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ABSTRACT 
This paper explores the phenomenon of 'Black Twitter' with 
respect to the politics of online inclusion and for rethinking 
racialized digital divides.    
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1. INTRODUCTION 
The original cyberspace promise of ‘leaving the meat (body) 
behind’ has done little to withstand the racialization of online 
spaces. Modes of online communication and digital identities 
have been revealed to be far from race-neutral.[1] The internet can 
be conceived as a manifold set of sociotechnical practices 
generative of digital privileges and racial ordering. Online racial 
inclusions and exclusions are dynamically transforming, 
augmented by the explosion of ‘Web 2.0’ social networking sites 
and modes of access. Online platforms exhibit varying degrees of 
identity marking and racialized segregation in the creation of new 
kinds of digital divides.[2,3] For instance, the rise of social 
networks witnessed the ‘white flight’ of users from MySpace 
towards Facebook.[4] And variations in the adoption of media 
platforms by different ethno-racial groups have become more 
visible.[5] The hype of social media celebrating user participation 
and content generation has obscured the racialized protocols that 
mediate our online interactions.  

Web studies exploring race and ethnicity have conceived identity 
as a ‘lived’ social construction and (hegemonic) modes of 
representation. The relationship between online  platforms and 
identity practices can be challenging to analyse, particularly as 
research in this field risks essentializing online activity in relation 
to supposed ethno-racial designation or cultural behaviour.  
 
From an alternative standpoint, Lisa Nakamura and Peter Chow-
White intimate that ‘race itself has become a digital medium’[6]; 
thus the materiality of both race and the digital can prompt a 
different approach to examining racialized digital divides. Rather 
than only being concerned with what online groups are in terms of 
their ethno-racial identity and behaviour, we can explore their 
digital formation. That is, how ‘technocultural assemblages’[7]— 
digital networks, communication platforms, software processes— 
are constitutive of online racialized subjectivity and activity. 
 

2. BLACK TWITTER 
This paper explores the Twitter social media platform in relation 
to the phenomenon of ‘Black Twitter’ for rethinking digital 
divides. Black Twitter offers a specific opportunity to interrogate 
a politics of digital 'inclusion' of minoritized groups. The question 
of Black Twitter has produced newsworthy discussion and 
academic analyses examining the demographics of Black 
(especially African-American) users, their identity and cultural 
practices. Apryl Williams and Doris Domoszlai highlight the 
diversity of Black Twitter as a social construct through which the 
performance of a networked cultural identity is activated.[8] 
Black Twitter can be replete with reflexive humour through the 
wordplay of  ‘the dozens’, and creation of trending racialized 
hashtags such as #onlyintheghetto. Most significantly, Black 
Twitter has been central to hashtag activism and political 
interventions: for instance, challenging the George Zimmerman 
verdict over the shooting of the unarmed Trayvon Martin; and 
propagating the broad-based movement of #BlackLivesMatter as a 
response to USA state violence against African-Americans. 
Notably, Black Twitter itself has challenged academic research for 
objectifying what it may be.[9]  

Mainstream discussions of Black Twitter have elicited identity-
based explanations, dwelling on the 'over-representation' of 
African-Americans on Twitter[10] and their apparent 
idiosyncratic behaviour; for example, late-night re-tweeting of 
particular racialized hashtags until they ‘trend’ in Twitter.[11] 
This kind of identitarian understanding animates the limits of 
approaches that continue to centre user identity and behaviour as 
the key site of analyses. By doing so, it fails engage with the 
multiplicities of digital agency.   

In this paper, it is argued that to grasp contestations over 
racialized digital divides, a socio-materialist approach can be 
deployed which engages with how manifestations of race and 
forms of racialization are entangled with social media platforms.  

We may inquire why there isn’t an equivalent 'Black Facebook', 
'Black Instagram' or 'Black Youtube'? Arguably, and beyond 
reductive notions of user demographics, other alternative 'Black' 
social media platforms do not appear to exist because these sites 
do not exhibit the socio-technological affordances that make 
possible ‘Black Twitter’. By considering digital platforms as 
techno-cultural assemblages, it is maintained that the network 
structures of Twitter, its trending algorithm and hashtags (as 
machinic replicators), play a critical role in the emergence of 
Black Twitter.  
 
While Twitter is a vast social network can exhibit a ‘small world’ 
phenomenon[12]: the possibility of densely connected users—
such as ‘people of color’ online groupings—rapidly propagating 
information across the network. The contagious quality of 



racialized hashtags, especially through viral practices of re-
tweeting, can result in the visibility of Black Twitter. The 
algorithm determining which hashtags trend in Twitter is sensitive 
to the novelty of topics and velocity of tweeting.[13] The 
imagined community of Black Twitter appears adept at 'gaming' 
the algorithm. However, it is important to consider that different 
kinds of hashtags diffuse across the Twitter network differentially, 
and are not limited to the small world phenomenon.[12]. In this 
respect, it is worth stressing that 'Not everyone on Black Twitter is 
black, and not everyone who is black is represented by Black 
Twitter'.[8]  
 
We can characterize Twitter as an imitative network (particularly 
in relation to the propagation of hashtags); that is, both as a social 
network made up of ‘intentionally’ acting individuals and as a 
‘crowd’ of affective contagions.[14] A (Black) subject ‘gaming' 
the algorithm to trend a hashtag is thus neither an autonomous 
individual imitating others, nor dissolved into an aggregation 
without agency. Rather than reduce Twitter users to an 
aggregation of autonomous agents, the ‘individual’ can be 
situated as emerging at a ‘threshold’. Andrea Brighenti suggests 
that beyond the threshold are not groups of individuals, but a 
crowd, which is manifested through movement and encounter: 'It 
is through its own dromology that the crowd becomes capable of 
affecting other social entities and being affected by them'.[15] 
 
Thus, racial aggregations can be conceived in terms of the 
properties of a crowd. Groupings of Black Twitter users are 
formed by networked interactions via their dromological and 
affective capacities. The formation of racial aggregations in 
Twitter can be located in 'machinic' terms: collective activity in 
the production of Black Twiter is not over-determined by an 
idiosyncratic set of ethno-racial dispositions; rather it is an 
emergent array of qualities and connections vis-a-vis the 
technocultural assemblages of Twitter. Black Twitter multiplies 
the possibilities of being raced online, with the potential to 
reconfigure existing racial divides, including the capacity to 
interrupt the whiteness of the Twitter network.  

 
3. CONCLUSIONS 
The significance of highlighting Black Twitter does not hinge on 
claiming a radical online anti-racist practice, nor by naively 
identifying a politically progressive ‘hashtag community’. The 
aim is to open up a new ways of thinking about the entanglement 
of race and social networks, and the reconfigurations of digital 
divides.   
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