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Located primarily in Southern African contexts, but with global relevance and
resonance, this rich and nuanced perspective on gender-based violence addresses
brutal and everyday male violences against women, children and the LGBTQ+
community, both institutionalized and interpersonal, through the productive
lens of contemporary Digital Black and African Feminisms. Calling out the
silencing of violence against Black and African women in particular, the book
disrupts such erasures and plays witness to such violences. Rather than repeating
tropes of damage and victimhood that African feminists have called out, the
book also speaks to activisms and agencies, particularly as articulated in
contemporary virtual spaces. In this way, the book raises and challenges the
ongoing and silenced violences against Black women — remembering,
mourning and bearing witness to these — while also protesting against them
and the conditions that make such violences possible and imaginable.
Importantly, the book, as all feminist scholarship hopes to be, is both political
and personal. It works not only with dense theory and literature, but also with
embodiment, affect and lived experience, memory and subjective narratives.
Indeed, Kutlwano Mokgwathi's beautifully articulated narrative is stitched
through with rage, grief, and other entangled affective engagements. What most
stands out for the reader is the way in which this powerful and valuable account
of contemporary African Feminist Digital activism, weaves both a despairing
and reparative or hopeful narrative, what the author calls ‘respair’: we are
reminded to remember the violated and dead, to ‘name’ violence, resist
forgetting, to ‘disrupt’ denial, whilst also to ‘mobilise’ against systemic and
interpersonal violence, and to engage creative and radical ‘reimaginings,
through reflexivity, care, solidarity and love.

Tamara Shefer
Professor, Women’s and Gender Studies
University of the Western Cape, South Africa



Dr. Mokgwathi provides a valuable addition to the literature on feminisms and
socio-political challenges in Africa. By centering the longue durée of patriarchy
in Africa, particularly the impact of colonialism, and placing digital
feminist/lwomanist activist organizing in their historical context, she offers a
thoughtful examination of “the routine violence that structures women’s lives."
Mokgwathi’s book contributes to our understanding of how the past has shaped
contemporary feminist and womanist movements in Africa in an increasingly
digital world.

James J. Fisher
Researcher, Jonathan M. Tisch College of Civic Life
Tufts University



To Karabo, Uyinene, and Oluwatoyin... and to the many women whose
lives were stolen, may we remember you, honor you all and carry your
names forward.
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Preface

1 guess, no one hears the howling of a Black girl’s ghost in the
nighttime.

We stay unheard, blotted out, buried,

Dead Black girls receive tombstones too soon

and never any flowers to dress the graves,

So, we fight alone

They will tell you the woes of a Black man who got beat by
police in the street...

beat by the system at the institution but

never the Black woman he took his frustration out on,
never of the Black girl he stretched into a casket...

Porsha Olayiwola, Rekia Boyd, 2015

In 2018, I was a doctoral student living in Athens, Ohio, which created both a
physical and mental disconnect between myself and ‘home.” Due to the
disconnect, I relied heavily on social media to maintain closeness with
Botswana and South Africa. Though each time I logged onto a social media
platform, mainly Twitter, I was confronted by endless stories about sexual
femicide, rape, and missing women and children. These stories were not
distant statistics; they felt familiar. Also in 2018, while browsing social media,
desperately searching for a research topic for my doctoral degree, I came across
#MenAreTrash. I cannot say whether I found the research or the research found
me, but it brought me a deep sense of purpose. As I searched Twitter for the
origins of the hashtag’s creation, I was startled by the story of Karabo Mokoena.
Like many women across social media, I was overwhelmed by the brutality of
her murder, which gave rise to the #MenAreTrash movement in South Africa.
As I tracked the movement, I began to seek meaning and understanding about
the apparent crisis of male violence against women and children from the
voices of Black women who confronted it: those who actively participated in
protest through digital and grassroots activism. Digital activism is the use of
technology for social justice, which in my definition may include visual poetry,
hashtags, films, blogs, and photographs distributed online.
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As 1 searched for various stories about activists, social movements and
contemporary Black feminist liberationist efforts, I ‘discovered’ Porsha
Olayiwola. Porsha, a Nigerian American poet and social commentator, uses her
work to discuss the multiplicative oppressions of Black people. Her body of
work aligns with the messages in this book. For example, the poem shared
above speaks to the violent erasure of Black women who become victims of
state violence and intimate partner violence. The poem also addresses how
movements such as #BlackLivesMatter, demonstrations, and protests are
deafeningly silent when Black women are victims. “So, we fight alone,” because
as Black women, we must create refuge for ourselves.

Similarly, what is also fundamental to this book, in the following chapters, is
the silence expected of Black women to protect the images of violent men. It is
a forced agreement founded on self-sacrifice: “never of the Black girl he
stretched into a casket.” Thus, the focus throughout this book is on naming,
vocalizing, and confronting male violence against women. Another key focal
point is my need to understand male violence and make sense of it, but not just
for diagnostic purposes. We must move beyond diagnosis and create solutions
that will undo the normalization of gender-based violence (GBV) and sexual
and gender-based violence (SGBV).

However, as much as it is significant to be solution-oriented, this book also
aims to bear witness and to resist forgetting as a confrontational act to evade
patriarchal denialism. Therefore, I sought to listen to and interpret the voices
of women speaking out, protesting, and sharing their experiences amid grief
and rage. To this day, I keep photographs of Karabo Mokoena, Uyinene
Mrwetyana, and Oluwatoyin Salau on my phone. Karabo (2017) and Uyinene
(2019) were murdered in South Africa; Oluwatoyin (2020) was murdered in
Tallahassee, Florida. Men killed all three. Each story served as a harsh reminder
of the precarity of womanhood in societies steeped in patriarchal violence.
Each story and the many that followed between 2017 and 2021, when I
completed my degree, and now as I write in 2025, remind us that rape culture
and misogyny are not only tolerated but cultivated, forming an indoctrination
ritual that normalizes the maltreatment of women as a rite of passage.

In the original research, Twitter and YouTube were the primary platforms
examined. In converting this study into a manuscript, I have expanded the
scope to include Instagram, TikTok, LinkedIn, and online newspapers and
blogs. Samples of social media comments are included to provide additional
context for discussion. The focus is not on the linguistic nuances of the
hashtags #MenAreTrash, #AmINext, or #SayHerName, nor do I analyze their
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use, but rather on the broader social and cultural implications of hashtag usage,
feminism, and masculinities in the digital age. The goal is to critique the
normalization of violence, examine Southern African women’s use of digital
spaces for activism, and extend the discourse surrounding masculinity.

The hashtags included in this book, such as #SayHerName, are not fleeting;
they represent an ethical practice of remembrance. Marginalized women,
particularly Black women, must actively counteract erasure. Resistance takes
many forms, including visual disobedience, visual activism, and other socio-
cultural transformative projects that confront the intersecting oppressions
Black women face. Systemic erasure is circumvented through cultural symbolism
embedded in artefacts such as hashtags, iconography, film, and other media
texts, where meaning is continually constructed and reconstructed (Mokgwathi
2024). Such erasure is not incidental. Zulu Sofola (1998) names it “cultural
dewomanization,” a persistent consequence of colonial disruptions to African
womanhood.

For me, as someone who identifies transnationally and navigates both insider
and outsider realities, acknowledging this erasure requires constant reflexivity.
The work is both academic and personal. This manuscript bridges scholarship
with lived experience, memory, and testimony. By weaving together critical
analysis and personal reflection, the work refuses the false separation of theory
and experience. It is simultaneously deeply personal and rigorously scholarly,
offering co-created, collaborative testimonies articulated through womxn’s!
use of social media. I use the terms “womxn” and “women” interchangeably.
The spelling “womxn,” along with variations like “womyn,” is used to
emphasize the importance of acknowledging and honoring the intersectional
identities of all cisgender and transgender women. This approach is an
intersectional concept that moves away from centering “man” and instead
promotes an understanding of humanity that includes everyone.

Returning to methodology, researchers are invited to become physiologically
present, situating themselves within the lived occurrences of those they study.
Postill (2017) reminds us that ethnographers experience online encounters “in
the body” just as they do offline ones (63). Social media has become a space of
witnessing crimes against Africana women—Breonna Taylor, Korryn Gaines,
Rekia Boyd, Sandra Bland—and of learning about activists such as Marielle
Franco in Brazil, whose story I encountered through the Black Women Radicals
Twitter platform. Franco fought for the rights of Afro-Brazilians, resisted state
violence, and defended women’s rights. #SayHerName, therefore, is not solely
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a U.S. intervention but a transnational Black feminist discourse. It is a call to
remember women whose stories might otherwise be erased.

Nthabiseng Sechogo. Leigh Matthews. Molebogeng Ramoroka. Sadé Sheryll
Hendrick. Vhulondo Nevhukalanga. Samkelisiwe Ntinga. Mary Tema. Kgaogelo
Nnonu Marota. Shelda Hendricks. Likhona Ntandoyenkosi. These names
represent only a fraction of those amplified by the social media platform
Women For Change (@womenforchange5 on Twitter). Their posts, often urgent
and devastating, share accounts of missing and murdered women and children
in South Africa. Accompanied by #SayHerName and #AmINext, the page serves
as both a memorial to victims and a compelling reminder of the ongoing
struggle for social and gender justice in the country.

The growing list of women killed by state or gender-based violence highlights
the necessity of cross-cultural safety networks. For example, in South Africa,
current digital movements spearheaded by @WomenForChange have
translated into visible on-the-ground organizing across the SADC region. In
Botswana, however, they remain less prominent, illustrating how political,
social, and cultural contexts shape digital feminist engagement. Furthermore,
hashtag movements such as #EndFemicideKE demonstrate how social media
not only operates as a memorial but as a tool for mobilization. It is therefore
essential for effective societal change to rely on media technology as a vital
component in the pursuit of social justice.

Nevertheless, the pursuit of justice must comprise multi-pronged strategies.
Justice and equity demand layered and intersectional approaches, one of
which, I argue, is archiving. Every liberation attempt, including generous
listening and dialogue, debate, and transcription, must be preserved, because
ultimately, they collectively bear witness to the realities of our times. Social
media has emerged as a mechanism for such archiving, capturing, and storing
beliefs, frustrations, fears, joys, and anger as records of lived experience.
Circulated across geographies and cultures, these records form a living archive
of both collective outrage and collective hope.

Kay and Banet-Weiser’s (2019) notion of respair comes to mind and is relevant
as it names the interconnectedness of hope and despair in struggles for justice.
For instance, digital social justice movements have become spaces where grief
and possibility co-exist. In these movements, media technologies are used both
to memorialize the dead and to mobilize against systemic violence upheld by
patriarchy. Regardless of how insurmountable the struggle may seem, women
transform this tension and carry forward the names of those they have only
encountered through screens as they continue to resist multiple oppressions.
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Memory and witnessing have long been strategies of resistance. For example,
in the book Race After Technology, Ruha Benjamin recounts Mamie Till’s
courageous decision to circulate the image of her murdered son, Emmett Till.
His battered body was displayed on the cover of JET magazine in 1955. This
powerful choice compelled the United States of America to confront its legacies
of racial violence and behaviors upheld by white supremacy. I often shared this
example with my students at Ohio University in classes like Media
Communication and Social Change to highlight the importance of bearing
witness. The image directly confronted the erasure of the realities faced by
Black people in the United States. As a result, an image from 1955 revealed the
systemic rot and legacies of injustice in America to my predominantly white
classes between 2018 and 2020. Before my intentional disruption, most of my
students had very little exposure to their own history. The point being, for
digital Black feminists, acts of remembering and documenting are not just
personal but are collective imperatives.

However, technology itself is not inherently liberatory. Humans program
machines, robots, and Al, and human bias inevitably reproduces systems of
racism (Benjamin 2019). At the same time, Black women strategically transform
technology into a mode of resistance. For instance, TikTok and Instagram Live
have become vital spaces where women document violence and threatening
behaviors, reclaiming agency through digital observation. These acts shared on
social media evidence, as Michel Foucault theorized and Benjamin later
extended, that surveillance functions as a technique of power. Most
significantly, the surveillance, coupled with mass humiliation and shame, is
effective for those attempting to survive hostile behaviors exhibited by men.
Technology, then, is simultaneously a mechanism of control and a tool of
survival. Mendes, Ringrose, and Keller (2019) remind us of the affective
dimensions of digital activism: “Intensity, sensation, and value” shape the ways
feminists use networks to resist, to debate, and to endure.

The digital unsettles the illusion of an online/offline divide, revealing the
deeply embodied character of feminist praxis. These insights inform the
methodological approach that follows, which builds on the tradition of multi-
sited digital ethnography (Marcus 1995; Hine 2017; Burrell 2017). Although
sometimes contested, digital ethnography is both expansive and legitimate,
enabling scholars to observe familiar communities from new vantage points
(Postill 2017, 67). Terminology varies—virtual ethnography (Hine 2017), or
digital ethnography (Murthy 2008)—each reflects a shared commitment to
understanding cultural practices.
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Ethical care remains central to this work. Throughout the book, I include
screenshots of Instagram and Twitter posts to illustrate the conversations and
discussions I am engaging with. Personal accounts are never identified; the
screenshots have been edited solely to block out names, faces, or other
identifying details, protecting the anonymity of individuals, whom I refer to
here as “civilians.”

The only exception is content from individuals who have achieved celebrity-
like status or from organizations whose work is intended for public visibility;
their usernames and content are presented as publicly available. These curated
screenshots serve as visual examples of the online discussions I examine
throughout the book and are discussed in the text. Some social media content
discussed in this chapter has not been reproduced directly. While these posts
are publicly available, permission to quote or display them was not granted.
Nonetheless, my discussion draws on the broader conversations and patterns
visible across these platforms. This approach allows for analysis and reflection
while respecting the privacy and well-being of those involved, particularly
survivors and their communities.

Significantly, digital ethnography makes it possible to examine artifacts,
images, and discourses across gender, class, and race (Ardévol and Lanzeni
2017). Social media, in particular, supports polyvocality and triangulation.
Barassi (2017) notes that online spaces generate collective outrage and hope,
while Kraemer (2017) emphasizes that such spaces are themselves cultural
constructions. Black Twitter?, for example, in both the U.S. and South African
contexts, demonstrates how digital networks foster distinct cultural
communities with unique norms, practices, and forms of resistance.

Burrell (2017) outlines guidelines for multi-sited ethnography: seek entry rather
than fixed sites, trace multiple networks, engage with uninhabitable spaces, and
know when to stop. Guided by these principles, I discuss conversations about
masculinity, patriarchy, rape, feminism, and public discourse through hashtags
such as #AmINext and #MenAreTrash. What emerges is an exploration of activism
across geographies, emphasized by the digital polyvocality of Black feminist
resistance.

At the core of this methodological stance is a Black feminist and womanist
commitment founded on collaboration, ethics, and a dedication to amplifying
historically marginalized voices. It has been established through research that
social media provides women with platforms to raise consciousness and resist
injustice (Mendes, Ringrose, and Keller, 2019). For Black women, in particular,
Williams (2015) demonstrates that they are among the most active Twitter
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users, transforming hashtag activism into a blend of social justice, technology,
and citizen journalism.

Digital Black Feminism functions simultaneously as praxis and archive,
recognizing Black women as knowledge producers, organizers, and
community builders (Knight Steele 2021). Such an approach situates women’s
advocacy within collective community frameworks. Africanist scholars
similarly emphasize culturally grounded research methods that produce
knowledge for communal progress. While traditional media such as song,
poetry, and folktales remain foundational (Nwosu, Taylor, and Blake 1998, 230),
technology has expanded the scope of research and resistance. Therefore, I rely
on an autoethnographic “methodological cyborg” (Brown 2018) approach,
blending digital ethnography with a Black cyberfeminist lens.

The autoethnographic praxis, coupled with multi-sited digital ethnography,
enables expansive conversations about male violence against women, as well
as women’s agency and resistance efforts. This approach also makes space for
rage to be stitched throughout the narrative. As written in Eloquent Rage and
Rage Becomes Her, anger is not a weakness but a feminist tool. I have purposeful
rage. I am angry. [ am tired. And I will not apologize for naming the collective
need to dismantle patriarchy. Anger and Rage, as Audre Lorde (1984), Soraya
Chemaly (2018), and Brittney Cooper (2018) insist, are both legitimate and
necessary. They sustain courage, fuel activism, and amplify marginalized
voices. My own anger, channeled through Audre Lorde’s insights, embodied by
Rachel Griffin (2012), Cooper (2018), Gqola’s (2021) Female Fear Factory, and
the Combahee River Collective (Taylor 2017), guides the theoretical orientation
here. Simultaneously, bell hooks’ All About Love (2001) and Salvation: Black
People and Love (2001) provide grounding perspectives that hold rage and love
together in transformative tension.

The central premise of this work is that patriarchy cannot be negotiated away
through meekness; it must be dismantled strategically and systematically.
“Writing to right”—a phrase I encountered in a text I can no longer recall—
captures this commitment. I channel grief and rage into scholarship through
the framework of African feminism and digital Black feminism. As Catherine
Knight Steele observes, this framework reveals how Black women use media
technologies to resist, build communities, and produce knowledge. In this way,
the project extends Black and brown women’s knowledge production, building
upon expansive bodies of work that critique oppressive systems, confront
violent cultures and politics, and offer liberation in tangible, practical ways.
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