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Abstract: The Black Lives Matter movement shifts the narrative about how social media and technology 
affect change in people’s lives on and offline. There is a gap in existing educational research and theory as 
regards the intersection of race, gender, theological ethics, and technology especially in the context of 
social justice issues within digital spaces. This article aims to define and discuss the creation of a techno-
womanist framework that can be used to understand social justice issues and challenges that occur both in 
the digital space as well as within and around technology. Through the use of qualitative research methods, 
like grounded theory and document analysis, a socio-political event that occurred in the technospace is 
examined. Viewing this event through a techno-womanist lens, the authors provide critical reflections and 
analysis of this recent instance of political unrest and its hashtag movement for social justice.

Introduction

There is a gap in existing research and theory as regards the intersection of race, gender, theological ethics, 
and technology especially in the context of social justice issues within digital spaces. Existing research and theory 
focuses on an examination of race and technology (Leung, 2017; Park, Lawson, & Williams, 2012; Ritzhaupt, Liu, 
Dawson, & Barron, 2013; Woodley, Mucundanyi, & Lockard, 2017), gender and technology (Herman, & Kirkup, 
2017; Pechtelidis, Kosma, & Chronaki, 2015; Volman & van Eck, 2001), or religion and technology (George, 2006; 
Karamouzis, & Fokides, 2017; Noble, & Segal, 1998), in separate and distinct ways. However, these theoretical 
approaches fail to allow for a combined understanding of the intersectional implications race, gender, and theology 
play in social justice issues within digital spaces. As more social justice issues arise within the technosphere, it is a 
moral imperative that theory is used to examine, understand, and explain the intersectional nature of race, gender, 
theology, and technology. The purpose of this article is to define and discuss the creation of one such theory, 
Techno-womanism.  Techno-womanism provides a theoretical lens that can be used in response to social justice 
issues and challenges that occur both in the digital space itself as well as within and around technology, i.e., 
consumer technologies such as high-tech phones and gadgets, virtual reality (VR) and augmented reality (AR) 
devices, etc. Through the use of a techno-womanist lens, the authors offer critical reflections and analysis of recent 
activism through the digital space. Finally, this article strives to position a techno-womanist ethic as a clear choice 
for use in the technosphere.

Constructing a Techno-womanist Framework
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To understand the need for a techno-womanist framework, we must first establish the historical context 
from which womanism emerged and embrace the theology from which techno-womanism spring forth. In her 
publication, In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens: Womanist Prose, Alice Walker defines the word “womanist” in 
four parts:

WOMANIST 
1. From womanish.  (Opp. of "girlish," i.e., frivolous, irresponsible, not serious.)  A black feminist or 

feminist of color.  From the black folk expression of mothers to female children, "you acting 
womanish," i.e., like a woman.  Usually referring to outrageous, audacious, courageous or willful 
behavior.  Wanting to know more and in greater depth than is considered “good” for one.  
Interested in grown up doings.  Acting grown up.  Being grown up.  Interchangeable with another 
black folk expression: “You trying to be grown."  Responsible.  In charge. Serious.

2. Also: A woman who loves other women, sexually and/or nonsexually.  Appreciates and prefers women’s
culture, women’s emotional flexibility (values tears as natural counterbalance of laughter), and 
women’s strength.  Sometimes loves individual men, sexually and/or nonsexually.  Committed to 
survival and wholeness of entire people, male and female.  Not a separatist, except periodically, 
for health.  Traditionally a universalist, as in: "Mama, why are we brown, pink, and yellow, and 
our cousins are white, beige and black?" Ans. "Well, you know the colored race is just like a 
flower garden, with every color flower represented."  Traditionally capable, as in: "Mama, I'm 
walking to Canada, and I'm taking you and a bunch of other slaves with me.” Reply: “It wouldn’t 
be the first time.”

3. Loves music.  Loves dance.  Loves the moon. Loves the Spirit. Loves love and food and roundness.  
Loves struggle. Loves the Folk.  Loves herself. Regardless. 

4. Womanist is to feminist as purple is to lavender.
(Walker, 1983, p. xii.)

Thus, according to the definition, a womanist is a feminist based on how she engages with elements of womanhood, 
the relationship she has with the people around her, and who and what she loves. This robust definition, while 
specific, remains open and anchors itself in the lived experiences of Black women and other women of color.  

Over the last thirty-five years, the concept of womanism has grown into a theoretical foundation as well as 
a spiritual expression. Delores Williams, a Black womanist therapist, argued that Black womanism provide 
academic scholars, researchers, and practitioners with an integrated approach for examining the lives of Black 
women (Williams, 1999). "Black women scholars began to develop Black Womanist Theory as a counter-narrative 
to the marginalization of the Black female experience in both Afrocentrism and Feminist theory" (Woodley,  2014, 
p. 46).  Thus, womanism serves as the theoretical framework for understanding and examining the experiences of 
women across various points of intersectionality including racial, sexual, political, and spiritual identities. 
"Womanism is a social change perspective rooted in Black women’s and other women of color’s everyday 
experiences and everyday methods of problem solving in everyday spaces, extended to the problem of ending all 
forms of oppression for all people, restoring the balance between people and the environment/nature, and 
reconciling human life with the spiritual dimension” (Phillips, 2006, p. xx).  Even when considering mental health, 
womanism has been integral as a lens and conversation partner (Heath, 2006).

The Development of Womanist Ethics

From this quaternary definition given first by Walker (1983), the theological ethics of womanism 
developed. She, and other authors like Angela Davis (1983), bell hooks (1981) and Audre Lorde (1984), outed 
White feminists for their failure to acknowledge the inherent racism and class bias, which presented the issues of 
White middle-class women as “women’s issues,” universally applicable to all women regardless of race, class or 
even national origin. Black womanist scholars challenged these biases in educational and religious institutions as 
well as in political movements. Over the course of the years and through theologians and thinkers such as Delores 
Williams (2013), Emilie Townes (1997), Melanie Harris (2010), and more, womanism took shape by critiquing 
Black liberation theology for its sexism, feminist theology for its racism, and both for their classism. According to a 
reading of Walker by Melanie Harris, Associate Professor of Religion and Ethics at Texas Christian University, the 
kryptonite to injustice is wholeness accomplished by reconciling fragmentation. Harris describes womanism as “a 
religious discipline that examines ethical theories concerning human agency, action, and relationship while at the 
same time critiquing theological constructions that negate the wholeness or full existence of women who deal with 
the realities of social injustice and multilayered oppressions” (Harris, 2010, p. 60). Thus, the spiritual space of Black
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Womanist Theology provides a theoretical framework where existing theological constructs can be examined 
“within their faith belief while creating the opportunity for encounters, transformation of consciousness and 
processes to occur” (Woodley,  2014, p. 50). 

Womanist ethics provide the groundwork necessary for (re)framing and (re)constructing a theory that 
allows for critical analysis and critiquing of culture within the digital sphere. So much about racism and sexism 
overlap while remaining distinct. The digital space with its layers, at times, conflates and distills individuals into the 
minimal dimensional identities ideal for dehumanizing people into a group's stereotypes. What then does it look like 
to have a digital space buttressed by a commitment to survival and wholeness for all?  Here is the work of techno-
womanism.

Toward a Techno-Womanist Theory

 Techno-womanism is defined as an interdisciplinary womanist theoretical approach to analyzing, 
understanding, and explaining the intersectional nature of the human experience within and outside of the digital 
space as well as in and around technology. At its core, techno-womanism builds on the definitions of Alice Walker, 
alongside the scholarship of the womanist corpus, to lay a foundation for how individuals and organizations comport
themselves or their avatars amongst one another.  Techno-womanism embraces a broader definition of womanism 
that applies to people across racial and gendered lines. 

A techno-womanist ethic solely focused on applying the concepts of womanism as starting points for best 
practices when it comes to technology and the digital world can be used in response to the unique manifestations of 
humanity operating outside of its good nature. It encompasses a multitude of lived experiences and allows for the 
inclusion of anyone who believes that all people, starting with the subalterns and marginalized, should be treated in 
equitable ways.  While equality emphasizes that everyone gets the same amount, it fails to account for the historical,
socio-economic, political and other ideological factors which create an uneven playing field for particular groups. 
Equity requires a rebalancing that considers these factors.  With equity, we hasten closer to justice for all. Thus, a 
techno-womanist is a person that advocates for equity and justice for those that have been historically marginalized 
due to the many forms of “human blindnesses” (Lorde, 1984, p.31) such as racism, sexism, and homophobia. 

 Thus, techno-womanism focuses primarily on ensuring survival, wholeness and social justice in virtual 
spaces. While women, across race, and all marginalized persons deserve to use technology and thrive with it, those 
in positions of power also need to be whole.  Privilege, and failing to acknowledge one's privilege, levels the 
oppressor in a less-than-whole space. Putting others down or treating people who are different from you as inferior 
does not come from a place of wholeness but of hurt, fear, anger, scarcity, and lack.  For the techno-womanist, this 
speaks to the need to break down echo chambers as a rule and make them the exception.  This would open up 
dialogue across the growing divide of ideologies.  Without engaging with those who think differently than ourselves,
growth is stifled, and change for the better becomes more and more elusive.

Hashtag Movements: Application of a Techno-womanist Lens

Building on the thesis work done by Goddard (2015), we provide an example of the use of techno-
womanism as a framework to analyze and understand a recent socio-political event that led to a social movement 
within the digital space. Specifically, we use our techno-womanist lenses to analyze, understand, and examine the 
Black Lives Matter movement. As virtual social movements increase, techno-womanism provides a valuable 
framework for examining the intersectional human experience both inside and outside of the technosphere.   

Reflections on #BlackLivesMatter

The capacity to engage and grapple with social justice issues, both in and outside of the classroom, 
increases exponentially with the rise in popularity and use of social media.  Nikita Carney (2016), in examining 
#BlackLivesMatter through critical race theory and sociological analysis, argues that technological innovations lead 
to an increase in access to public discourse for most young people.  She states, “While violence against people of 
color in the United States has persisted in some form for hundreds of years, today we see youth of color fighting to 
control the national discourse about state-sanctioned violence in their communities in new ways through the use of 
social media" (Carney, 2016, p. 7). Carney recognizes that social media are heavily influencing such national 
discourse as opposed to mass media giving youth of color the ability to buck against prevailing beliefs.   
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The Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement, which also began online with a Facebook post after the 
shooting of Trayvon Martin, would be another example (Garza, 2014). The BLM movement quickly picked up 
steam and became the global battle cry for millions after Michael Brown was killed in Ferguson, MO in the summer 
of 2015.  The hashtag, #BlackLivesMatter, was used on social media venues, like Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram,
to mobilize protesters for rallies, marches, and “die-ins” (Cox, 2017). Protesters went from tweets to the streets and 
continued utilizing live streaming, posting, and even microblogging to carry the message that violence against Black
and brown bodies was unacceptable.   

William Murphy, Jr., Baltimore lawyer and attorney to the family of Freddie Gray, who was killed in 2015 
by a spinal injury sustained while in police custody, spoke at a press conference held in a house of worship.  “Thank 
God for cell phone video cameras” was a call that Murphy made praising a technology ubiquitous enough to be 
available to the ever marginalized in the US (Meyer, 2015).  According to Pew Research conducted in 2014, 64% of 
US adults have a high-tech phone (one that can access the internet as opposed to a flip phone or low-tech phone) and
“[a] majority of smartphone owners use their phone to follow along with breaking news, and to share and be 
informed about happenings in their local community” (Smith, 2015).  Even if police officers are increasingly 
wearing body cameras, they are not always on when issues arise. This happens both intentionally due to police 
officers turning them off and unintentionally due to mechanical failures.  

People are starting to educate one another about their rights when it comes to filming police activity.  As an
alternative, however, some have taken to Facebook Live to bear witness to injustice.  The girlfriend of Philando 
Castile immediately started streaming after the police shot him.  According to CNN, "Ever since the rise of ‘citizen 
journalism’ in the mid-2000s, analysts have commented on the empowering capabilities of smartphones and other 
easily portable cameras.  Live-streaming is the newest form of citizen journalism” but along with this new 
technology comes a disturbing side in which “[t]here have been several well-documented instances of crimes being 
live-streamed on Facebook Live, posing a quandary for the company” (Stelter, 2016).  There are encouraging 
instances like Arab Spring which began in early 2010 in countries like Yemen, Libya, Egypt, and Tunisia which was
fueled by the ability to disseminate information about injustices and demonstrations on Facebook, Twitter, and even 
YouTube (Gerbaudo, 2012; Koerner, 2016; Wolfsfeld, 2013).  Whether it is a high-tech phone or an app, an 
instrumentalist view of technology stands in that the tech itself is not inherently good or evil, but it is instead a tool 
to be used or wielded.  That being the case, it is up to the individual handling the technology to know how to use 
technology for good.

Unfortunately, many examples are found within and around the BLM movement.  The victims (as well as 
activists/allies) involved in BLM experience similar societal struggles. Bearing witness to the tragic testimonies of 
Michael Brown, Sandra Bland, Eric Garner, and Tamir Rice (along with the discrepancy between what mainstream 
media provided as the truth and then what social media offered as the actual truth) will illuminate how a hashtag 
became a household name for justice seekers and illustrated what happens when Black people are viewed as 
fragmented beings in the eyes of the state. 

Michael Brown: #HandsUp

On August 19, 2014, Michael Brown was shot and killed during a foot chase with police.  His dead body 
remained in the street for four hours.  The vigil for his tragic death became international news and a spark that lit the
kindling of revolution strewn across the country. For those not able to be on the streets, there was a way to connect 
to those who were by bearing witness to and holding solidarity with them via Facebook, Twitter, Livestream, 
YouTube, Instagram, and various other social media sites.  Profile pictures on Facebook shifted from Michael 
Brown to hashtags like #BlackLivesMatter and #HandsUp, images of protesters and posts about news coverage, or 
the lack thereof, sparked heated debates and defriending.  As NPR reported, the grand jury “...decided that there was
not enough probable cause to indict police officer Darren Wilson in the shooting death of Michael Brown” and 
“decided that Wilson acted within the limits of the lethal-force law” (Peralta, 2014).  Without video evidence, no 
one could be sure exactly what happened between Officer Wilson and Michael Brown.  However, the country soon 
discovered that even with video evidence, the outcomes were still disappointingly unjust.

Sandra Bland: #SayHerName

 Video footage from the police dashcam showed her moving from the right lane to the left as the officer 
sped up behind her flashing his lights on July 10, 2015. The woman in the car, Sandra Bland, is stopped and cited 
for failure to signal. The traffic stop escalates as she begins to question the officer's motives for the stop and refuses 
to comply with his demands to put out her cigarette, which she is smoking in her car. She makes the case that she 

-660-

SITE 2019 - Las Vegas, NV, United States, March 18-22, 2019



has a right to smoke in her car. Sandra Bland's refusal to concede to his authority leads to her forcibly being thrown 
to the ground, aggressively arrested and, three days later, she is found hanging in a jail cell. According to Appleman 
(2016), Bland’s interaction with and treatment in the so-called justice system is an example of the “cash register” 
nature of the American criminal justice system. “Although Bland’s interaction with the criminal justice system had 
many troubling aspects, the role of the cash register justice—where only those who can afford the high price of 
justice will receive it—is undeniable. The crushing burden of criminal justice debt has quietly punished the poor and
indigent for over three decades, and Bland's death exemplifies the problem's depth" (Appleman, 2016, p. 1484).   

Sandra Bland’s death became the representative of the thousands of Black women that have been killed by 
police brutality. #SayHerName began as a way to memorialize Sandra but quickly became the social media outcry 
for those Black and brown women, who are often marginalized in racial, social movements. As many racialized 
movements focus on the experience of men of color, #SayHerName became an outcry from many within the Black 
Lives Matter movement to remind the world that police brutality does not just happen to men. As in other cases of 
violence against people of color, e.g., virtual violence and rape, gender becomes a reason for increased brutality 
rather than rationale not to assault.

Eric Garner: #ICantBreathe

For White USers on the fence about or vehemently advocating against the indictment of Brown's killer 
police officer Darren Wilson, it became harder to justify any other position than equality when a nation on fire had 
gasoline poured onto the flame a few weeks after Darren Wilson walked.  The officer had put Eric Garner in a 
chokehold after trying to arrest him for selling loose cigarettes.  Unlike Brown's case, a bystander recorded the entire
incident, and the world watched Garner raise his hands as five officers took him down and one continued to choke 
him until his eleven pleas of “I can’t breathe” were finally silenced.  As Jon Stewart of the Comedy Central late 
night satirical news show The Daily Show remarked, there was an indictment in this case--that of the individual who
recorded the incident (Comedy Central, 2014).   How is it ethical to punish the person who recorded the violent 
crime committed by police on a civilian?  On December 3rd, 2014, officer Daniel Pantaleo also managed to avoid 
indictment for the death of Eric Garner.  

Tamir Rice: #ToMsRice

In the midst of a community mourning yet another and another lost to state-sanctioned violence, the news 
of a young boy in Cleveland being murdered within seconds of police arriving at the scene made plain the blatant 
doctoring of police reports and deep-seated views of Black bodies as large, menacing, and violent (The Guardian, 
2014).  Police initially stated that they asked Tamir repeatedly to put his hands up, but he reached for his waistband. 
In fact, the initial report contained multiple "facts" which were later discovered to be lies once the security footage 
was released which told a drastically different story (King, 2014). Just as high-tech phones with their ability to 
capture and share events instantaneously are crucial in the fight to demand justice in these types of situations, 
security cameras thankfully caught the entire altercation and were able to set the record straight.  Tamir’s younger 
sister rushed to her brother's side, upon seeing his bullet-riddled body lying in front of the cops. She found herself 
subdued and handcuffed by the police. Social media sites like Twitter found numerous messages directed to Tamir's 
grieving mother and #ToMsRice became a memorial and avenue to mourn the tragedy collectively. At this point, 
similar to when the United States watched Black people of all ages hosed and attacked by dogs on the news, it was 
utterly impossible not to admit that there was something profoundly wrong, and the problem was not just one in the 
south, not just one for Blacks, and not just one isolated to Ferguson, MO.

  Sadly, the list of victims murdered by state-sanctioned violence has only continued to grow since Trayvon
Martin was murdered in 2013 and the hashtags have become more than memorials to those lost.  Out of these 
horrible tragedies has grown a tremendous force for good in the BLM movement.  To observe the movement today 
is to witness a robust political movement organized with local grassroots chapters all over the world committed to 
the survival and wholeness of the Black diaspora to put it "womanishly."  By bringing together many of the tenets of
womanism coupled with tech savviness, BLM is a techno-womanist organization.  The movement was founded in 
social media and uses it extensively to this day not only to disseminate information but as a call to action to get 
bodies in the street or stir offline support for other actions.  Their website is protected from Distributed Denial of 
Service (DDoS) attacks that would attempt to bring down the site through overwhelming it with traffic which is one 
of the many solutions Anita Sarkeesian’s Feminist Frequency site suggests in its online safety section. This level of 
tech savviness that goes beyond the ability to utilize social media platforms speaks to a trend in activism and other 
industries which are being put to task by hackers and sophisticated super users who are looking to do harm on and 
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offline.  From one struggle to another, resources, tools, and knowledge are being shared to lift up and amplify the 
voices and efforts of those advocating for change and BLM is inspiring other communities to embrace technology as
more than a tool but as a refuge and platform for change. 

Conclusion

Recognizing the role and value of social media and other technology in the fight for social justice lends 
gravity to devices such as hashtags that helps empower people and movements.  That empowerment is a crucial 
element of wholeness that womanism, and subsequently techno-womanism, strives for all people. Though we have 
focused here on one key movement mainly in the United States on social media, the discourse around social justice 
and technology stretches across applications in education. As more youth gain access to a discourse of resistance via
technological tools like cell phones, educators must provide support and resources to meet their student’s desires to 
resist. Wherever technology is taking society, as it firmly grasps the reigns ahead of governments, the law, and even 
morality, techno-womanism is poised to be a voice of reason guiding it away from the darkness and ever toward its 
brightest light.
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