discourses, proliferated on the
platform. These discourses were not absent before Trump began his as-
cent to power—they were rampant in #GamerGate and other instances
in which minorities and women had been targeted—but 2015 was the
year that, as one magazine headline announced, “the altright took over
Twitter” (Singal 2017).

In mid-2017, as we completed this book, it became apparent that the
executive branch of the US government was running on “Twitter time.”
That is, the rate of the Trump White House’s release of executive or-
ders; hirings and firings of cabinet members and spokespeople; provoca-
tions and condemnations directed at the press, the public, other coun-
tries’ leaders, and supposed “leakers” inside the administration; and
proposed rollbacks on the rights of immigrants, women, and LGBTQ
people, were occurring at a faster clip than even a daily news cycle could
seem to process. Hourly updates regarding the president’s tweets and
his administration’s announcements were necessary. Trump had long
used Twitter as a favorite podium for his proclamations, and after his
January 2017 inauguration, the nation had to learn to ingest information
at the rate that new tweets appear in a user’s “feed.” The lightning-fast
speed with which Trump or his White House issued executive orders and
various proclamations regarding Trump’s wish to shrink or eliminate
the legal rights of various groups, including women, immigrants, and
trans people, over the first seven months of his presidency led many to
note the stark contrast in temporality when Trump did not immediately
condemn the white supremacists who demonstrated at Charlottesville,
one of whom drove into a crowd of counterprotesters, killing paralegal
Heather Heyer. The events at Charlottesville took place on August 11,
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10 #IDENTITY

2017, and it was not until August 14, 2017, that Trump denounced the
“KKK, neo-Nazis, and white supremacists” who marched in the rally as
“criminals and thugs” (Graham 2017). Television producer Danny Zuker
noted the difference between Trump’s Twitter time (the fact that he re-
sponds to critics with alacrity on Twitter) and the fact that it took Trump
three days to explicitly come out against racists who had incited violence
in this tweet:

I once challenged @RealDonaldTrump’s ratings & he
tweeted me in 15 minutes. It took him 3 days to say the
KKK is bad. Sorry, it’s too late.

The value of Twitter as a media platform for the Trump presiden-
cy has been compared to prior American presidents’ uses of popular
media—Franklin Roosevelt and the radio, John F. Kennedy and the tele-
vision. Trump has called Twitter his “own form of media” (quoted in
Levingston 2017), a way to evade the structures of legacy media and ad-
dress people directly. And he has attributed, atleast in part, his presiden-
tial victory to the platform. Trump’s exceptional use of the platform has
spurred on questions about the archive of presidential communication.
Formal institutions like the Library of Congress have committed to the
inclusion of presidential tweets, and the US Congress has sought to cod-
ify that commitment in law.! Semiformal institutions, like trumptwitter-
archive (http://www.trumptwitterarchive.com), automatically archive
Donald Trump’s tweets, including those that are subsequently deleted,
and make them readily accessible, searchable, and primed for analysis.
Informal programs, like the @RealPressSecBot account on Twitter, take
the words posted by @realDonaldTrump (President Trump’s personal
Twitter username), and reframe the format to mimic a White House
press release, including the use of official letterhead. Twitter now must
be reckoned with as a site of presidential proclamations and as a net-
work populated by masses of Trump’s supporters who, often with the
help of social bots (Bessi and Ferrara 2016),? spread pro-Trump, or anti-
anti-Trump news (Singal 2017), much of it “fake,” not “in the sense of
wholly fabricated falsities, [but] as disinformation” (Benkler et al. 2017).
As Yochai Benkler and his colleagues write of the “fake news” phenom-
enon, “What we find in our data is a network of mutually-reinforcing
hyper-partisan sites that revive what Richard Hofstadter called ‘the par-
anoid style in American politics,” combining decontextualized truths,
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repeated falsehoods, and leaps of logic to create a fundamentally mis-
leading view of the world.”

This “network of mutually-reinforcing hyper-partisan sites” and users
operates, for the most part, on Facebook and Twitter. And the activity of
participants on these sites is not limited to the virtual realm. The con-
flicts between altrighters and those opposed to them that took place
across the country in 2016 and 2017—especially those on the campuses
of public universities such as the University of Virginia in Charlottesville,
the University of Washington in Seattle, and the University of California
in Berkeley that resulted in violence—have shown that a feedback loop
links hate speech online and hate speech in the “real world.” Ideas ar-
ticulated online fuel real-world actions; demonstrations on the street are
organized via social media and are physical expressions of the thoughts
consolidated and spread on those networks. Online spaces cannot be
regarded as separate or distinct from the spaces in which fleshly bod-
ies meet and do harm to one another. The recent clashes on US streets
originated on internet platforms, and their results have fed back into on-
line discussions that will subsequently feed back into the physical world
in new manifestations.

Itis ironic, then, that when developing this book between 2013 and 2015,
members of our working group periodically brought up the possibility that
Twitter, like so many social networks before it, would soon fade into irrele-
vance and that by the time #identity reached publication, the platform would
be all but forgotten. We wondered if this project would stand as an archive
of “Peak Twitter,” which would have long passed by the time it saw print.
The 2016 election removed this concern. Twitter had already entered the
annals of history with #ArabSpring, #Occupy, and #BlackLivesMatter, but
beginning with Trump’s election, it became a battleground between a fed-
eral government that has set itself against identity-based civil rights and the
#Resistance against that government. For the moment, Twitter lives on as a
significant site of US public debate, especially around questions of how di-
verse bodies, languages, cultures, worldviews, orientations, and experiences
are being recognized or denied, included or ignored, honored or despised,
welcomed or denied by this nation.

Collectively, the essays presented here offer new modes of critical
analysis of both minoritarian politics and new media technologies. Our
authors position “new media” as a concept and discourse that simulta-
neously disavows and stages the ongoing, daily renewal of identity and
difference. We regard Twitter as a form of internet infrastructure that en-
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12 #IDENTITY

ables a broad range of collective expressions from (and against) groups
that insist on the power of specific identity categories and structural, his-
torical inequities, and that refuse neoliberalism’s tendency to discount
the relevance or even the existence of social difference.

We argue not only that Twitter serves as a stage on which users con-
stantly perform race, gender, sexual orientation, and nationality but also
that Twitter, like all new media networks, is structured by the historically
sedimented logics of identificatory classification. After all, race, gender,
sexual orientation, and nationality are among the oldest and most per-
sistent metadata, or “tags,” assigned to and organizing human relations.
While class is not a distinct or stand-alone category of analysis in our proj-
ect, the affective and material relations between social media and global-
ized capitalism, neoliberalism, and localized/embodied forms of iden-
tity and sociality are of significant interest. The importance of hashtags
on social networks foregrounds the stickiness of axes of difference—of
sorting and filtering and assigning types—as methods of perceiving and
understanding humanity in an era that many call postracial, postfemi-
nist, post—gay rights, and global. Race and other categories of identity
persist despite neoliberalism’s wish to cast them as wholly residual or as
signifiers of market-based demographic valuation. Wendy Chun (2009)
writes that race is always a technology of mediation and that race and
technology must be seen as inextricably intertwined. Following Chun, we
claim that it is crucial to understand how new media has inherited, and
continually displays, legacies of race-, gender-, sexuality-, and nationality-
based epistemologies and regimes of truth.

In affixing a hashtag to the term “identity,” this book builds on schol-
arship that recognizes identity as iteratively constructed, something
that emerges out of and in relationship to the social (Butler 19qo).
Hashtagging identity conveys that discourse on Twitter is not simply a
transparent reflection of the material, embodied lifeworlds of minoritar-
ian subjects; nor is such discourse wholly autonomous from the worlds
of social difference out of which it arises. While it often becomes affixed
to individual subjects, the performance of identity is situated at the in-
terface between the individual and the social, suggesting also that the
meanings that accrue to identity are shaped by the affordances of the
media through which they circulate. Those media are both contingent
reflections of the worlds in which they have been produced and give
shape and meaning to the worlds around them. The articulation and
rearticulation of identity politics leverage Twitter’s affordances, reflect-
ing a wider set of political circuitries that congeal power around particu-
lar formulations of identity (Omi and Winant 2015).
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Chapter Overview

Immediately following this introduction, Abigail De Kosnik’s chapter “Is
Twitter a Stage?” outlines two major strands of thought, one originated
by Erving Goffman and the other by Marshall McLuhan, which enables
us to think of social media participation, and internet communication
more generally, as performance. McLuhan’s premise that global tele-
communications networks constitute a “global theater,” in which all are
actors and none are merely spectators, offers the hope and the challenge
that constantly performing with one another is changing us individually
and collectively—that social media platforms are serving as sites of large-
scale social transformation.

Part I, “Black Twitter Futures,” elaborates some of the various ways
people leverage social media platforms to claim the histories and fu-
turities of blackness in the United States. With #BlackLivesMatter and
the emergence of the Movement for Black Lives as a backdrop, authors
move from individual verbal and visual utterances affirming the lives of
Black women to the storytelling surrounding a Black woman’s death,
and from the vernacular and quotidian to the strategic expression of
organizational and institutional campaigns. Malika Imhotep offers a rich
genealogy of the expression “on fleek,” uttered first by Kayla Newman
in her six-second video posted to Vine. Drawing from queer and Black
feminist theorizing, Imhotep explores the uptake of Black Femme aes-
thetic indulgence to consider how large-scale value-inscribing process-
es attempt, and persistently fail, to fully capture meanings encoded in
the Black vernacular. Paige Johnson examines the hashtag #YouOKSis
launched by Feminista Jones to combat both street harassment and on-
line harassment, both of which African American cis and trans women
suffer in disproportionate numbers. Johnson discusses ways in which the
hashtag has been used to share stories of experiences of harassment,
as well as strategies for intervening in, or otherwise de-escalating, such
incidents, and argues that Jones has thus created an important network,
which Johnson calls a “technocultural assemblage,” for documenting
violence, spreading information about safety tactics, and memorializing
the lives of women who have been murdered on city streets.

Mixing critical discourse analysis and digital ethnography, Aaminah
Norris and Nalya Rodriguez explore the differentiated ways high-profile
stories about the deaths of Black women under police supervision are
taken up across different social media platforms. Their analysis of one
social media campaign developed by the African American Policy Forum
surrounding the death of Sandra Bland reveals how Twitter was a more
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effective platform to convey and amplify the narrative details of Bland’s
death than Facebook, which was more readily used to derail or dismiss
the narrative. Grace Gipson explores the hashtag #Afrofuturism, which
is not only used to reference science fiction or technology-themed works
by African American musicians and writers but also to showcase univer-
sity instructors who are teaching courses on Afrofuturism, academics
who present innovative theories of Afrofuturism at conferences, com-
munity activists who are building tech-rich community centers in African
American neighborhoods, and African American science and engineer-
ing students who are developing new technologies. Gipson argues that
the myriad uses of #Afrofuturism are facilitating a new conception of
“digital blackness,” which positions African diasporic peoples at the
center of stories of contemporary digital culture rather than imagining
them to only exist in the margins, or fictions, of new media. This sec-
tion is rounded out by our conversation with chaplain, activist, and musi-
cian Reverend Osagyefo Sekou, who spoke with the Color of New Media
working group in the fall of 2015. Reverend Sekou draws extensively
from the blues to think through the local and transnational manifesta-
tions of social networks such as those that materialized around Ferguson,
always with a critical eye on questions of authenticity and agency, style
and spirit, poetics and political economy.

The chapters in part II, “Mediated Intersections,” delve deeply into
the intersections between digital networked communication and various
groups: feminists and postfeminists, survivors of relationship violence,
queer, Latinx, and queer Latinx people. Lyndsey Ogle studies the hashtags
#WomenAgainstFeminism and #ConfusedCatsAgainstFeminism and
proposes that the content posted in both tags participates in what Ogle
calls “postfeminist performance,” which she defines as performances
that conflate feminist and anti-feminist ideas and modes. Ogle argues
that while some feminists dismiss postfeminists as “confused” about what
feminism means and what feminists wants, and some men mock the op-
position between women at different points on the political spectrum
as an ongoing catfight (or a #ConfusedCats fight), the relationship of
postfeminists to feminism is more complicated and confusing than many
assume. For example, as Ogle points out, women who disavow feminism
online do so as part of an identity performance that asserts their indi-
viduality and makes visible their life experiences as women. Ogle argues
that autobiographical construction and publication is a feminist tactic
inherited from earlier waves of the women’s rights movement, even if
the tactic is now being used by women to distance themselves from that
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movement. Julia Havard focuses on the hashtags #WhylIStayed, which
she describes as a “survivor-centered space” in which survivors of partner
violence share with others their reasons for staying in abusive relation-
ships and, in that sharing, describe how transformations of thought and
feeling can happen even in “stillness,” in “states of immobility,” in peri-
ods of “incarceration.” Havard argues that the “activist labor” done by
contributors to #WhylStayed is not often recognized as activism, because
itis done in the realm of emotion, reflection, and imagination.

José Ramoén Lizdarraga and Arturo Cortéz explore the pedagogical
work of the San Francisco-based Latinx drag queen Persia, elaborating
how Persia’s “digital queer gestures” traverse actual and virtual spaces.
Persia’s campy music video “Google Google Apps Apps,” and the hashtag
it generated, contributed to critical debate about the ways gentrifica-
tion generated by the tech industry wears away at San Francisco’s long-
standing queer Latinx lifeworlds. These local and embodied forms of
digital pedagogy are juxtaposed with the rise of what Renée Pastel, in her
chapter, calls “Hashtag Television.” Pastel traces the official (as opposed
to fan-generated) hashtags on RuPaul’s Drag Race and Jane the Virgin,
two network television shows that prominently feature hashtags in their
broadcasts. Pastel reads how these hashtags contribute to identity forma-
tion and political consciousness for minoritized communities.

While the first two sections of the book study a range of progres-
sive, affirmative, and critical expressions of identity and difference on
Twitter, part III, “Disavowals,” considers the reactionary deployment
and effects of social media intent on securing white and heteronorma-
tive forms of identity. Kyle Booten theorizes the production of what
he terms “postracial affect” across a corpus of about 150,000 tweets,
utilizing both micro-rhetorical and statistical forms of analysis. Booten
effectively shows how #AllLivesMatter produces what he terms “white
noise” in the broader signal of antiracist demands. Abigail De Kosnik’s
essay on #CancelColbert analyzes the racist and misogynistic backlash
against that hashtag’s originator, Suey Park. De Kosnik proposes that
the altright has co-opted the tactic of performing outrage online that
was developed and promulgated by counter-hegemonic, leftist activists
such as Park and participants in the Arab Spring and Occupy Wall Street,
and that this co-optation has given rise to a new kind of persona: the
“divo citizen.” Bonnie Ruberg examines the #nohomo hashtag, a tag and
phrase (“no homo,” meaning “no homosexuality”) that, Ruberg states,
appears approximately 5,000 times each day on Twitter, usually at the
end of tweets in which a male poster praises a male celebrity, or reports

De Kosnik, Abigail, and Keith Feldman. #identity: Hashtagging Race, Gender, Sexuality, and Nation.
E-book, Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2019, https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.9697041.
Downloaded on behalf of Massachusetts Institute of Technology



16 #IDENTITY

about having engaged in some activity (such as dancing, self-grooming,
or having feelings) that might be construed as homoerotic or feminine.
Ruberg argues that #nohomo “functions as a tool for performing and
self-policing straight masculinity” and offers numerous examples of uses
of the tag to show how narrowly many Twitter users define “acceptable”
straight masculine behavior.

The fourth section of the book, “Twitter International,” highlights
some of the insights that emerge when researchers examine uses of the
social network outside of the United States. While Twitter and other
social media sites have been vaunted as platforms that catalyze broad
and horizontal democratic participation, Neha Kumar’s qualitative,
interview-based investigation of an urban, lower-, and middle-class set-
ting in India reveals how such claims are hardly universal. Twitter’s
very limited use among Kumar’s informants contrasted with their ac-
tive participation in other online communities (Facebook, Telegram,
WhatsApp, etc.), an expression, Kumar argues, of agency and freedom
to choose whether and how to participate on the platform. Two chap-
ters focus on an array of cases involving the African continent. Reginald
Royston and Krystal Strong diagnose what they term Africa’s “social me-
diascape.” They surface the vibrant uses of the resolutely local hashtag
#dumsor to protest Ghana’s ecology of infrastructural breakdown, along-
side the hashtag #BringBackOurGirls, which, while circulating broadly
across US American social networks, was also thoroughly articulated to
local Nigerian activism. Building on the productive tensions among the
local, national, and transnational scales of Twitter activism, Naveena
Karusala, Trevor Perrier, and Neha Kumar explore the circulation of the
2015 hashtag #IfAfricaWasABar. Their research reflexively considers how
“outsider” status problematizes how we come to understand the coher-
ence, meaning, and effects of hashtags and the movements and commu-
nities they cohere. Built on over twenty-three hundred original tweets,
the researchers reckon with the challenge of at once relying on the rich
data sets that Twitter makes available while at the same time recognizing
what may be elided or obscured through such forms of research. The
section concludes by bringing the book full circle, in Kimberly McNair’s
“Beyond Hashtags,” which considers the ways Black Twitter operates
alongside, through, and in relation to off-line international social move-
ment building. McNair’s point of entry is the cross-border interface be-
tween the United Kingdom and the United States in the struggle against
police violence, underscoring the confluence of discursive activism and
political activism to confront racism.
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The closing section, “Notes from the Color of New Media,” consists
of transcripts of two meetings of the working group that produced this
book. “The Color of New Media Enters Trumplandia” is a transcript of
our group meeting on February 2, 2017, which was twelve days after the
inauguration of Donald Trump as forty-fifth president of the United
States, and the same day that altright agitator Milo Yiannopoulos was
scheduled to visit the UC Berkeley campus. “The Color of New Media
Responds to UC Berkeley’s ‘Free Speech Week™ is a transcript of our
meeting on September 1, 2017, after Berkeley’s new chancellor, Carol
Christ, announced that 2017-2018 would be the “Year of Free Speech”
on the Berkeley campus, and student organizations invited a number of
altright spokespeople to the campus. Both transcripts serve as records
of how the events of 2017, in the physical and online worlds, at the na-
tional and hyperlocal level, elicited dismay, dread, pain, and fear, as well
as critical thinking, moments of humor, and proposals for future action
from our members.

Notes

1. See the June 2017 “Communications over Various Feeds Electronically
for Engagement or ‘COVFEFE Act,” proposed by Illinois Representative Mike
Quigley, https://www.govtrack.us/congress/bills/115/hr2884 /text.

2. Bessi and Ferrara define social bots as “algorithmically controlled ac-
counts that emulate the activity of human users but operate at much higher pace
(e.g., automatically producing content or engaging in social interactions) while
successfully keeping their artificial identity undisclosed.”
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ONE | IsTwitter a Stage?

Theories of Social Media Platforms
as Performance Spaces

ABIGAIL DE KOSNIK

In this essay I identify two major strands of thinking of internet plat-
forms as performance spaces, and of online participation as perfor-
mance. The theorists who originated both strands predated the rise of
the World Wide Web and social media. The first strand was initiated by
Erving Goffman and his arguments about performance, or “presenta-
tion of self,” in everyday life; the second strand was launched by Marshall
McLuhan and his idea that new telecommunications media were bring-
ing into being a “global theater.”

In The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, Goffman (1956) propos-
es that every human being performs roles in everyday life. He writes
that an individual has “many motives for trying to control the impres-
sion” that they make on others. The “pattern of action” (8) which is
“presented or played through” on multiple occasions “may be called a
‘part
perform their “part” and keep the performance of that part consistent
over time). “Dramaturgical problems,” “stage-craft,” and “stage manage-
ment” all “occur everywhere in social life” (8), states Goffman. Note that

99

(8-9). An individual aims to sustain such impressions (that is, to

”

Goffman is not concerned with the specific content of any particular
performance; his interest lies not in what is performed, but in the fact that
performance takes place, and how performance works, in social interaction.
Goffman proposes that “when an individual or performer plays the same
part to the same audience on different occasions, a social relationship is

20

De Kosnik, Abigail, and Keith Feldman. #identity: Hashtagging Race, Gender, Sexuality, and Nation.
E-book, Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2019, https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.9697041.
Downloaded on behalf of Massachusetts Institute of Technology



Is Twitter a Stage? 21

likely to arise,” and “we may refer to those who contribute to other per-
formances as the audience, observers, or co-participants” (g).
Goffman’s definitions of performance in everyday life can be used
to articulate how “we”—by which I mean people in the early twenty-first
century with regular internet access—perform every day in our uses of
digital media, particularly social media platforms. The “impressions”
(that we make) or the “parts” (that we play) described by Goffman are,
in a social media setting, our online identities. The continuity of our
performances—the fact that, as Goffman tells us, we perform our parts
consistently over time (though we typically play different parts to differ-
ent audiences)—translates to social media in our constant uploading
of new content and our continually posting updates to our accounts.
The “techniques” of performance preparation that Goffman claims
we all employ on a daily basis, such as “dramaturgy,” “
“stage management,” are also evident in our social media use: in how
we thoughtfully prepare and craft our posts in advance; how we create
content to share; how we strategize (even if only with ourselves) about
the timing and impact of the release of our content (in other words, we

stagecraft,” and

ask ourselves when would be the best time to post a particular piece of
content to attract the greatest possible response); how we launch and
participate in hashtags; and how we work to attract clicks, views, likes,
reblogs, retweets, and upvotes. Goffman claims that performances in
everyday life constitute social relationships, that audiences and observ-
ers can also be considered co-performers and co-participants. Similarly,
social media use is defined by relations, interactions, and encounters
between co-participants. All of Goffman’s key arguments that everyday
life is filled with, and defined by, performance also apply to social media.

A number of social media theorists have built on Goffman’s idea
that identity is performance—that is, the idea that who we are is the
persona(e) we perform, day to day, with repetition and continuity. For
example, in their essay “Public Displays of Connection” (2004), Judith
Donath and danah boyd propose that on social networking sites, users
display their networks (their connections, or friends) in order to signal a
number of traits, such as social status, political beliefs, or cultural tastes.
In his essay “Social Network Profiles as Taste Performances,” Hugo Liu
(2007) similarly argues that listing one’s cultural interests in one’s social
network profile functions as a type of “taste performance.” For example,
one can indicate a preference for the ironic over the straightforward, the
dystopian over the utopian, or the sincere over the satirical, simply by
naming, in one’s online profile (or, to expand on Liu, showing through
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the posts in one’s social media feed) what one likes: the kinds of bands,
foods, fashion, restaurants, films, television series, video games, outdoor
sites, and so on that one prefers. “Lists of interests,” writes Liu—and,
again, we can elaborate on Liu to include pictures of one’s interests on
Instagram or Pinterest or text posts about one’s interests on Twitter or
Tumblr—“might actually be more useful as an indicator of one’s aes-
thetics than as a factual declaration of interests” (273). In other words,
people might get to know you, or at least your online identity, far bet-
ter through your online “taste performances,” through the content that
you post and the cultural references with which you tag yourself, than
through any self-descriptive statements you make (such as “I love old
movies” or “I love hiking in nature”).

The Goffmanian approach to conceptualizing digital networks as per-
formance emphasizes the individual’s experience of those networks. A
McLuhanesque approach to digital networks as performance spaces calls
for more attention to be paid to performances by collectives. As I have
written about elsewhere (De Kosnik 2015), McLuhan published an essay
in 1974 in which he proposes his concept of the “global theater,” a the-
ater that came into being with the advent of global telecommunications:
“Simultaneous man [is] living in a world whose center is everywhere
and whose margin is nowhere. . . . Instead of specialized jobs he prefers
role-playing, with its flexibility and diversity. Indeed, at the moment of
Sputnik the planet became a global theater in which there are no specta-
tors but only actors” (1974, 50). In the same essay, McLuhan reaches for
analogies to explain how the global theater operates, or will operate in
the future, and latches onto a communications technology with which all
of his early 1970s readers were already familiar: the newspaper. McLuhan
explains that a newspaper is produced collectively by multiple authors; at
rapid speeds, with many people contributing or “speaking” (seemingly)
at the same time; and a newspaper lacks a unifying “story line”—that
is, it consists of “an assembly of unconnected items in abstract mosaic
form” (50). A newspaper also offers too much information to take in, to
be comprehensively consumed or understood. McLuhan quotes novelist
Robert Louis Stevenson, who said, “I could make an epic from a news-
paper if I knew what to leave out” (51). More than forty years after the
time of McLuhan’s writing, we can readily replace “newspaper” with “so-
cial media platforms” in McLuhan’s description of how the global the-
ater, enabled by telecommunications, operates: social media is produced
collectively by multiple authors; at rapid speeds, with many people con-
tributing or “speaking” simultaneously; and social media lacks a unifying
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story line and seems to consist of “unconnected items in abstract mosaic
form.” Social media also offers too much information for any one user
to take in as a totality. Perhaps a contemporary novelist could “make an
epic from a social media platform if [she] knew what to leave out.”

Another way that McLuhan attempts to describe the rise of the “glob-
al theater” is by drawing a distinction between what he calls “old jour-
nalism” and “new journalism.” “Old journalism,” McLuhan argues, was
about figures—that is, important or prominent people or events. “New
journalism,” in contrast—and I suggest that we can add or substitute “so-
cial media” for this term—is concerned with “ground” rather than “fig-
ure” (McLuhan here uses terms borrowed from Gestalt psychology), in
that newer ways of reporting on events are invested in being on the ground,
reporting on the experiences, opinions, and perspectives of the mass or
crowd. McLuhan writes that “new journalism” (and, again, I view this
term as equivalent, in our current moment, with “social media”) consists
of “immersion in situations which involve many people simultaneously”
(1974, 51). McLuhan argues:

The “old journalism” had sought objectivity . . . by giving “both sides”
at once. . . . To give both sides, however, tends to ignore the possibil-
ity that there may be many more sides than two, and as the means of
access to information improved and as the means of processing infor-
mation speeded up, the mere chiaroscuro of the light and the dark,
the pro and the con, has tended to yield to . . . depth involvement in
total situations. (51)

McLuhan holds up Norman Mailer’s accounts of the 1968 Republican
and Democratic national conventions, at which large anti-Vietham War
protests took place (Mailer published his reports as Miami and the Siege
of Chicago in 1968), as exemplary of the “new journalism.” Mailer, claims
McLuhan, “is less concerned with the policies and the parties than with
the experience of the hurly-burly of the conventions” (51). #ferguson,
the hashtag used for the protests in Ferguson, Missouri, that took place
following the August 2014 fatal shooting of Michael Brown, an African
American teenager, by police officer Darren Wilson (and more pro-
tests erupted after the November 2014 announcement that a grand jury
would not indict Wilson for the killing), operated according to the logic
of what McLuhan called “new journalism” in that #ferguson was not a
chronological list of events, nor was it primarily about figures (individual
people or isolated occurrences); rather, #ferguson presented thousands
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of people’s experiences of, and perspectives on, the demonstrations
against racialized police brutality. #ferguson was about the ground.

Statistician Emma Pierson (2014) collected two hundred thousand
tweets tagged with “#ferguson” (or #Ferguson) that were posted in
the days just before prosecutor Robert McCulloch’s announcement on
November 24, 2014 that the Ferguson grand jury would not indict Officer
Darren Wilson for the shooting of Michael Brown. Pierson grouped the
tweets into two categories, conservative and liberal, or “red” and “blue.”
Below are lists of what Pierson found to be the most retweeted “red”
tweets and the most retweeted “blue” tweets:

Most Common Retweets for Red Group

#Ferguson I would feel safer, any day, to encounter
#DarrenWilson on the street, than to meet #MichaelBrown

or half of those now protesting!

Yeah I posted it #ferguson I am not into mob justice on
media lies #justsaying http://t.co/Fk9EsPtV1P

Autopsy report: Not only did Brown not have his hands
up he was going4 Gun: http://t.co/6pdv9ULOgx #Ferguson
http://t.co/pFsa6GEGOJ @MaydnUSA

#Ferguson in case you were wondering, police officers
are also citizens, with full constitutional rights.

Rights aren’t just for criminals!

If #Ferguson isn’t race baiting, why are THEY there?
http://t.co/9ZznN1FsBT

Hard to blame Governor Jay Nixon for declaring a state
of emergency when the president himself dumps gasoline

on the #Ferguson fire. Smh

Officer #DarrenWilson Supporters Crowdfund “Pants Up,
Don’t Loot” Billboard http://t.co/5Bb7VkCeMh #Ferguson
http://t.co/xxHOCnX7E5
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Most Common Retweets for Blue Group

Governor calls State Of Emergency. National Guard
waiting. FBI giving warnings. KKK issuing threats. What

'effing year is this? #ferguson

My mom in ‘63, while the police were “just doing their
job.” Break the internet? Break the system. #Ferguson
http://t.co/gXd6sZoo2U

State of emergency in #Ferguson must not be used to
violate human rights, including the right to peaceful

protest. @GovJayNixon

Despite a State of Emergency remember the #Ferguson cop
is innocent until proven guilty. As opposed to, say, an

unarmed guy he shot 6 times.

Please understand the legal ramifications of a State of
Emergency. Individual rights can be taken away. This is

his “heads up”. #Ferguson

Please notice that even though this #Ferguson police
officer was arrested for rape 5 days ago, the St. Louis
Post Dispatch said NOTHING.

America: Where just the fear of Negro anger, not
actions, can lead to a State of Emergency. And you

wonder why cops shoot so fast. #Ferguson

In these tweets, Governor Jay Nixon, Officer Darren Wilson, and Wil-
son’s victim Michael Brown are central figures, yet #ferguson, meaning
the swarm of events (legal actions, official and unofficial statements,
press reports, demonstrations, debates, and controversies) discussed in
that hashtag, some of which were organized and facilitated through that
hashtag, was not only or even mainly about Nixon, Wilson, and Brown.
Rather, #ferguson was about the ground: the interpretations, viewpoints,
and sentiments (the diversity of which is evident in the contrast between
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the “red” group’s retweets and “blue” group’s retweets), as well as calls
to action and circulation of facts, that hundreds of thousands of people
shared and performed online in response to what took place in Fergu-
son, Missouri, in the summer and fall of 2014.

After marking out a movement from the “old journalism” of print
culture (which centered on figures) to the “new journalism” of global
networked culture (which centers on—or, we could say, was decentered
by—an emphasis on ground), McLuhan takes up the Xerox (photocopi-
er) machine as an emblem of the nascent new media era. He writes,
“Xerox comes as a reverse flip at the end of the Gutenberg cycle; whereas
Gutenberg made everybody a reader, Xerox makes everybody a publish-
er” (1974, 52). Xeroxing, or making many copies of a work that one has
typed, “is so decentralized, accessible, and inexpensive that it results in
making the ordinary person a publisher, if he so chooses” (52). Xerox fa-
cilitates “uniform briefing” (53)—that is, espionage, leaks, surveillance,
public calls for government accountability (here, McLuhan references
the Pentagon Papers, which Daniel Ellsberg photocopied before leaking
them to the press). McLuhan says, “The electronic form of information
service”—he calls Xeroxing “electronic publishing” (54)—“permits not
only decentralization of organizations but a wide diversity of products
without additional expenditure” (54). Remarking further on the photo-
copier as a publishing tool, McLuhan claims, “Xerox completes the work
of the typewriter. A poet composing at the typewriter is ‘publishing’ his
work, as it were, while composing. Xerox gives to this fact a new mean-
ing” (54), because the “typescript” can easily be “multiplied,” as the poet
can give away copies of his work to his friends.

If we replace “Xerox” with “social media,” or, indeed, with “the in-
ternet,” in McLuhan’s sentences, we find an apt description of the way
that digital networks have led to a proliferation of publishing, or, we
might say, sharing, both ideas and information. The internet and social
media have made “everybody a publisher,” or at least made it possible
for everyone with access to computing technologies to make public a
wide variety of content on various networked platforms. The internet
and social media have facilitated numerous leaks of government secrets
and calls for government accountability, as exemplified by the cases of
WikiLeaks, Edward Snowden, and Chelsea Manning; internet and social
media use often conflate the act of composing and the act of publishing
so that a user can post whatever they compose with a click of a digital
button. The internet and social media also allow the composer of con-
tent to share “copies” of their work with friends instantaneously, as they
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can “multiply” their “typescripts” ad infinitum by sending their composi-
tions rapidly through networks and onto web pages or into their connec-
tions’ social media feeds.

Thus, McLuhan may be describing 1g60s and ’70os phenomena such
as the Pentagon Papers and zine culture in his analyses of “new jour-
nalism” and Xeroxing, but he also anticipates the many-to-many com-
munication format of web and social media culture, which has made
“everybody” (with access) a “publisher,” in the sense that anyone can
create (or appropriate) and post text, image, sound, and video content
on their own blogs; on Wikileaks; on numerous fan sites and piracy
sites; on Twitter, Tumblr, Facebook, Instagram, Pinterest, YouTube, and
so on. The “global theater” may have been inaugurated at the time of
Sputnik, Norman Mailer, sci-fi zines, and the Pentagon Papers leak (a pe-
riod spanning 1957-1974), but digital platforms have more fully realized
McLuhan’s vision of a world in which all can perform to all, in which no
one is merely a spectator, but all are actors. (In a mediascape rich with
platforms for sharing content, all users are actors, because even what
seems like inaction—mnot publishing text, images, sound files, or video
files on these platforms—is a deliberate choice. Lurking, opting out,
withholding, refraining, or hiding are all actions in the network as much
as posting, retweeting, reblogging, and commenting are.)

Though McLuhan’s “global theater” essay is populated by multi-
ple print technologies, theatrical metaphors also appear prominently
throughout the piece. “At the moment of Sputnik the planet became a
global theater in which there are no spectators but only actors” (1974,
48) is not only an argument in the essay; it is also the title of the essay,
which puts theatricality—a becoming-theatrical—at the heart of McLuhan’s
claims about how global telecom is changing society. It seems likely that
McLuhan’s idea of the global theater was influenced by cybernetic the-
ory, with its focus on instantaneous feedback loops. (The concept of cy-
bernetic systems was introduced to the public in Norbert Wiener’s 1948
book Cybernetics and penetrated large areas of social science, business
culture, and consumer culture after the Macy Conferences on cybernet-
ics [1946-1953].) Both theater and many-to-many telecommunications
systems (such as telephony or digital networks) are constituted by high-
speed exchanges of information—feedback loops—between audiences
and actors, between readers/viewers and posters. Another probable in-
fluence on McLuhan’s global theater was the 1950s and ’60s experiments
in performance art, especially Allan Kaprow’s happenings (indeed, in
his book Take Today, McLuhan (1972) uses the phrase “perpetual hap-
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pening” as a synonym for “global theater”), which sought to thoroughly
blur distinctions between audiences and performers and to make all at-
tendees into actors.

Another theatrical reference in McLuhan’s 1974 essay is a popular
1960s Broadway play. McLuhan declares that “the “You are there’ immer-
sion approach in [new] journalism” is “natural” in the medium of televi-
sion (51). “Television brings the outside into the intimacy of the home,
as it takes the private world of the home outside into the forum” (51-52).
McLuhan proposes that new journalism’s motto is “A funny thing hap-
pened to me on the way to the forum” (52). This mention of the 1962
stage hit by Stephen Sondheim, Burt Shevelove, and Larry Gelbart, A
Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum, in combination with a
reference to television, resonates with the argument by television his-
torians such as Lynn Spigel (1992) that early US television was largely a
mediatization of theatrical events, as television broadcasts brought plays,
concerts, and other live performances into ordinary Americans’ living
rooms so that they no longer had to commute to city centers to access
high-quality entertainment, an argument that itself recalls McLuhan’s
(1974) famous concept that the content of any new medium is an older
medium. (McLuhan claims that the content of films is novels, and Spigel
claims that the content of television, when it was new in the United
States, was theater.)

McLuhan’s use of “A funny thing happened to me on the way to
the forum” to characterize television and the “new journalism,” both
of which take a “You are there’ immersion approach,” indicates how
characteristics of theater attendance—including co-presence and inter-
action between audience and actors, and the audience’s feeling of being
immersed, of being there in the environment presented on and by the
stage—are, for McLuhan, the defining characteristics of the new world
being made by 24/7 instantaneous communications networks, which is
why he deems that rising world a “global theater.” That world, that the-
ater, now includes social media, which, even more than 1960s television
or journalism, depends on participants having a sense of co-presence
and interaction with one another and feeling as if they are there, im-
mersed in the multiple simultaneous performances taking place on so-
cial platforms. McLuhan seems to predict that theater has already been
mediatized once (by television) and that global telecom will be the next
great mediatization of live performance. He appears to anticipate that
digital networks will make distant events more present, public events
more intimate, and intimate experiences more public, just as television
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brought theater into the home and made private, domestic occurrences
into social dramas.

A third theatrical metaphor that McLuhan incorporates into his
“cglobal theater” essay is the “mask.” McLuhan employs this metaphor
seven times in describing the operations of media production and re-
ception, arguing that a medium is “put on” by its users like a mask so
that they can extend their perceptions, and the users are “put on” by
the maker so that the maker can anticipate their reaction and give them
what they want. When a technological device is put on as a “mask,” be
it a newspaper, a television set, a laptop, a mobile phone, or a VR (vir-
tual reality) headset, it allows its user to see differently, to see through
new perspectives or lenses, and to access experiences that they could not
have without the prosthetic. The media maker, conversely, uses not the
technological device or medium, but the prospective user, as a mask, as
a kind of feedforward mechanism (see Logan 2015) that allows the maker
to craft their production (or, one might say, performance) in order to
evoke a specific audience reaction. For McLuhan, then, masks do not
cover or hide reality; masks generate realities, or make possible the pro-
duction and reception of realities that diverge from, modify, or augment,
the ordinary real (however reality is experienced sans media).

That McLuhan wants the image of masked players to stand in for
both media producers and media users reinforces his concept of a global
theater in which all perform and none are merely spectators, even if the
style of the performances differs for different “roles” being played in
the media ecosystem. In social media, for instance, participants move
from the role of content producer to the role of content receiver quite
fluidly; thus they might be thought of as swiftly, frequently, exchanging
the maker’s mask for the user’s mask and back again, over and over.

Recent scholarship has built on both the Goffmanian and
McLuhanesque lines of thought about social media sites functioning as
performance spaces. For example, in “Interaction in Digital Contexts,”
Annette Markham (2012) draws on McLuhan when describing how the
internet shifts distance. Markham writes, “The Internet extends our
senses in McLuhanesque fashion, allowing us to see, listen, and reach
well beyond our local sensory limits” (282) and “Having a sense of pres-
ence without actually being there is a hallmark of Internet-mediated
communication. . . . Presence becomes a more complicated concept
because it is determined by participation more than proximity” (282).
Markham here stresses, as McLuhan does in his “global theater” con-
cept, that telecommunications networks bring people into a relation
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of simultaneous feedback and co-presence, a relation that in earlier
eras defined live performance against media such as books and films
and radio, which more clearly demarcated a physical distance between
producers and consumers.

When Markham notes that the internet shifts time, however, she turns
to Goffman. She asserts that “now, we not only have to manage various
presentations of self . . . but also the presentations of selves from the past
that collide with selves of the present” (283). Markham here argues that
Goffman’s concept of impression management, and his study of how,
in everyday life, all members of society work on various presentations
of self (presenting oneself at work, a different one at family gatherings,
and another self to friends, for instance), increase in complexity in the
social media era, for in addition to people having to labor to present
different selves in different settings, we also have to reckon with the fact
that our social media accounts may preserve past selves, and those may
not merge in desirable ways with present selves. The graduating college
student who must take down images of themselves as partygoers from
social media platforms as they prepare to present themselves as hard-
working responsible future employees at job interviews understands well
Markham’s claim that different temporalities of selfhood can clash on
digital platforms.

Elsewhere in the same essay, Markham combines McLuhan and
Goffman. She claims that the internet demands that presentation of
self must be “deliberative” (2012, 284). She writes, “In online environ-
ments, we write self into being” (284), a notion that strongly adheres to
Goffman’s worldview, which holds that everyone must deliberately pres-
ent themselves, must perform a self (or many selves), in order to be
seen and known in society. “Then,” Markham continues, “to recognize
our own existence in any meaningful way, we must be responded to”
(284). This argument bears strong similarities to McLuhan’s conceptu-
alization of telecommunications networks as spaces in which all perform
for all, which, as I argued above, was probably influenced by cybernetics
and performance happenings. Markham frames digital sites as driven by
feedback loops between
scoring her framing is the logic of the stage actor, who believes that his

«

‘writers” /posters and responders, and under-

work is not meaningful, and indeed may not even truly exist, without the
presence of an audience. Both stage actor and social media participant
depend on the reactions of their audiences, whether that consists of ap-
plause and sighs in the theater or likes and retweets/reblogs online.
Another useful application of Goffman and McLuhan’s ideas to social
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media can be found in Erika Pearson’s 2009 essay, “All the World Wide
Web’s a Stage.” Pearson’s key proposition is that social media functions
like a “glass bedroom,” in which there is no clear split between back-
stage and front stage, private and public, and thus, social media takes
Goffman’s idea of identity as performance to “another level.” Writes
Pearson:

Inside the [glass] bedroom, private conversations and intimate ex-
changes occur, each with varying awareness of distant friends and
strangers moving past transparent walls. . . . The glass bedroom itself
is not an entirely private space, nor a true backstage space as Goffman
articulated, though it takes on elements of both over the course of
its use. It is a bridge that is partially private and public, constructed
online through signs and language.

Goffman emphasized the separation of what he called “regions” of per-
formance (for instance, in a restaurant, a server gives a very different
performance in the front stage of the restaurant, constituted by the
seating area, than in the restaurant’s backstage, constituted by the wait
staff’s break room), but many or most social media users do not main-
tain a sharp distinction between the realm of private behavior and the
realm of public behavior. In fact, it is the ongoing blending of front stage
and backstage, the public posting online of one’s ostensibly private life,
that constitutes a great deal of the appeal of social media performance;
hence, Pearson argues, in social media use, the metaphorical wall sepa-
rating private and public is made of glass, transparent and meant to be
seen through. Although Pearson does not cite McLuhan explicitly, her
glass bedroom metaphor echoes McLuhan’s claims that in the telecom-
munications revolution what is intimate becomes more exposed, and
what takes place on a large scale is more often experienced as intimate.
If social media works as a glass bedroom, as Pearson asserts, then social
media manifests what McLuhan called the “You are there’ immersion
approach” even more strongly than the examples used by McLuhan,
namely, television and the “new journalism.”

In McLuhan’s emphasis on new media communication systems as
spaces of constant performance, we can detect his hopefulness that these
systems will facilitate more civic participation and collective political ac-
tion. When McLuhan writes about his idea that both media users and
media makers put on “masks,” he describes “the great increase of the
sense of power on the part of both the maker and the user” (1974, 56).

De Kosnik, Abigail, and Keith Feldman. #identity: Hashtagging Race, Gender, Sexuality, and Nation.
E-book, Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2019, https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.9697041.
Downloaded on behalf of Massachusetts Institute of Technology



32  H#IDENTITY

In other words, when consumers put on media technologies as masks
that afford new perceptions and experiences, they experience an expan-
sion of inputs, as they receive more information more frequently. When
producers put on media audiences as masks that allow them to predict
what to post or publish in order to affect those audiences most power-
fully, they experience an expansion of outputs, as they can craft their
content and time its release in order to maximize its reach and influ-
ence. Social media participants, who rotate between the role of maker
and user often, thus experience both types of expansion when they use
digital social networks. Ideally, then, people become both well-informed
and influential through their participation in social media and could use
their heightened “power” on social networks to make impactful political
interventions.

Here is another statement in which McLuhan phrases his optimism
about new media and political participation in the language of perfor-
mance:

The mysterious thing about this kind of speed-up of information [fa-
cilitated by new communications technologies] is that the public be-
gins to participate directly in actions which it had previously heard
about at a distance in place or time. At instant speeds the audience
becomes actor, and the spectators become participants. . . . They seek
to program events rather than to watch them. (57)

This is a technologically deterministic argument: McLuhan assumes that
because people can communicate faster (“at instant speeds”) in the new
global telecom systems than before, they will become actors and par-
ticipants instead of (merely) audience and spectators. He anticipates
that this “public” will thus become active rather than passive and will
“program events”—will make historical moments—rather than only
“watch[ing] them.” The image one derives from McLuhan’s determin-
istic prediction is that of a stage overrun by theatergoers who are no
longer content to quietly witness whatever is presented to them on a
given evening but seize control of the theater, collectively devise a show,
and enact it. Thus McLuhan imagines the rise of new media communica-
tions technologies (which now include social media platforms) as akin to
the transformation of a traditional proscenium play into a Kaprow-esque
happening. McLuhan foresees that the global telecommunications tech-
nologies rising in the 1960s and "7os (which eventually yielded the pub-
lic internet in the 1ggos) will lead to a more robust, more lively, more
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inclusive form of democracy, and the easiest way for him to explain his
prophecy is by describing a democratized style of performance-making.

Of course, there are many objections to McLuhan’s technological
determinism. New media does not necessarily lead to new social move-
ments. If it seems that they do (as it did in the cases of #ArabSpring and
#Occupy), we must keep in mind that it is users’ choices about how to
use new platforms, not the platforms themselves, that bring such move-
ments about (Tufekci 20172). Digital networks can, and do, facilitate con-
servative or reactionary movements as easily as they can facilitate reform-
ist or social justice movements. Search engine algorithms can reinforce
racism (Noble 2018), and social media sites can be swarmed by “fake
news and other forms of misinformation” (Tufekci 2017b, 266). There
are many constraints on our digital actions in the form of protocols
(Galloway 2004; Chun 2006)—that is, the way that digital technologies
are programmed to operate, which do not offer users choices about how
they wish to interact with those technologies but simply make certain
moves necessary and preclude other moves entirely. When people do
seek to use new media to push for large-scale social, political, economic,
or cultural change, they can be subjected to large volumes of surveil-
lance, trolling, harassment, and threats from other network users (see
my essay on #CancelColbert in this volume) or from government enti-
ties. Social media may allow users to access more information, but users
are likely to access only information that reinforces their already existing
beliefs, causing an “echo chamber” effect (Pierson 2014).

However, by framing global telecommunications—what we call digi-
tal media, which includes social media—as performance, McLuhan asks
us to think of new media participation as “making, not faking” (Turner
1982, 93); as collaborative production; as a set of tools, sites, and practic-
es for putting hidden realities, alternative worlds, and difficult problems
before publics of whatever size, for however short a time, thereby calling
upon that public to change. In other words, thinking of digital networks
as constituting a “global theater” allows us to perceive those networks’
potential for working as theater works (whenever theater works). The
new media of which McLuhan wrote was an early wave of the many tech-
nologies that constituted the information revolution that continues to-
day. For him, this revolution signaled a new age of virtual, networked
performance that could change the world, because he believed that per-
formance can change the world. At the least, he believed that those who
perform are changed by the act of performance, and he believed that
emerging technologies would make more and more people into per-
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formers. It follows that he predicted or hoped that through the transfor-
mation of masses of receivers/consumers/audiences into actors, change
can sweep the world. McLuhan’s thinking of new media as sites of perfor-
mance is crucial for understanding what he sees as new media’s possible
impact on society and culture. Since, for McLuhan, the medium—not
the content—is always the message, then, for McLuhan, the message of
new media is global theater.
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Two | #OnFleek

Authorship, Interpellation, and the Black Femme
Prowess of Black Twitter

MALIKA IMHOTEP

On June 21, 2014, Kayla Newman (@peaches_monroee), a seventeen-
year-old Black woman from Chicago, posted an anecdotal video to her
Vine account. Within five months, the video she posted that day gained
over 20 million plays, 492,000 likes, and 411,000 re-vines.

This particular video captured Newman bragging about her immacu-
lately arched eyebrows. “We in dis bitch,” she says to the camera angled
up from her lap toward her face. “Finna get crunk. Eyebrows on fleek! Da
fuq.” In this moment of Black Femme bravada, Kayla Newman “gave the
world a word” (St. Felix 2015). While Newman’s “on fleek” is not the first
Black colloquial turn of phrase to find itself appropriated by “urban mar-
keting” campaigns or incorporated into Dictionary.com’s digital archive,
it is one of the few whose origins can be definitively traced to a single
individual and whose prevalence is indebted directly to its social media
spread. I posit that the raced, classed, and gendered “senselessness” of
“on fleek!” kept Newman’s authorial ties relatively intact despite such
wide digital spread.

This essay situates Newman within a larger conversation that explores
Black Twitter as a complicated ground for the politico-cultural salience

1”

of Black Femme aesthetic indulgence. I use “Black Femme” to evoke a
combination of tropes from queer theory and Black feminist studies.
By naming offline and online performances of Black women who may
or may not identify themselves as queer “femme,” I assert, following
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Hortense Spillers (1987), that there is an inherent queerness to (un)gen-
dered Black performance. This theorization of inherent queerness is not
intended to eclipse or circumvent the particular orientation, narratives,
and experiences of femme-identified Black queer and trans women. It is
instead meant to destabilize projections made about what gender signi-
fies and can be made to signify by the performative processes of Black
bodies. Spillers’ seminal assertion of “ungendering” as part of the pro-
cess through which the captive Black body becomes flesh is mainly con-
cerned with the impact of systemic violence on Black selfhood and socio-
political (im)mobility but offers itself as a “praxis and a theory, a text for
living and dying and a method of reading both through their diverse me-
diations.”! Through this praxis I assert that gender, as enfleshed by black-
ness, as performed by Black folks, is inevitably (a potentially liberatory)
negotiation of deviance, of queerness. “Femininity” was not constructed
in a vacuum. It is informed by the histories of raced and gendered vio-
lence that Spillers exhumes. Thus, Newman as @peaches_monroee, an
amalgamation of Southern sweetness (or the name of Nina Simone’s bit-
ter daughter of slaves in “Four Women”) and classic Hollywood glamour
(Norma Jeane Mortenson’s Marilyn Monroe), performs a disidentifica-
tion in both her act of online self-naming and in her assertion of femi-
nine aesthetic mastery.

Newman’s “on fleek!” resonates with hashtags such as #BlackGirlMagic
(or #BlackGirlsAreMagic) (Thomas 2015) and #ClassicallyBeautiful
(Stanley 2014) in signaling an emergent trend of Black women utilizing
Twitter to publicly assert delight in their appearance, in the face of their
pervasive marginalization by mainstream media and most of the beauty
industry. For these women, Twitter serves as a venue for protest coded
in celebration. I use the term aesthetic indulgence to describe these inten-
tionally overt performances of delight.

To theorize this genre of online performance, I engage with Steve
Biko’s foundational theory on “black beauty” (1976) in concert with the
more recent work of Shirley Tate (2009), which focuses explicitly on
Black female aesthetics and stylization in the Black diaspora. My discus-
sion of “on fleek” as a distinctly Black contribution to language draws
from the work of Geneva Smitherman on “black talk” (1977) alongside
Paul Gilroy’s definition of the “profane black vernacular” (1993). To
analytically support my claims, I turn to data from Google and Twitter
as harvested through online digital analytics platforms.? Resituating
Newman’s “on fleek!” as exemplary of language’s function as an articu-
lation of identity—in this instance a performative raced and gendered
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on fleek: [United States]

8L/EL/S
8Ly
8slL/eL/e
8lL/elic
8L/l
Li/erieh
LL/ELILL
LL/€L/oL
LL/€LIB
LL/€L/8
LL/€VIL
LL/ELI9
LL/EVIS
LL/ELVY
LL/EVIE
LL/€Vie
LL/ELL
al/eLich
9L/ELILL
9L/€L/0L
91/€1L/6
9L/€L/8
9L/ELIL
9L/€LI9
9L/ELIS
9L/ELIY
aL/eL/e
al/elic
qlL/eL/L
SLeLeh
SLELLL
SL/EL/oL
SL/eLe
Sl/EL/8
00/€1/L
SL/EL9
SL/ELIS
SL/ELY
SlL/eLe
Sl/eLie
SL/EL/L
vi/eLich
VLELILL
yL/€LI0L
V1/€LI6
Y1L/€LI8
VL/ELIL
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break with standard English—I consider the prevalence of linguistic ap-
propriation as symptomatic of Black Twitter’s function as a microcosm
of Black popular culture at large. In the conclusion, I theorize how the
act of hashtagging allows for the real-time enactment of radical politics
that utilize communal acknowledgment and celebration pitched inward
while exposing the pervasive surveillance of (online) Black social space.

“We in dis bitch”: Validating Black Twitter

3 “on fleek!,”

A turn of phrase with no clear linguistic or cultural forbearer,
or #OnFleek (the popular hashtag that Newman’s invented idiom quick-
ly became), springs forth from the mind of its creator in a quotidian
moment of personal media content sharing. Legitimized through rapid
and wide social media spread, the term is rendered a trendy parlance
upon its official induction in the Oxford English Dictionary just over a year
after itis first captured.! A Google Trends analysis of the terms “eyebrows
on fleek” and “on fleek” (fig. 2.1) shows that by May 2015 “on fleek” had
hit peak search popularity relative to the number of searches conducted
globally between July 2014 and February 2016.

In a tweet posted in December 2015,° Newman appends a screenshot
of the Oxford English Dictionary (OED) entry for “fleek” with a score of
celebratory emojis in commemoration of the year she made a word,
thanking everyone who still uses it (fig. 2.2). The example sentences giv-
en in the OED entry—“OMG the music is on fleek”; “have you ever seen
anything so fleek in your life?”—seem awkward and forced, attesting to
the aural materiality of “fleek” that seems stifled by print. However, the
content under “Origin” in the OED definition is my point of interest. It
reads: “Apparently an arbitrary formation popularized in a 2014 video
post on the social media service Vine by Kayla Newman.” This descrip-
tion points to the linguistic peculiarity of “fleek,” the way the exclama-
tory string of syllables has no direct aural resonance, rendering it outside
of a normative, “standard English” historicization.

The phrase “apparent arbitrary formation” pulls into relief the lim-
its of the OED’s commonsense authority on language. Emerging from
outside, or beyond, this “sense,” “fleek” elicits its own archive. The
OED entry continues to foreground the importance of social media
platforms designed to host communal interactions with content. The
fact that Newman is named as the author of the term, as opposed to the
dictionary giving attribution to the social media phenomena of a given
time period or to a broad geographic region, illustrates plainly that
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BRITISH & WORLD ENGLISH > FLEEK

fleek

Mik/

Definition of fleek in English:

adjective

(usually in phrase on fleek)
extremely good, attraclive, or stylish:
‘my hair is on fleek right now”
‘OMG the music is on fleek’
‘have you ever seen anything so fleek in your

life?’
Origin
early 21st century: apparently an arbitrary formation; Figure 2.2. Tweet from
popularized in a 2014 video post on the social media Kay|a Newman (@
service Vine by Kayla Newman (‘Peaches Monroee’). peaches monroee) on
the addition of “on
g 308 ) fleek” to the Oxford Eng-

'. Before 2015 end | want to thank everybody who still uses FLEEK

lish Dictionary. Decem-
11 [ it's now in the Dictionary @ & “w thank y'all <& Y

ber 31, 2015.

Black cultural products do not just materialize from an imagined vast-
ness, some broad unnamed Black populace, for popular and commer-
cial use. When distinctly Black cultural products enter the mainstream,
often the Black author, and their authorial moment, gets effaced and
erased, while the product (the word/phrase/idiom, the dance, the
sartorial or musical style, etc.) appears to be un-authored and author-
less. That the Oxford English Dictionary links Newman’s name to her cre-
ation, “fleek,” asserts that blackness is not merely a fecund well, endless
and abstract in its opacity, that the bucket of mainstream culture can
dip into again and again.

The persistence of Newman’s authorship demonstrates one of Black
Twitter’s most generative contributions to popular cultural discourse.
“Spread,” proposed by Henry Jenkins, Sam Ford, and Joshua Green
(2019), is a concept that affords the consumer an active role in the dis-
semination of media (to replace the implied passivity of the earlier no-
tion that videos and memes “go viral” without any agency on the part of
users). In this context, spread allows us to think about participatory cul-
ture as a means to understand online Black sociality. “Participatory cul-
ture” was initially coined by Jenkins (1992) as a means to distinguish the
social interaction of fan communities from that of other groups of spec-
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tators. I am interested in what it would mean to consider Black Twitter a
fan community—not one rallied around a specific show or character, but
one collectively invested in a wholesale appreciation of (the necessarily
varied interpretations of) blackness. John Fiske defines “fandom” as “a
common feature of popular culture in industrial societies,” in which ele-
ments of mass-mediated cultural products are modified through their
engagements with a particular subset of the popular audience (1992,
30). Fiske further asserts that fandom is typically associated with “cul-
tural forms the dominant value system denigrates” (g0). If this asser-
tion holds, then its application to the distinctly urban Black millennial
cultural nexus to which @peaches_monroee (Kayla Newman) belongs
seems apt. In the same article, Fiske apologizes for not considering race
at length as a principal axis of discrimination that impacts the distribu-
tion of culture, stating that he has simply “not found studies of non-
white fandom” (g2). While this may have been accurate for him in the
early 199os, at the onset of fan studies, it is certainly no longer the case
(Wanzo 2015). Taking Black Twitter seriously as a site of fandom engaged
in participatory practices of content sharing offers an explanation for
the spread of “fleek” that speaks (or tags) against the trope of authorial
erasure that has continually plagued Black cultural production.

As a part of the fandom of blackness, Newman is recognized as a
valid, contributing member of the peer group afforded “the social pres-
tige and self-esteem that go with cultural capital” (Fiske 1992, 33). Within
this paradigm, the act of recording and uploading a video of oneself in
performative celebration of one’s eyebrows and plans for the evening
becomes an act of community engagement invested less in the potential-
ity to birth language and more in that of recirculation. Here it is impor-
tant to gesture toward the particular function of Vine as a social media
platform noted for its “distinctly younger—blacker and browner—user
base” (Chow 2016). Twitter purchased Vine in 2012 and announced on
October 27, 2016, that it would be shutting down the app. Social media
response to this loss has focused on the displacement of amateur Black
and brown comedic talent and performance art on the web. In contrast
to mediums like YouTube, Vine offered a casual immediacy of dispersal
and consumption. Ranging from Ferguson protest footage to the ador-
able Black ballerina who taught us how to “Do It For The Vine!,” the six-
second video platform opened up a channel for social, cultural, and po-
litical recognition at the pace of a finger scroll. Interfaced with Twitter’s
user base, Vine played a crucial role in the legibility of Black Twitter by
allowing users to see (each other) and be seen (by broader audiences).
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The particular valuation of acknowledgment from one’s peer
group—in this case, defined as the online community of intended
distribution—subverts the dominant cultural system by prioritizing the
time and engagement of Black youth without a predetermined capital-
ist aim. There is the urge, felt by me as I write, and expressed by various
Black Twitter users and retrospectively articulated by Newman herself® to
demand remuneration citing the various products and marketing ploys
her phrase has appeared in as exploitative commerce. On February 19,
2017, Newman launched a crowdfunding campaign with a goal of one
hundred thousand dollars toward “starting a website, getting this project
on legal papers with a good team of lawyers, etc and making sure my
dreams come true as far as this ‘Fleek’ thing.”’

But it is important to acknowledge that in recording the video,
Newman is not selling anything; she does not express interest in any kind
of monetary return. While the absorption of Black vernacular culture
in the United States often unevenly appends material profit to socio-
cultural values; her online content is intended to circulate outside of a
straightforward capitalist exchange within the shared field of communal
enjoyment.

Even when conceptualized as a fandom, Black Twitter itself is a space
of constant context collapse (Marwick and boyd 2010). Within the
boundaries of this online community engaged in the making, remak-
ing, and distribution of media content marked as Black, there are vari-
ous genres indexed by the hashtag praxis of each individual user. As a
Twitter user myself, I often marvel at the ways my account shifts genre.
On any given day, there will be moments where my tweets align them-
selves with my academic interests and may be marked as an entry into
#BlkGradChat. Later that same day, I may retweet commentary on the
latest antics of the cast of VH1’s #Love&HipHopAtlanta between calls for
action and solidarity concerning the issues of #BlackLivesMatter. The
convergence of these contexts within the space of a single “timeline” is
then compounded by the accounts of the 22 percent of Black internet
users (40 percent of Black users ages eighteen to twenty-nine) that were
recorded as Twitter users in a recent Pew Research Center report on
African American tech usage (Smith 2014). As a microcosm of Twitter’s
broader user demographics, Black Twitter functions as a site of context
collapse that is itself collapsed into (and retweeted onto) various other
contexts. By focusing on the various distinct and intersecting genres of
discourse that materialize into Black Twitter, I center an understanding
of “signification’s discursive constitution of Black identity” (Brock 2012,
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533). Offering a “technocultural” exploration of Black Twitter’s key fea-
tures and utility, André Brock offers the evolution of the hashtag—from
curational feature to expressive modifier—as what substantiated Black
Twitter as a co-constituted social public (534).

These various genres of discourse, often aggregated by Twitter as
“trending topics,” are just a few of the composite contexts woven into
the mosaic of Black Twitter. In my view, Black Twitter’s most distinct com-
monalities are its investment in public representations of blackness, the
enjoyment of reciprocal communication, and the cultural and political
utilities of social media. In positing the argument that “on fleek” in its
inception is representative of a moment of what I call Black Twitter’s
“Black Femme prowess,” I argue that “fleek” is an utterance pitched to
the assumed social interest and aural aesthetic pleasures of a specific
subset of Black Twitter. It is a string of syllables meant to resonate with a
Black audience who may have not heard it before but knows exactly how
to use it.

I mobilize “fleek” as an expression of Black feminist bravery in
political-cultural battle in order to open a conversation surrounding
Black Twitter’s Black Femme prowess. Indeed, Black Twitter operates
as both venue and occasion for Black Femme rebuttal to mainstream
denigration. The creative genesis and subsequent commercial hailing
of “fleek” pull it into the metanarrative surrounding performativity and
Black language, while its digital materiality lays bare the raced and gen-
dered politics of participatory culture.

Tweetin’ and Testifyin’: Language as an Articulation of Identity

Returning briefly to the screenshot of the dictionary entry that accom-
panies Newman’s commemorative tweet, I want to think again of the
awkwardness of the featured example sentences. Read alongside the
rash of articles published by mainstream and corporate media outlets,
they signify attempts to further inscribe the meaning of “fleek” outside
the context of Black Twitter. The question “have you ever seen any-
thing so fleek in your lifer” has probably never been asked. Not only
is the sentence missing the prepositional accompaniment “on,” but it
also lacks the foundational cultural moorings and linguistic structures
of Ebonics or African American Vernacular English (AAVE) that would
keep the phrase true to the language of its creator. The sentence reflects
the forced assimilation of a distinct language system described by Dr.
Geneva Smitherman as “an Africanized form of English reflecting Black
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America’s linguistic-cultural African heritage and the conditions of servi-
tude, oppression and life in America” (1977, 1). “On fleek” carries with it
“Furo-American speech with an Afro-American meaning, nuance, tone
and gesture” (1).

Notable for explicating the Africanist origins of contemporary Black
language and speech patterns, Smitherman’s seminal sociolinguistic
breakdown of what is now commonly referred to as AAVE, Talkin and
Testifyin: The Language of Black America focuses on the overlapping di-
mensions of language and style. As much about fow you say a phrase as
what you are saying, AAVE is performative by design. A system of speech
that can be plugged into by the informed speaker to convey effect and
purpose, AAVE is interwoven within Black spaces of entertainment
and community engagement. Recognizing “on fleek” within a Black
linguistic lineage serves to connect the phrase to the larger project of
Black identity making through language. This performative breaking of
English conventions into its own lyrical sense can be thought of as an ar-
ticulation of “Afro-American poetics.” Of these distinct poetics, Houston
Baker writes, “It has always been necessary for black people in America
not only to comprehend the space of their identity-in-difference but also
energetically to refigure this space by employing expressive counter-
energy” (1988, 7). This reconfiguration of identity-in-difference through
expressive culture speaks to the context of content sharing in which
Newman participates.

Understanding language as a location of identity making in Black dia-
sporic communities allows us to engage Black Twitter as a mass-mediated
site of Black sociality. In The Black Atlantic, Paul Gilroy writes of “the
profane black vernacular” as

a means to think black sociality outside of patterns derived from ei-
ther family- or church-based forms of kinship and community. They
build on the old patterns of talk about sex, sexuality, and gender-
based antagonisms that Richard Wright identified as “the forms of
things unknown.” This profane dialogue between black women and
men operates by strict genre rules. It establishes the priority of the
personal, intimate, and non-work rhythm of everyday living and uses
that focus to institute a community or constituency of active listeners

(1994, 203).

Here, Gilroy is writing specifically about the profane elements of Black
music throughout the African diaspora, but the gender-coded profane
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Black vernacular creation of community he describes correlates to the
workings of Black Twitter. Black Twitter becomes the host to these “per-
sonal, intimate, non-work rhythms” that are taken up, responded to, and
shared among a community of participants, or “active listeners.” Read-
ing Black Twitter as a site from which to think Black sociality outside of
normative patterns locates “on fleek” as an instance of this profane Black
dialogue, so personal and intimate that it resists a smooth extraction
from the Black counter-public into the mainstream.

Pancakes on *fleek. (@IHOP, 21 Oct 2014)
Taco Bell on fleek. (@tacobell, 17 Oct 2014)

This translational barrier spurns an air of anxiety in mainstream
white usage of “on fleek.” Around the end of 2014, several articles pro-
claimed to know “the real meaning” behind “on fleek” (Muenter 2014).
These articles find their authors reaching into and through the cultural
anomaly to offer their readers a definitive inscription of the inescapably
popular term. The majority of the cultural commentators who pondered
the definition of “fleek” cited its appearances in the Twitter marketing
campaigns of corporate brands such as IHOP and Taco Bell. One writer
considered “on fleek” as part of current “teen tech speak” (Pure Wow
2015). A writer for the feminist blog Bustle described the phrase as a phe-
nomenon “no one really understands but keeps saying [it] anyway . . .
‘fleek’ is not a word. And it doesn’t even really sound like a word,” writes
the white woman who relates to her readers with references to Cara
Delevingne and Kim Kardashian, “It just . . . exists” (Muenter 2014).
Framed by the writer’s own markedly narrow cultural competency, Kayla
Newman is rendered a minuscule part of a confusing origin story. Even
as the authors of these articles are forced to return to the original video
as the only trusted point of reference from which to gauge the term’s
definition, any mention of race or African American Vernacular English
is left out.

As Stuart Hall points out in the essay “What Is This ‘Black’ in Black
Popular Culture?,” popular culture—and, by millennial extension,
Twitter culture—has “always contained within it, whether silenced or
not, black American vernacular culture” (2009, 105). While Hall writes
from a Black British perspective, the markedly global flow of engagement
with and within Black popular culture paired with the diasporic reach
of Twitter’s online community make his analysis germane to Newman’s
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hailing. Newman performs language as a young Black woman typically
read as “urban” or “ghetto,” but as her word takes flight outside of the
Black Femme fan community, it takes on a kind of postracial popular-
ity. Blackness propels “on fleek” into the mainstream while simultane-
ously preventing its legibility to that same public. Concerning the lingua
franca of Black life, Toni Morrison states, in a 1981 interview with the New
Republic, “The worst of all possible things that could happen would be to
lose that language.” Echoing Smitherman’s sentiments and anticipating
Gilroy’s, Morrison asserts that “there is a level of appreciation that might
be available only to people who understand the context of the language.
The analogy that occurs to me is jazz; it is open on the one hand and
both complicated and inaccessible on the other” (1981). The online cir-
culation of Newman’s six-second video clip was the virtual “open hand,”
the language particularity and Black Femme cultural engagement signi-
fied by #OnFleek, “complicated and inaccessible.” Black Twitter brings
the participatory linguistic structures of Black language to digital relief
as part of its function as a “strategic contestation” (Hall 2009, 109).
Black Twitter, like Black popular culture, has “enabled the surfacing . . .
of other forms of life, other traditions of representation” (109).

Serving Looks: Black Femme Aesthetics #OnFleek

The device that allows “on fleek” to transcend its aural particularity is
the hashtag. Engaged textually, one does not need to know how to pro-
nounce or even how to use it in context. The phrase can be incorporated
as part of a sentence (Outfit #onfleek!) or on its own in a stream of cap-
tions (#newoutfit #OnFleek). As a hashtag, #OnFleek’s textual function
is explicitly tied to a celebration of what I read as Black Femme aesthetic
mastery—one aspect of Black Femme prowess. Despite being abstract-
ed and divorced from its origins, in its various marketing applications,
#OnFleek still resonates predominantly within the realm of “urban”
Black femininity. Here I want to hearken back to my opening provoca-
tion that seeks to “queer” what is meant by Black femininity through the
use of the appellation “Black Femme.” Black Femme aesthetics are a
deliberate play in and against conventional ways of being and seeing the
feminine. As Cathy Cohen wrote in 1997:

As we stand on the verge of watching those in power dismantle
the welfare system through a process of demonizing the poor and
young—primarily poor and young women of color, many of whom
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have existed their entire lives outside the white, middle-class hetero-
sexual norm—we have to ask if these women do not fit into society’s
categories of marginal, deviant and “queer.”

Thus I interpolate the methods of adornment and signifyin’ produced
by @peaches_monroee and her worldwide contemporaries as outside of
normative modes of gender performance. As excessive and indulgent
displays of blackness and femininity, Black Femme aesthetics are cultur-
ally, politically, and economically disruptive.

Despite (and perhaps because of) this disruptive nature, Black
Femme aesthetics can be said to have a commercial viability separate
from that of the Black bodies that initially make them visible. Many white
women, from pop starlets and socialites to masquerading former NAACP
president Rachel Dolezal, barter their aesthetic proximity to blackness
by way of hairstyles, spray tans, clothing choices, and surgical body
modifications.® But as explicated in Shirley Tate’s Black Beauty: Aesthetics,
Stylization, Politics (2009), there is political value to the assertion of Black
beauty for Black women and their respective communities throughout
the African diaspora. Tate’s survey of Black women’s antiracist stylization
across time and national boundaries emphasizes the political imperative
for what she calls “black beauty citizenship” (151). For Tate, the idea of
Black beauty citizenship is not invested in an essentialism or the idea of
an authentic “Black look” or legal discourse that appeals to surveillance
mechanisms of the nation-state, but in “what everyday stylization can tell
us about black beauty inclusions/exclusions as we go about our daily
lives using objects, rituals, technologies etc. to naturalize our ideological
views and value systems about beauty” (151). By engaging an explicitly
gendered and diasporic infrapolitics,’ Black Femme aesthetics become a
means through which antiracist ideologies can be expressed and rallied
behind. We see this on Twitter through cumulative public aggregation
of given hashtags.

Two notable examples of hashtags serving an antiracist political agen-
da informed by Black Femme aesthetics are #ClassicallyBeautiful and
#BlackGirl[sAre]Magic. Both tags gained peak popularity in 2014, con-
temporaneously with Newman’s #OnFleek. Attending to both a direct
instance of marginalization and a more implicit trend in Black women’s
(mis)representations in the media, the aforementioned hashtags enact
Black beauty citizenship by encouraging femme-identified members of
the Black Twitter-sphere to mark their content (most often selfies) in
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solidarity. #ClassicallyBeautiful was started in September 2014 by Black
actor Anika Noni Rose (@AnikaNoniRose) following a New York Times
article covering the debut of the Shonda Rhimes—produced show How
to Get Away with Murder, which cast Viola Davis as its lead. In the article,
writer Alessandra Stanley referred to screenwriter/producer Shonda
Rhimes as “an angry black woman” and described Davis as “older, dark
skinned and less classically beautiful than [Kerry] Washington [the star
of another of Rhimes’s television series], or for that matter Halle Berry”
(2014). With this comparison, Stanley cleaves Davis from her peers, cit-
ing Davis’s distance from the iconicity of white beauty standards. In re-
sponse to Stanley’s implication that some (thin, younger, lighter-skinned)
Black women are legitimately beautiful while others are not, Rose issued
a call for the enactment of Black beauty citizenship. Twitter became
the site for Black female actors and fans alike to rebuff the racialized
beauty standards implicit in Stanley’s description. Through the use of
#ClassicallyBeautiful, Black women on Twitter demonstrated a collective
appreciation of a range of Black Femme aesthetics. #ClassicallyBeautiful
directly countered the dichotomy presented by Stanley and rejected
narrow conceptualizations of acceptable and authentic Black beauty by
becoming an unmoderated space for the digital appreciation of Black
women’s varied looks, styles, skin tones, and ages.

#BlackGirlMagic is a hashtag of transformed functionality. Attributed
to CaShawn Thompson (@thepbg), who began using the hashtag
“#BlackGirlsAreMagic” in 2015 to highlight positive achievements of
Black women, #BlackGirlMagic moves between associations with news
clips showcasing Black women’s achievements to portraits and selfies and
the space in between where Black women are photographed in highly
stylized celebration of their accomplishments. Thompson says that she
uses the word magic “because it’s something that people don’t always un-
derstand. . . . Sometimes our accomplishments might seem to come out
of thin air, because a lot of times, the only people supporting us are other
black women” (Thomas 2015). #BlackGirlMagic responds to a more gen-
eral sense of Black women’s displacement in mainstream media. Carving
out a space within Black Twitter that focuses specifically on positive im-
ages of Black women, #BlackGirlMagic coalesces Black Femme aesthet-
ics as a politico-cultural project. Amid the prominence of other, more
patent politically oriented hashtags (#BlackLivesMatter, #SayHerName,
#BringBackOurGirls), #BlackGirlMagic is sometimes thought of as es-
capist. To evoke #BlackGirlMagic is to step outside the realm of Black
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Twitter’s political current and into a space of aesthetic indulgence. What
I wish to make plain is the political utility of that space of indulgence.

South African student leader Steve Biko coined the term “Black is
beautiful” as part of the Black Consciousness movement in the mid-
1970s. In 1974 Biko and other members of the South African Students
Organization and the Black People’s Convention (SASO/BPC) were de-
tained under charges of terrorism as a result of their anti-apartheid activ-
ism. In court transcripts from the SASO/BPC trial the first week of May
19776, Biko explains to defense lawyer advocate David Soggot:

When you say “black is beautiful” what in fact you are saying [to Black
folks]: man, you are okay as you are, begin to look upon yourself as
a human being; now in African life especially it also has certain con-
notations; it is the connotations on the way women prepare them-
selves for viewing by society, in other words the way they dream, the
way they make up and so on, which tends to be a negation of their
true state and in a sense a running away from their colour. . . . They
sort of believe I think that their natural state which is a black state is
not synonymous with beauty and beauty can only be approximated
by them if the skin is made as light as possible. . . . So in a sense the
term “black is beautiful” challenges exactly that belief which makes
someone negate himself. (1978, 104)

Biko’s statement undergirds Tate’s findings that the everyday stylization
practices of Black folks, specifically Black women, operate as an antira-
cist assertion of humanity. Stylization functions outside of the realm of
the logocentric—the written word, the esteemed Western philosophical
canon, the traditional archive—that has in many instances been predi-
cated on the literal and theoretical displacement of Black folks. As Hall
writes, within “the black repertoire, style—which mainstream cultural
critics often believe to be the mere husk, the wrapping, the sugar coat-
ing on the pill—has become itself the subject of what is going on” (20009,
109). There is always style within Black political movements (Ford 2015;
Gill 2015; Mercer 1987). One could argue that one of the most promi-
nent facets of Black struggle is its iconicity within the racially stratified
representational economy of global media. Through the conventions of
Black Twitter, #BlackGirlMagic and #ClassicallyBeautiful digitize Black
stylistic engagements with politics by allowing quotidian expressions of
self-esteem to function as public critiques of mainstream media.
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Conclusion

In closing Black Beauty, Shirley Tate asks, “What would a black feminist
anti-racist aesthetics for the 21st century look like?” (20009, 155).

As evidenced by “#OnFleek,” “#ClassicallyBeautiful,” and “#BlackGirl
Magic,” the Black feminist antiracist aesthetic of the twenty-first century
as articulated on Twitter is not one that promotes a set standard for Black
women’s fashion or hairstyles. (Beauty, like culture, is a living, changing
thing.) Rather, a political mechanism is at play in the tagging of varied
articulations of Black beauty: an assertion that Black Femme presence is
deserving of public space. Sometimes these and similar hashtags speak
directly to a deficit, and other times they are used just for the sake of
sharing publicly, of joining in the “personal, intimate, non-work rhythm”
of belonging to a community of “active listeners,” and as such, they may
seem apolitical. In six seconds of self-indulgence, @peaches_monroee
gave the world a word, and the world, in turn, gave her a hashtag, an
entry point to digital notoriety. Kayla Newman’s self-captured linguistic
innovation operates much like the well of blackness and performative
Black femininity from which it springs—puzzling, hard to pin down, yet
lazily absorbed by mainstream consumer culture. But while the outside,
the white mainstream, continues to launch attempts at decoding what
it is the Black Femme knows, of awkwardly adopting and attempting to
rename and recast Black Femme cultural ingenuity, the metalanguage of
Black Twitter persists and proliferates to level its coded #clapback.

Notes

1. Focusing specifically on the condition of the captive Black female body
reduced to flesh as the seminal figure of contemporary Black women’s societal
positionality, Spillers writes, “The African female subject, under these historic
conditions, is not only the target of rape—in one sense, an interiorized violation
of body and mind—but also the topic of specifically externalized acts of tor-
ture and prostration that we imagine as the peculiar province of male brutality
and torture inflicted by other males. A female body strung from a tree limb, or
bleeding from the breast on any given day of field work because the “overseer,”
standing the length of a whip, has popped her flesh open, adds a lexical and liv-
ing dimension to the narratives of women in culture and society. This material-
ized scene of unprotected female flesh—of female flesh “ungendered”—offers
a praxis and a theory, a text for living and for dying, and a method for reading
both through their diverse mediations.” (Spillers 1987, 64—68).

2. Namely, GoogleTrends, Hashtagify.me, TWUBS.
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3. UrbanDictionary.com, “a satirical crowdsourced online dictionary of slang
and phrases that was founded in 1999 as a parody of Dictionary.comand Vocabulary.
com by white male Aaron Peckham,” reports some variants of “fleek” meaning
“smooth” and “awesome” as early as 200g. UrbanDictionary can be taken as a
tongue-in-cheek attempt to penetrate the Black in Black popular culture. While
the website’s definitions are not limited to inscriptions of African American
Vernacular English, I read the appellation of “urban” to signify blackness in a
way that lends itself to the platform’s satirical aims. In order to posit the opposite
of standard, Peckham employs “urban” as a way to utilize the slippage between
urban as “of the city” and urban as “of Black origin.”

4. Searchable on Dictionary.com and oxforddictionaries.com; profiled by
Merriam-Webster as part of “Words We’re Watching” series. (Merriam-Webster
2015). Accessed March go, 2016, http://www.merriam-webster.com/words-at-
play/fleek-meaning-and-history.

5. Search popularity for “on fleek” decreased by only 15 percent within the
seven months after its peak popularity, illustrating the ways the digital shelf life of
Newman’s idiom was extended by both the mainstream frenzy around its mean-
ing and the phrase’s broad utility among its intended urban audience.

6. One and a half years after posting the initial video, Newman is quoted as
saying, “I can’t explain the feeling. At the moment I haven’t gotten any endorse-
ments or received any payment. I feel that I should be compensated. But I also
feel that good things happen to those who wait” (St. Felix 2015).

7. As quoted from her gofundme campaign in a write up on pop cultural
news site The Fader: http://www.thefader.com/2017/03/09/peaches-monroee-
beauty-industry-interview.

8. Examples include socialite Kylie Jenner’s temporary cornrows and lip fill-
ers and Australian rapper Iggy Azalea’s fake Southern affect and rumored butt

implants.
9. Defined by James C. Scott and employed by Robin D. G. Kelley as “the
circumspect struggle waged daily by subordinate groups . . . like infrared rays,

beyond the visible end of the spectrum. That it should be invisible . . . is in large
part by design a tactical choice born of a prudent awareness of the balance of

g

power” (Kelley and Lipsitz 1996); (Scott 1977).
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THREE | “You Ok Sis?”

Black Vernacular, Community Formation,
and the Innate Tensions of the Hashtag

PAIGE JOHNSON

On June 7, 2014, I had an experience intervening in
#streetharassment that sparked a global movement,
#YouOkSis (@Feministadones, June 9, 2015)

In July 2014 social worker, activist, and blogger Feminista Jones
launched the hashtag #YouOXkSis."! The phrase itself refers to the mo-
ment when passersby witnessing street harassment of women might po-
tentially intervene by speaking to the victim and asking if she is “okay.”
The inclusion of the “#” transforms the phrase into a hashtag, which
allows it to serve as a rallying cry and gathering place for a larger move-
ment combating harassment arising on the street and across various
web spaces. When the hashtag first launched, it spread quickly, accu-
mulating a trail of personal testimonies, strategies of support, and real-
time interventions with regard to online harassment that were shared
with thousands of internet users.

Feminista Jones says that she launched #YouOXKSis in order to bring
a number of voices to bear on the topic of street harassment and to
generate and share possible solutions. In an interview with theGrio,
Jones explains, “I define street harassment as any unwanted attention
from strangers that makes a person feel uncomfortable.” The idea for
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#YouOKkSis was born when Jones intervened in a street harassment situa-
tion on behalf of a young mother pushing a stroller. Jones recalls, “She
was probably 20 or 21, pushing a stroller with a newborn. I just went and
asked her, ‘Are you okay, sis?’ and she said she was fine, and so I kept
walking.” Jones notes that this was her first time intervening in such a
way when seeing an incident of street harassment and says that no one
has ever intervened on her behalf in that manner, though she comments
in the interview that, on average, she experiences harassment on the
street at least five times a day (Irwin 2014).

In 2014 the nonprofit Stop Street Harassment (SSH) published a
commissioned national street harassment study conducted from 2012
to 2014. Sixty-five percent of the approximately one thousand women
surveyed and present in the focus groups of the study reported being
harassed in the street by men. Fifty-five percent of participants reported
being verbally harassed, and forty-one percent noted the addition of
physical assault. Holly Kearl (2014), author of the study and founder of
SSH, explains that “street harassment, as an academic subject, is in its
infancy” and that “few comprehensive studies on the issue have been
conducted.” Scholarship has shown that online and offline are far from
distinct spheres and are, in fact, deeply imbricated and infinitely porous
(Carey 2005; Hine 2005; Jones 1997).

In the light of such statistics, it is unsurprising that users collapse the
boundary between the digital and “actual” worlds and take to Twitter
to express their experiences with street harassment. Hashtags such as
#StreetHarassment, #EndSH, #YesAllWomen, and #NotJustHello cata-
lyze a dialogue about persistent public victimization across the platform.
#YouOKkSis counts on and cultivates this imbrication not only to coalesce
a networked community online but also to prompt interventions outside
the platform as well. Kearl (2014) notes that what is known so far about
street harassment is that there is no set profile of a harasser: the act of
harassment isn’t statistically related to race, nor does it have a direct link
to any economic class. As Kearl explains, “Street harassment does seem
to cut across all economic spectrums, from the man on Wall Street to
[men in] lower-income areas.”

Revisit my explanation for why there is a “sis” in
#YouOkSis. It is specific to Black womanhood. Same
idea. (@Feminista Jones, December 27, 2016)

As gestured to in the quote above, harassment directed toward
femme-presenting persons is ubiquitous across the porous boundaries
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of virtual and actual spheres. #YouOKkSis bridges these dual spaces to
address harassment in both. Although Kearl asserts that harassers are
not statistically linked to specificities of socioeconomic class or race and
instead cut across all spectrums, more often than not, in a US American
context, white women become centered as the predominant victims of
male-directed harassment. Across interviews, Jones clearly expresses why
her focus is on Black women when she explains, “A lot of the conversa-
tions about street harassment in the mainstream media only show white
women as the faces of victims. Rarely do you see Black women as the face
of the victim” (Irwin 2014).

Journalist Terrell Jermaine Starr notes that “the online assaults against
Black women are particularly harsh and seem coordinated,” especially in
the case of high-profile accounts such as Jones’s, which currently has
158,400 followers. For example, he notes some examples of the rhetoric
aimed toward Black women, which include these tweets:

ain’t no one aggressively approaching these fat, ugly
ass, bitter Black women in the streets. I’ve seen

y’alls avis. Lying, b (@JusKeem, July 8, 2014)

another divisive HT to get a rise out of BM for the
negro bed wenches social and political benefit please
BM do not participate #YouOkSis (@lblackcrayon, July 8,
2014)

It’s sad how far black feminist will stoop to prove
their hatred for black men #YouOkSis (@KingQuawn, July
9, 2014)

@Russian Starr @tarignasheed Really? Brothers are now
cosigning this fake Street Harrasment Stuff?!!?
(@bigkdc, June 19, 2014)

Within Feminista Jones’s own tweet, seen above, concerning the use of
“sis” and her subsequent statements on the matter, one can discern a
clear sense of authorial intent. The hashtag is meant to perform the spe-
cific function of intervention and highlight the often-devalued voices of
Black women in the process. Jones hoped that #YouOKkSis would inspire
people of all genders to intervene in harassment situations—not only on
the streets but online as well—by engaging with the victim of said harass-
ment. As Jones states, “If you just talk to the person who is the focus of
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the harassment, you’re placing yourself in that moment and giving that
person an out. It’s something that breaks up the situation and diverts
attention from the victim.” Given the fact that the #YouOKkSis campaign
launched online, and the fact that Black women on Twitter receive a
disproportionate volume of harassment compared to non-Black Twitter
users, Jones explains that “#YouOKkSis is absolutely for online situations
too. Sometimes people will come into my mentions and start tweeting
the people who are attacking me. People will re-tweet positive things or
cute animal pictures, things like that” (Irwin 2014).

There has been much debate on and off of the Twitter platform
about what it means to “author” a hashtag. These conversations are
laden with implicit or explicit expressions of concern about whether a
systematic erasure of the labor of Black women, who have originated
many popular hashtags, is taking place on Twitter. April Reign, who
started #OscarsSoWhite, and Feminista Jones, who launched #YouOXKSis,
for instance, have taken great pains to assert their authorship of these
hashtags, and they call for widespread acknowledgment and attribution
of their authorship outside of the “Twitter-sphere” in publications about
these hashtags. While I recognize the value of Black women asserting
their role as progenitors of well-known hashtags, it seems necessary to
put pressure on the assertion of a single user’s ability to maintain author-
ity over a hashtag’s intent and narrative.

#YouOKSis falls into the broad category of activist or social justice tags,
but unlike most tags in this category, it has been in daily use almost con-
tinuously since its introduction. In the subsequent years that #YouOKSis
has remained active, the tag has spread throughout the Twitter platform,
expanding beyond users who are directly engaged in Feminista Jones’s
timeline. Although hashtags are sometimes understood by users as hav-
ing individual authors, to a large extent each user of a hashtag feels as
if they, too, are the author of that hashtag—because they can use the
hashtag however they want to. For example, in a twenty-four-hour time
span in early January 2017, a search of the #YouOKSis hashtag yielded
tweets that either recounted direct personal accounts with street harass-
ment or memorialized women and femmes lost to gender-based violence:

I was supposed to have lunch w/ a friend. She asked
to reschedule b/c a man followed and tried to grab her
last night. #YouOkSis (@GloriaMalone, January 5, 2017)
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Shout out to the chick and two dudes who #YouOKSis'’d me
tonight when a dude wouldn’t leave me alone downtown
ATL tonight (@Dammit Woman, January 5, 2017)

we’'re not even 1 week into the new year and Mesha
Caldwell has been murdered. Black trans women’s lives

matter #youoksis (@oxcmoron, January 6, 2017).

More often than not, the hashtag is currently used as a type of metacom-
mentary or citational practice, flagging and archiving retweeted articles
concerning violence against women:

“forcing sex on girl” [thinking face emoji] the 4
letters you’re looking for is RAPE #youoksis
(@GeauxBayouBabe, retweeting @NOLAnews: Man, 26 accused
of forcing sex on girl, 13, at New Orleans motel,
January 6, 2017)

#youoksis (@Trenai , retweeting @Adamferrise: Cleveland
man accused pouring gasoline in wife’s home, lighting

it on fire @clevelanddotcom, January 6, 2017)

#youo