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In this thesis I analyze the 2019 film Queen and Slim as well as tweets about the film 

from three time periods (November 30, 2019 to December 30, 2019, April to July 2020, and 

November 30, 2020 to the present). I analyze the film’s dialogue, images, musical elements, and 

the interviews surrounding the film for how the filmmakers seek to construct “authentic” Black 

voice. Then I turn my attention to how Black Twitter forms a logic of judgement as a 

counterpublic to discuss and regulate the “authentic” Black voice portrayed in the film. 

Ultimately, I argue that Black Twitter’s logic of judgement rejects the film’s “authentic” Black 

voice because of the ways that it participates in spectacular consumption; Black audience 

members view the film as a betrayal because it exploits their shared trauma and pain. Finally, I 

challenge rhetorical notions of invention surrounding Black people and the stories we tell about 

them with the goal of constructing a more beautiful imagination.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 

Darren Wilson killed Michael Brown. Left his body in the August heat for four hours in 

an apartment complex. [A]n Antigone without any brothers and it[‘]s not enough to say 

that Lezley and Mike Sr. lost their child. He was taken, and incapable of being found 

again in the flesh. Darren Wilson took his life [a]nd we rebelled. Made art, beauty, war, 

love. This continues today. I’m so grateful for what’s been left in Ferguson’s wake, and 

for the relationships I have forged in this resistance. (Purnell, 2020) 

Derecka Purnell, a human rights lawyer, writer, organizer, and columnist at The 

Guardian, seamlessly weaves together threads of police brutality against Black people, dissent in 

the public sphere, and art made in the wake of both. These threads have been forming over the 

last decade. Her artful reference to Antigone in the tweet sent on August 9, 2020 creates a 

beautiful lockstitch of these different threads. Erik Doxtader (2000), in his article “Characters in 

the Middle of Public Life: Consensus, Dissent, and Ethos” writes: “Prohibited from burying their 

brother, Antigone and Ismene step outside the gates of the city to speak in private. Caught 

between the force of law and the faith of love, they argue over whether dissent can remake the 

collective order in the name of justice” (p. 336). Purnell aptly casts Michael Brown as a modern-

day Antigone, however, she is wrong in stating that Michael Brown was an Antigone without 

any brothers. Purnell and other activists and organizers stepped in as Brown’s brothers. They too 

are “caught between the force of law and the faith of love,” and they too “argue over whether 

dissent can remake the collective order in the name of justice” (Doxtader, 2000, p. 336). Many 

Black Lives Matter activists have organized over the seven years since the organization’s 

founding to demand justice, through dissent, for countless Black individuals who have had their 
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lives taken from them at the hands of white supremacy. The movement reached a cacophony this 

past summer (2020) when George Floyd became the latest “Antigone.” In the wake of rebellion, 

countless Black individuals have “made art, beauty, war, love” some of which have centered 

dissent. One such piece of art is Waithe and Matsoukas's (2019) film Queen and Slim. The film 

tells the story of a Black couple caught between the force of law and the faith of love. The film, 

like the tweet, weaves together the threads that have been forming and fraying over the last 

decade: police brutality against Black people, dissent in the public sphere, and art made in the 

wake of both.  

Noel King and Vince Pearson (2019) call Queen and Slim, “an odyssey set in the Black 

Lives Matter era” (para. 1). In their interview with Waithe (screenwriter for the film), Waithe 

shares with them that part of constructing scenes in the film for her, was reckoning with 

America. She says, “America is beautiful. But it's also ugly—you know, underneath the surface, 

because of our history and, you know, what we've done to each other” (para. 17). From the way 

Waithe talks about the film to the use of the word odyssey, there is something about the film that 

is reminiscent of Greek tragedy. Rhetorical scholars for thousands of years have demonstrated 

how persuasion is inherent to the genre of Greek tragedy. Understanding the persuasive 

arguments of the film, which are centered on the lives of Black folks, might illuminate some of 

the ugly and beautiful parts of America and the way this country consumes and constructs Black 

lives.  

 In this project, I conduct an analysis of Queen and Slim and tweets from Black Twitter 

about the film. I use a critical race lens to examine how the film portrays “authentic” Black voice 

and encourages viewers to participate in the consumption of spectacle. The film and Black 
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Twitter’s response to it are artifacts of a larger cultural moment. Therefore, I answer the 

following questions: 

RQ1:  How do the filmmakers construct and sell “authentic” Black voice in Queen and 

 Slim? 

RQ2:  What constitutes—if anything—the consumption of spectacle between the 

 audience and the film? 

RQ3:  What is the function of Black Twitter as a type of counterpublic to critique and 

 amplify Queen and Slim’s “authentic” Black voice? 

I begin with a rationale for the project, then I review the body of literature surrounding 

“authentic” Black voice, spectacular consumption, and the public sphere. Finally, I provide the 

critical orientation for the study, explicating what critical rhetoric and critical race are and how 

they serve as the lens for the analysis provided1.   

Justification 

In the opening scene of Matsoukas’s (2019) film Queen and Slim, the audience is 

introduced to the namesakes of the film: Queen (Jodie Turner-Smith)—a reserved, somewhat 

misanthropic, successful lawyer—and Slim (Daniel Kaluuya)—a quiet, polite, solemn, and 

 
1 There are a few key terms that need to be defined that will help guide this project. The first is 

what I mean by Black Twitter. Black Twitter is a section of Twitter defined by no official 

parameters where Black people are carrying on a robust conversation about different topics. 

Often these topics will trend on Twitter and determine what topics dominate Twitter’s 

discourse—even outside of the specific section of Black Twitter. I explore this term further 

through scholarly literature on the subject in the public sphere section of my literature review. 

The other term that I will define here is what I mean by “authentic” Black voice. Similar to 

Black Twitter, “authentic” Black voice has no official parameters. No one can point to something 

and say this is what “authentic” Black voice is. Rather, what constitutes “authentic” Black voice 

is worked out by groups of Black people and also in hegemonic spaces. It is elusive in nature and 

is constantly being fleshed out. I discuss this definition further in the “authentic” Black voice 

section of my literature review. Next, I present an argument for the justification of this project.  
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religious man. The two are on a lackluster Tinder date on a cold winter night in Cleveland, Ohio 

that takes a turn for the worse when a white police officer pulls the Black couple over for 

swerving into another lane while driving. The interactions between the couple and the officer are 

brief and tense. Slim assuages the officer by being polite and compliant. It is clear that he hopes 

his compliance will persuade the officer to let the couple leave the minor traffic violation 

peacefully. Queen presents a noticeably defensive persona to the officer and explicitly tells him 

that she is a lawyer. The couple uses different strategies with the officer, but both fear that the 

traffic stop will take a turn toward violence. Without cause, the officer demands that Slim step 

out of the vehicle to search his person and the vehicle. The officer assumes that Slim is under the 

influence of alcohol, though Slim discloses to the officer rather ironically that he does not drink. 

The officer aggressively pats Slim down, rakes through Slim’s trunk, and demands to know if the 

many shoeboxes in Slim’s trunk store anything other than shoes. Slim is very clear that the 

shoeboxes only contain shoes and casually asks if the officer would be willing to hurry since 

they are both likely cold. The disposition of the scene shifts. The officer is angrier and Slim is 

more fearful. The officer, clearly offended by Slim’s request, draws his gun and points it directly 

at Slim while demanding that Slim get on the ground. His goal has progressed from ticketing and 

detaining a person he believes is a drunk driver, to detaining a belligerent and resistive criminal. 

The scene descends into fear and chaos as the possibility of Slim losing his life becomes more 

salient. Queen steps out of the car and asks the officer why he is arresting Slim. The officer tells 

her to get back in the car. The two go back and forth. Slim, wide-eyed and trembling, reels 

knowing he could be moments away from being murdered. Queen notifies the officer that she 

will be filming the altercation and she reaches for her phone. The officer orders her to leave her 

hands where they are, but Queen continues to reach for her phone. The suspense, which builds 
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from the moment the officer pulls the couple over, reaches its peak. There are a few brief snaps 

back and forth between the officer and Queen about where her hands are moving that ends when 

the officer shoots Queen through the leg. As soon as the officer fires his weapon, Slim, clearly 

trying to protect himself and Queen, lunges for the officer's weapon. The two struggle over the 

weapon for a few moments, then the chaos of the scene dissipates: Slim seizes the weapon and 

fatally shoots the officer. The rest of the movie follows Queen and Slim south as they try to 

escape the country. The couple knows that if they are caught, they will both do life in prison or 

will be executed by the State for killing the police officer.  

While I illustrate only one scene in the section above, the entire movie has themes of fear, 

inescapability, despair, hope, faith, and love within the context of police brutality against Black 

people. This context is very important to the filmmakers (Borge, 2019). Without the contextual 

backdrop of police brutality, the film would come across as a type of Black Bonnie and Clyde. 

However, Matsoukas—the director—rejects this viewing of her film because she believes it to be 

“simplistic and diminishing” (para. 6). Matsoukas expounds further: 

I don’t really agree with basing Black films on any white archetype. I think there’s a huge 

difference in who Queen and Slim are. They’re not criminals on the run, they’re two very 

human people who have a shared experience that was not their choice. I think that’s a 

very critical difference between them. (para. 6) 

Waithe feels similarly. She says that the film is “almost a battle cry for every Black person we’ve 

lost from a gun or vigilante’s gun simply because of the fact that they’re Black” (para. 7). Both 

filmmakers talk about the film as a “meditation on Blackness” (para. 7). They speak of the film 

in very idealistic and powerful ways, but it is unclear from the ways they talk about it how they 

intend for the audience to interact with their film.  
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 Film critic Carvell Wallace (2019) recounts his immediate reaction to the film as one of 

the first audience members to view it:  

I would say the film unfolded before us, but by the time it was over, it felt more accurate 

to say it had happened to us. We had no defense against its onslaught of fear, pain, hope, 

love, tragedy… I felt the same way I had while submitting to illness: unable to keep a 

grip on the arbitrary state of normalcy, of not being in tears all the time. (par. 8)  

The film invites the audience into a “battle cry” and in doing so, it also invites the audience into 

an “onslaught of fear, pain, hope, love, tragedy” that they may not be able to defend themselves 

against. For many Black audience members, the film might serve as a reminder of everyday 

discourse that circulates images and rhetoric of violence against Black folks.  

Anti-Black violence is not new, but the way that anti-Black violence is talked about (and 

circulated) in national discourse is. Much of the newer shaping of this discourse can be attributed 

to the Black Lives Matter movement which has helped construct the rhetorical landscape that 

Queen and Slim was created and released within. The #BlackLivesMatter organization—founded 

by Alicia Garza, Opal Tometi, and Patrisse Cullors—popularized a slogan printed on lawn signs 

across the United States in 2020 but has been pushing anti-Black violence into national discourse 

using offline and online activism since the acquittal of Trayvon Martin’s murderer in 2013. 

Garza, Tometi, and Cullors penned the hashtag #BlackLivesMatter to give a symbolic love letter 

to Black people and to form an online community that could “combat anti-Black racism across 

the globe” (Cullors, 2019, para. 4). The murder of 17-year-old Trayvon Martin sparked the 

#BlackLivesMatter movement, but it was the murder of 18-year-old Michael Brown in 2014 that 

shaped national discourse. The murder of Michael Brown by a police officer in Ferguson, 

Missouri began public critique of police shootings and police violence. Both boys stand in 
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national memory as individuals whose deaths have shaped national rhetoric. Violence against 

Black men and boys is often highlighted with the use of #BlackLivesMatter, but in 2014, the 

African American Policy Forum (AAPF) and Center for Intersectionality and Social Policy 

Studies (CISPS) created the hashtag #SayHerName to bring awareness to the names and stories 

of Black women who are also victims of police violence. The hashtag centers Black women and 

girls as a reminder to the public that Black men and boys are not the only victims of police 

brutality. #SayHerName has added the names of Sandra Bland, Atatiana Taylor, Rekia Boyd, 

and countless other women to national discourse. In 2020, the two hashtags (#BlackLivesMatter 

and #SayHerName) became common and led national and international discussions on the deaths 

of Black individuals. The use of the hashtags popularized and, in some ways, valorized 

individual concern and attention given to discussing anti-Black violence, especially at the hands 

of police officers and vigilantes.  

The deaths of Ahmaud Arbery, Breonna Taylor, and George Floyd alone are 

demonstrative of the ways anti-Black violence is a part of popular discussion and media. 

Ahmaud Arbery’s death sparked social media posts from well-known celebrities like Tracee Ellis 

Ross, Zoe Kravitz, Marheshala Ali, Viola Davis, Naomi Campbell, Gabrielle Union, Amy 

Schumer, and Lebron James, to name a few (Blair, 2020). Breonna Taylor’s death became the 

subject matter of a docu-series created by director Yoruba Richen and the New York Times 

(Framke, 2020). George Floyd’s death—one of the most visible of 2020—also garnered a 

handful of media attention. Early in June of 2020, Nickelodeon—the popular children’s 

network—and other Viacom networks aired a black screen for 8 minutes and 46 seconds, which 

was intended to parallel the length of time officer Derek Chauvin had his knee on George 

Floyd’s neck (Stump, 2020). Countless other media outlets also responded to the death of George 
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Floyd, and the protests which resulted. The way that media and popular discourse have 

previously circulated and continue to circulate violence against Black folks’ bodies is central to 

the context that surrounds Queen and Slim, and the particular attention given to violence against 

Black people in the summer of 2020 provides explanation for the film’s resurgence.  

The circulation and consumption of Black art is growing in tandem with media attention 

toward racist violence. The result is soaring accessibility and acclaim for films, television series, 

music, and performance protests that valorize Black people and celebrate Blackness. Black 

Panther, the 2018 Marvel movie directed by Ryan Coogler, quickly became the highest-grossing 

solo superhero film in North America, the third-highest-grossing superhero movie of the MCU, 

the tenth-highest-grossing film of all time globally, and the highest-grossing film by a Black 

director (Clark and Lynch, 2019; Grant, 2018; McClintock, 2018a; McClintock, 2018b; 

Mendelssohn, 2018). In 2017, Netflix launched Dear White People (Simien et al., 2017-present) 

which was the first of a number of shows highlighting the voices of Black creators (Spike Lee’s 

reboot of She’s Gotta Have It [Lee et. al, 2017-2019], Kenya Barris’ [the creator of Blackish 

(Anderson et. al, 2014-present)] Astronomy Club: The Sketch Show [Barris et. al, 2019] and 

#BlackAF [Barris et. al, 2020-present], and Ava Duvernay’s When They See Us [Skoll et. al, 

2019]). Netflix —who, in 2020, announced a buyout of Black stories like Moesha (Farquhar et. 

al, 1996-2001), Girlfriends (Grammer et. al, 2000-2008), and Sister (de Passe et. al, 1994-

1999)—is among other popular streaming platforms, like Hulu, who sectioned off parts of their 

platform to dedicate exclusive space to the work of Black creators and stories.  

Outside the realm of film and television, Black musicians have been releasing albums 

that celebrate Blackness and protest the marginalization of Black people. In 2016, Solange, 

Beyoncé’s equally talented younger sister, released her second album “A Seat at the Table” 
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which dealt with themes related specifically to the healing and empowerment of Black people in 

general, and Black women in particular. The album hit number one on the Billboard charts in 

October of 2016 (NPR Staff, 2016). Additionally, Kendrick Lamar’s (2017) album “Damn” won 

a Pulitzer Prize. The distinguished organization described the album as “a virtuosic song 

collection unified by its vernacular authenticity and rhythmic dynamism that offers affecting 

vignettes capturing the complexity of modern African-American life” (Pulitzer, 2018, para. 1). 

Most recently, in July of 2020, Disney+ released Beyoncé Carter-Knowles’ Black Is King; a 

visual album that celebrates Blackness and is a continuation of the album she released in the 

summer of 2019 which was the soundtrack accompanying Disney’s live action Lion King 

(Favreau, 2019).  

Even the NFL—which is normally a stronghold for capitalistic and hegemonic 

discourses—has had its fair share of demonstrations centering Blackness and protesting violence 

against Black people. Colin Kaepernick sparked a movement to kneel during the national anthem 

in the third preseason game of the 2016 NFL season. Since that time, he has been out of work 

with the NFL, but has become the face of countless Nike advertisements. Jerseys released in 

2020 bearing his name sold out in under a minute (Nowels, 2020). Shortly after his initial 

protest, Kaepernick elucidated his motives and referenced police officers who were not 

convicted for the murders of Black people: “I am not going to stand up to show pride in a flag for 

a country that oppresses Black people and people of color. To me, this is bigger than football and 

it would be selfish on my part to look the other way. There are bodies in the street and people 

getting paid leave and getting away with murder” (Curtis, 2016, para. 2). Earlier that same year, 

Beyoncé made national news for her contribution to Coldplay’s halftime performance at the 

2016 Super Bowl. The performance was ranked third among the most watched halftime 
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performances of all time, and despite it being Coldplay’s show, many people remember Beyoncé 

and Bruno Mars being the center of attention (Moylan, 2020; Smith, 2020). The evening before 

the Super Bowl, Beyoncé released her video and single “Formation” which portrayed images of 

a sinking police car and a little Black boy dancing in front of a line of police officers, and used 

musical lyrics celebrating Blackness. Zandria (2016) who writes for the blog New South Negress, 

called the video “a different kind of resistance practice, one rooted in the epistemology of (and 

sometimes only visible/detectable to) folks on the margins of Blackness” (para. 5). Beyoncé’s 

performance of “Formation” at the 2016 Super Bowl sparked public attention not only because 

of images depicted in the music video, but also because the costuming used in her performance 

referenced the Black Panther Party.  

Queen and Slim joins discourse formed at the intersections of violence against Black 

folks, and the celebration of Blackness and Black art. This discourse was clearly in full form 

long before the release of the film and continues to evolve in the wake of the film’s release. 

However, the growing tide of this discourse was not enough to push the film into critical 

acclaim. The film enlists and was promoted by talented and accomplished individuals who are 

themselves participants in the celebration of Blackness and Black art. Matsoukas, the film's 

director, also directed Beyonce’s (2016) music video “Formation” mentioned earlier and Beats 

By Dr. Dre’s newest ad campaign You Love Me (2020) which showcases and celebrates Black 

joy (Tangcay, 2020). Emmy award winner Lena Waithe, who served as screenwriter for Queen 

and Slim, has also worked on popular projects like Dear White People (Simien et al., 2017-

present), Master of None (Ansari et al., 2015-2017), The Chi (Waithe et. al, 2018-present), Ready 

Player One (Spielberg, 2018), Onward (Scanlon, 2020), and Bad Hair (Simien, 2020). Daniel 

Kaluuya, who plays Slim, was the winner of the 2018 National Society of Film Critics award for 
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Best Actor for his breakout role in Get Out (Peele, 2018) and has starred in other noteworthy 

films like Black Panther. A few other famous artists who were not involved in the making of the 

film helped promote it. Julie Dash, director of the 1991 film, Daughters of the Dust, labeled 

Queen and Slim “one of the most impressive debut features of the year” (Dash, 2019, par. 1). 

Beyoncé highlighted the film with three separate posts showcasing her attendance of one of the 

film’s premieres (Knowles-Carter, 2019). On top of this, three different viewings of the film 

were held for the Hollywood Foreign Press Association—the body of professionals who select 

Golden Globe nominations—but each was poorly attended (Setoodeh, 2019). Matsoukas credits 

the poor attendance and the resulting lack of mainstream nominations to a long history of the 

work of women and people of color being excluded from critical recognition (Seetodeh, 2019). 

Even if critics did not give the film much attention, popular audiences turned out in modest 

droves to see the film opening weekend. It finished in the top five at the box office during 

opening weekend after other films like Frozen II (Buck et. al, 2019), Knives Out (Johnson, 

2019), and Ford v. Ferrari (Mangold, 2019) (Lattanzio, 2019).  

While the film received very little critical attention and modest audience attention in the 

aftermath of its release, two factors led to a resurgence in interest in mid-2020. First is HBO’s 

acquisition of the film on its streaming platform. HBO’s acquisition of the film is likely a part of 

a trend of streaming platforms amassing and highlighting Black stories. Second is the overlap of 

people staying home (2020’s several month quarantine as a result of the novel coronavirus) and 

media attention given to the Black Lives Matter movement. These two events in tandem with 

streaming platforms' amassing of Black stories creates the perfect conditions for Queen and 

Slim’s resurgence in audience interest. As more people watch the film, they continue to discuss 

the film on Twitter. Black Twitter in particular, adds new tweets daily as viewers watch Queen 
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and Slim on HBO. Discourse surrounding Blackness and Black folks (media attention given to 

violence against Black people and the celebration of Blackness and Black art) coupled with the 

cultural moments of 2020 (streaming platforms acquisition of Black stories, COVID-19 

quarantines, and a spotlight on the Black Lives Matter movement) make Queen and Slim, and the 

resulting circulation of the film on Twitter, texts that are appropriate for critique. Given this, I 

now turn my attention to scholarly literature that is central to that critique.  

In this chapter I introduced this project and made an argument that provides justification 

and rationale for the analysis I present in chapters four and five. Much of this chapter has 

focused on the context that Queen and Slim is situated within. Understanding Queen and Slim 

and Black Twitter’s discourse about the film provides insight into this context. This work is 

imperative given the United States’ proclivity toward circulating images of Black people being 

violently brutalized while at the same time celebrating and exploiting Black culture. In the next 

chapter I delve into these things further by showcasing important literature in the field regarding 

“authentic” Black voice, spectacular consumption, and the public sphere/counterpublic.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

Review of Literature 

The narrative surrounding Queen and Slim is complicated and ripe with implications 

about the portrayal of Black voice in art and the consumption of Blackness as spectacle by 

audiences. Because a robust conversation about audience reception to the film was not found in 

traditional film criticism or reviews, I address a discussion of counterpublics to uncover spaces 

outside of a traditional public sphere that are contending with the film and the themes it presents. 

In this chapter, I engage with and present scholarly research on the topics of “authentic” Black 

voice, spectacular consumption, and the public sphere/counterpublics. This scholarly research 

undergirds my own analysis and demonstrates the genesis of the concepts that I explore further 

in chapters four and five of this project. I begin first with “authentic” Black voice, and then I 

move into this concept’s connection with spectacular consumption. Then I wrap up my review of 

the literature with research on the public sphere/counterpublics and Black Twitter.  

Toward an “Authentic” Black Voice  

 Many rhetorical scholars discuss voice as operative within rhetoric with robust and 

nuanced understandings. In what follows, I discuss the difficulty of both defining and hearing 

Black voice. I then demonstrate how scholars and artists alike attempt to remediate the problem. 

In the final section, I outline a conversation between Alain Locke and W. E. B. Du Bois—two 

artists of the Harlem Renaissance who attempted to make sense of the parameters and function of 

“authentic” Black voice in their work. Ultimately, the literature suggests that the problems Locke 

and Du Bois debated in the 1920s foreshadow a debate that artists continue today about the 

parameters of Blackness, “authentic” Black voice, and the function of Black art.  
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Constructing an “Authentic” Black Voice 

The genesis of “authentic” Black voice as a rhetorical idea can be credited to Eric King 

Watts’ (2001a) seminal text, “Cultivating a Black Public Voice: W. E. B. Du Bois and the 

‘Criteria of Negro Art’.” In this piece, Watts resurrects a debate that happened almost eighty 

years prior between W. E. B. Du Bois and Alain Locke. Watts demonstrates how these artists 

argued about the function of Black art in a way that actually contends for a definition of 

“authentic” Black voice. In fact, a more appropriate statement would be to say that Watts 

demonstrates how, “[t]he constitution of Black artistic expression [at the height of the Harlem 

Renaissance] was geared toward providing a public voice that would further the collective 

interests of Black folk as well as Americans in general” (p. 197). This public voice was not so 

much about an essential Blackness as it was a “strategic attempt to invent ‘race’ as serviceable to 

Black public voice” (p. 197). Watts beautifully links Black voice, authenticity, and public voice 

while also demonstrating constraints and difficulties on Black public voice. One such constraint 

is an elusive and unclear definition of Blackness, or rather a non-definition and non-subjectivity 

of Blackness, which makes it difficult to conceive of “‘race’ as serviceable (p. 197).” According 

to Favor (1999), “the definition of Blackness is constantly being invented, policed, transgressed, 

and contested” (p. 2). Often, the definitional boundaries of Blackness are marked by the inability 

of Blackness to become white, where whiteness is defined by subjectivity. Watts (2015) put this 

another way and argues that “the Black is in a structural position that delimits the impossibility 

of capacity” (p. 277). Watts is making a legal claim about the personhood of Blackness. The 

legal terms he uses indicate the impossibility of Blackness to become equated with a full person 

in the eyes of the law. In fact, Watts contends that “in the Western imaginary and symbolic field, 

Blackness registers as near-nothingness” (p. 276). Blackness, and Black voice as a result, is 

paradoxical because it should not exist, but it has to exist for anti-Black solidarity (whiteness) to 
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be possible. The utterance of a “voice” is predicated upon a subjective speaker, but Blackness 

cannot occupy subjectivity, therefore it is constrained. 

A second constraint on Black voice is a profound lack of hearers, or people who have the 

rhetorical skills necessary to hear Black voice. Ono (1997) outlines many of the reasons why 

marginalized voices are not heard:  

[W]hen they speak no one listens. Or what they have to say no one wants to hear. Even if 

they have something to say and people want to hear it, sometimes they don’t speak the 

“right” language, or they don’t have access to media or other tools that would allow them 

to communicate to people who might want to help them (and to whom they might want to 

speak). Perhaps their experiences are so terrifying or painful that people simply shut them 

out: “I can’t hear that.” So, the subaltern is a bit of a conundrum: it’s someone who 

cannot speak even though people who can speak think subaltern people can and should be 

able to speak—just like they do. (Ono, 1997, p. 121) 

Audiences that are unable to or refuse to hear Black voice, render Black voice ontologically 

mute. Watts (2001b) defines voice as a “phenomenon of public hearing” (p. 190). Black voice 

may be spoken publicly, but the public’s inability, or refusal to hear it presents a barrier to its 

utterance. Despite the precarious nature of Blackness and Black voice, artists and scholars are 

still trying to work out the markers of Black voice as well as the definition of “authentic” Black 

voice.  

 One way that scholars have tried to hear and make sense of marginalized voices is 

through the study of vernacular discourses. Ono and Sloop (1995) coined the term “vernacular 

discourses” in their article “The Critique of Vernacular Discourse.” In this article, Ono and Sloop 

argue that cultural syncretism and pastiche are necessary parts of constructing vernacular 
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discourses. Todd Boyd (1991) describes cultural syncretism as the ways in which Black people 

in the United States both affirm cultural expression and reject and protest dominant cultural 

ideology. Ono and Sloop (1995) explain pastiche as a “processual and active practice” that uses 

fragments of “popular culture elements that have been torn out of context for the explicit purpose 

of constituting new effects” (p. 502-503). However, pastiche is not “a construction of various 

forms of hegemonic culture only but may [also] draw from specifically marginal discourses for 

specific audiences well-versed enough in the vernacular to understand the messages” (p. 503). 

Therefore, vernacular discourses use both cultural syncretism and pastiche to construct texts. 

Sloop and Ono (1997) ideate a specific kind of vernacular discourse which “oppose[s] or is 

separate from dominant discourses” that they term “out-law” discourse (p. 724). To interact with 

the marginalized voice presented through the out-law discourse, audiences must “recognize 

momentarily the contingency of [their] judgement and also [their] logic of judgement, to 

compare it (the outlaw discourse) to another, and, ultimately, either to renew or transform [their] 

own values and judgements” (p. 725). Given the two constraints outlined for Blackness and 

Black voice, vernacular and out-law discourses have the ability to challenge hegemonic 

audience’s hearing of Black voice.  

 Hess (2009), uses vernacular and out-law discourse literature in his article, “Resistance 

Up in Smoke: Analyzing the Limitations of Deliberation on YouTube.” He analyzes YouTube 

video responses (videos and comments) responding to a series of commercial video campaigns 

posted by the Office of National Drug Control Policy (ONDCP). Hess argues that YouTube 

members re-post and parody the original videos (ONDCP videos) and use the comment feature 

to challenge the dominant logic (prohibition). His reiteration of Sloop and Ono’s idea that out-

law discourses pursue the good is key to his argument: “[T]he YouTube vernacular discourses 
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challenge the dominant logics by which prohibition policies operate, arguing for the good of 

society” (p. 418). However, Hess also notes that YouTube (and other media) are likely not the 

place for serious democratic debate. He contends that “deliberation and resistance” may not be 

possible in online media because of the tone of online platforms like YouTube. Therefore, he 

suggests that if scholars explore resistance to power on online platforms, that they do so by 

“pay[ing] close attention to how the medium interacts with the discourse” (p. 430).  

Many Black musical artists participate in vernacular and out-law discourses. A 

wonderfully timely example is Beyoncé’s (2020) Black Is King credits song, “Black Parade.” 

She sings: “Go figure, me and Jigga, fifty ‘leven children They like ‘Chick, how?’” and “Made a 

picket sign off ya picket fence take it as a warning.” The second line signals hegemonic cultural 

understandings of white picket fences (a feature of the white, middle-class, American dream) 

being used for protest (nodding to the 2020 Black Lives Matter protests across the country). The 

first line signals culturally specific understandings of “fifty ‘leven.” When a Black person uses 

the phrase “fifty ‘leven” other Black people know that the speaker is employing the hyperbolic 

number of the vernacular to describe “many.” Beyoncé invokes a type of vernacular discourse by 

asking her audience to parallel symbolic images of American prosperity freedom (picket fences) 

and the struggle for Black liberation (picket sign).  

Often, “authentic” Black voice, and the use of voice as a function of vernacular 

discourse, has been more robust in the hip-hop community. Black hip-hop artists remind their 

audiences and themselves to “‘stay Black’ and ‘keep it real,’” and, according to Favor (1999), 

what they are suggesting is that a Blackness exists which is “recognizable, repeated, and [is able 

to be] agreed upon” (p. 2). These hip-hop artists are a part of a long tradition of Black artists 

working to define Blackness and the parameters of Black voice, despite constraints that render 
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Black voice mute. Hip hop artists have been studied extensively as creators and amplifiers of 

“authentic” Black voice. However, long before hip hop was burgeoning in the Bronx, artists 

were wrestling through the boundaries and function of “authentic” Black voice.  

“Authentic” Black Voice in Praxis 

At the height of the Black Renaissance, W. E. B. Du Bois and Alain Locke engaged in 

public dialogue about the function of Black voice through Black aesthetics and art. In this 

section, I illustrate how Du Bois and Locke’s discussion highlights the difficulty of “authentic” 

Black voice. I contend that without being able to define the form and parameters of Blackness 

and Black voice, it is nearly impossible, to say how Black voice should function and what makes 

it “authentic.” I include Locke and Du Bois here to honor the genesis of the intellectual work I 

now draw upon. Their debate, as Black artists and scholars demonstrates how they contend for 

“authentic” Black voice, which is bound by the need to create beauty on the one hand, and the 

need to work toward the social liberation of Black folks (and all Americans) on the other.  

In 1925 Alain Locke released an anthology of African American voice called The New 

Negro in Crisis. In this anthology, Locke compels young artists to “take their material 

objectively with detached artistic vision” (Locke, 1968, p. 50-51, Watts, 2001b, p. 184). 

Moreover, he asks them to be racial “purely for the sake of art” (Locke, 1968, p. 50-51). For 

Locke, to center propaganda would be to limit oneself from being able to “[ascend] to the level 

of significant aesthetic value” (Harris, 2004, p. 25). Harris—a scholar who analyzes Locke and 

Du Bois’ ideas— argues that propaganda has the ability to entrap the object of the very thing it is 

attempting to liberate; the same way that the image of the Black person as stupid in a minstrel 

show purports to represent the absolute truth of Blackness. To resolve this dilemma, Locke 

“completely drops the strategy of propaganda against minstrel art” and instead implores his 
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readers to pursue “freedom through art” (p. 26). Locke rejects a singular, static Black aesthetic 

(authentic Black voice) because it creates a culture that is dead and devoid of “internal conflict, 

external pressures, and re-valuation of what it means to be dignified” (p. 30). Harris interprets 

Locke as maintaining that a singular Black aesthetic should be rejected for the multi-faceted 

experience of Black individuals, should engage in a struggle over the very things that create the 

conditions necessary for the aesthetic to exist, and should make its chief concern beauty that 

points to the universalizability of Black experience. For Locke, Black people create art first and 

foremost as humans rather than as Black people, and in so doing, they create art which points 

toward universal beauty, resulting in the liberation of Black people.  

Du Bois responded to Locke in his January 1926 review of The New Negro in Crisis. His 

review argues that Locke positioned beauty rather than propaganda as the chief aim of Black art. 

Du Bois calls Locke’s positioning into question by pointing to the fact that The New Negro was 

“bursting with propaganda” (Du Bois, 1926, p. 141). Du Bois asserts that there is no conflict 

between propaganda and beauty because the object of propaganda is beauty; his review of Locke 

maintains this position (Harris, 2004). For him, the problem with Locke’s position is that “truth 

is preserved as a question that is unanswerable, except in terms of its specific localized 

expression—i.e., the truth of Black consciousness—it remains always as the essential Absolute 

in which the cultural frame of reference is grounded” (Judy, 1994, p. 267). Locke tries to get 

straight to the universal whereas Du Bois argues that the universal is only attainable through 

portrayal of individual experience. Du Bois also asks that the individual experience given voice 

through art always be at the cost of uplifting the race (Harris, 2004). He believes that art should 

imagine and produce the kind of social reality which leads to the liberation of Black folks. 

Locke, on the other hand, believes this to be an “unstable concept” and one that would again, 
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reify the very image it was seeking to destroy (Watts, 2002). What this conversation between 

Locke and Du Bois signifies, and what scholars have made clear in their critiques of Locke and 

Du Bois, is their inability to say what makes Black voice “authentic.” Black voice is constrained 

by elusive and unclear definitions of Blackness as well as an inability on the part of audiences to 

hear it. Despites these constraints, Black artists keep attempting to put forth an “authentic” Black 

voice which revolves around the function of truth, beauty, and propaganda in art. Mixed in with 

their attempts toward an “authentic” Blackness is audience consumption of Black voice.  

Spectacular Consumption 

 The previous section of literature explored “authentic” Black voice and its relationship to 

art, subjectivity, identity, and audience. In the section that follows, I highlight an oft unstated 

theme in the above literature—the spectacle of consumer capitalism. I begin, first, by defining 

spectacle and spectacular consumption. Then I discuss individuals and groups that commodify 

their own subjectivity as a part of rhetorical strategy. Finally, I link commodification to 

exploitation. The literature discussed in this section is clear about one thing: The link between 

exploitation of “authentic” Blackness, and the use of Blackness as a strategy of “Other-ness” for 

material and rhetorical gains, is slippery and precarious.  

Defining Spectacle and Spectacular Consumption 

What is essential to spectacle is “not so much the fact that real things are replaced by 

images” but that “the materials of our experience are rearranged, so that natural impulse and use 

are subordinated to a choreographed audience 'aesthesis,’ the pleasure of witnessing: sight” 

(Farrell, 1989, p. 160). Audiences become less obsessed with the symbolic meaning of the event 

as they do with the consumption of the symbolic meaning itself. According to Procter (1990), 

spectacle builds community by “(1) casting the material event into a symbol of a communal past, 
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(2) converting the event into a rhetoric of the community’s ideology, and (3) transforming the 

event into a motive for community action” (p. 120). This working definition of spectacle, and the 

ways that it creates community are helpful to a basic understanding of the spectacle in 

spectacular consumption. However, spectacular consumption diverges from this definition 

slightly.  

Watts and Orbe (2002) name two key rhetorical resources in “the economy of spectacular 

consumption” (p. 681). The first is “the paradoxical tension between the ‘different’ and the 

widely available.” Audiences derive pleasure from consuming the “Other,” but in a market 

culture, the “Other” also needs to be easily replicated and widely disseminated. The second is the 

replication and dissemination of the “Other” as an “authentic” representation of the “Other.” 

Given these two things, spectacular consumption can be understood as the making of the “Other” 

into spectacle for the consumption of hegemonic audiences that demand both authenticity and 

the easy replication of the “Other” for audience pleasure in witnessing “Other-ing.” Audiences—

as they derive pleasure from consuming the “Other”—cast the material event into a symbol of 

communal past, convert the event into community ideology, and transform the event into a 

motive for community action. Individuals or groups who occupy the status of “Other” might 

catch onto these basic constructs of spectacular consumption and use spectacle strategically to 

promote the growth of their own material relations while also advancing a particular rhetorical 

agenda.  

Spectacular Consumption as Rhetorical Strategy 

To fully understand the strategic nature of spectacle, Watts (1997) uses N.W.A. as an 

example: “Part of the significance of N.W.A. was that they realized that rebellious streets norms 

could be exploited for economic gain and made to serve rhetorical ends” (p. 46). Given this, the 
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rhetor is able to push the rhetorical situation while at the same time exploiting the conditions 

which gave rise to the rhetorical situation in the first place. Rhetors do so by manufacturing the 

“authentic” Other presented through the spectacle. If the audience demands to participate in 

sight, creating a spectacle is the perfect way to choose the rhetorical situation the audience 

engages in at the financial expense of the audience.  

Watts and Orbe (2002) take this idea a step further by addressing how audiences can be 

encouraged to create a communal past and community ideology where it may not actually exist. 

According to their analysis, viewers of the “Whassup?!” Budweiser campaign are encouraged to 

“‘celebrate’ Blackness conceived of in terms of sameness” so that they are distracted from the 

ways that “Blackness as otherness is annexed and appropriated as commodity” (p. 680). In their 

analysis, Watts and Orbe demonstrate how the everyday experiences of a Black, male friend 

group become a public spectacle to be consumed. For this consumption to occur, the audience 

has to believe that the material event is a symbol of a communal past (Procter, 1990). Therefore, 

the audience—wanting to catch and participate in the spectacle—starts to believe they are a part 

of Blackness, or more succinctly, that Blackness is a part of them. The more extreme the 

expression of Blackness, the more valuable it is to spectacular consumption, because it produces 

anxiety for the audience (Watts and Orbe, 2002). Again, this can work strategically for rhetors 

who acknowledge their position as “Other” and commodify their “Other-ness” to promote their 

own material gains and the advancement of a rhetorical agenda. If N.W.A. is making money and 

getting white, middle-class America to reckon with the plight of poor Black people across the 

United States at the same time, there is seemingly no harm in their commodification of 

themselves and of Blackness. Austin (1994) echoes a similar sentiment. She writes, “there is 

nothing wrong with consciously connecting culture to consumption and production if the goal is 
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to increase availability of employment among Blacks and the wealth controlled by Black 

institutions and firms” (p. 239). This seems simple and straightforward, but spectacular 

consumption is much more slippery and complex than it originally appears.  

Spectacular Consumption as Exploitation 

Part of the thrill of spectacular consumption for white audiences is the exoticism of 

Blackness as otherness. When Blackness is commodified, and “authentic” Blackness is made 

profitable through spectacle, white audiences are affirmed in racial hostility, or white 

ambivalence (Watts and Orbe, 2002). Black styles can be continually made profitable because 

Blackness becomes symbolic meaning rather than just a symbol. Yousman (2003) argues that 

white youth fascination with hip-hop culture and Black athletes leads to white youth resistance 

toward programs that seek to remediate institutional racism. What Yousman’s analysis suggests 

is a link between the consumption of Blackness and the machinations of white supremacy. 

According to Watts (1997), spectacle is spectacle “because consumers love to talk about hating 

to eat [spectacle], and since the intensity of the pleasure of perverse consumption is directly 

related to our gross diet, we want nastier stuff to digest. Indeed, America can’t seem to get 

enough of this commercial indigestion because somehow we all sense that there is an essential 

void we need to fill” (p. 48). For Du Bois (1926), as an artist who is tempted to commodify 

Blackness, this “essential void” needing to be filled cannot be filled by white folks because they 

cannot afford to tell the truth. However, Du Bois contends that Black folks can afford to and 

must tell the Truth with art. Watts (2001a) writes: 

To Du Bois the typical American suffers from a sort of pathology brought on by an 

infatuation with the ‘tawdry and flamboyant,’ an utterly materialistic craving that 

‘maddens humanity.’ But if Americans are generally spiritually corrupted, Black folk, 
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‘pushed aside as we have been in America,’ have the capacity to make available a kind of 

cure to American society. (p. 188) 

The “tawdry and the flamboyant” become the “terms generated by public consumption of art” 

(Watts, 1997, p. 43). Therefore, Black art is both shaped by, and—according to Watts and Du 

Bois—is the redemptive salve to the corruption of white America’s morality which is situated in 

capitalist notions of hegemony. This claim is two-fold. It deals first with capitalist notions 

driving consumption of spectacle, and secondly with the potential of Black folk’s art to be 

redemptive to a society sick from consuming spectacle. Black folk, who are able to see America 

clearly, must pursue art which captures the beauty of what America could be, and in doing so, 

they must reject the “tawdry and the flamboyant” (Du Bois, 1926, p. 290). What Du Bois’ work 

does not account for is the way artists could (and do) leverage capitalism and consumption 

eighty years later. Black artists cannot commodify themselves or Blackness without encountering 

exploitation. Watts (1997) frames this another way: 

American popular culture is today constitutive of the vigorous exchange relations of 

spectacular consumption—an intensely overblown interactive consumer network where 

some Black (and white) folk gladly sell their ‘souls’ for a thrill ride toward ultimate juice 

and ‘manhood.’ Meanwhile, on the streets of the ‘United States Ghetto’ rap artistry is 

celebrated as the profit-making industry that is most assuredly is and hailed for allowing 

brothers and sisters in the ‘hood to share in the dissing of society’s repressive institutions 

and leadership. (p. 51) 

Watts links commodification of self and Blackness to selling one’s own soul. Projansky (2014) 

argues that “spectacularization is a discursive and economic strategy of turn-of-the-twenty-first-

century celebrity culture” (p. 6). While it is true that anyone can commodify themself as a part of 
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spectacular consumption, it is a strategy that is proliferated in celebrity culture. There is a 

popular reaction gif of DJ Khaled where he says, “Congratulations, you played yourself.” This 

describes the sentiment of creating art (through celebrity) which is meant to be subversive and 

political under capitalist conditions. For Black artists (or celebrities) to shift the rhetorical 

situation, they must first be palatable. But to be palatable, Black artists have to participate in 

spectacle and therefore spectacular consumption. Participating in spectacular consumption 

insinuates that Black artists (or celebrities) have commodified themselves by commodifying 

Blackness. Therefore, the rhetorical situation may be shifted, but only as a part of specific 

discursive and economic strategies that commodify the individual and the exact rhetorical 

situation the individual is attempting to transform. As long as Blackness equals otherness, the 

audience is still able to consume and demand the “tawdry and flamboyant” at the expense of 

exploiting the “Other.”  

More recently, former member of N.W.A., Ice Cube, caught heat for attempting to push 

forward the rhetorical situation surrounding Black folk’s material relations by commodifying 

himself to President Trump. The rapper worked on a plan with President Trump called the 

Platinum Plan which was meant to offer solutions for the systemic income inequality Black 

Americans experience. Cube defended his policy goals with Donald Trump by saying that he 

will “advise anyone on the planet who has the power to help Black Americans close the 

enormous wealth gap” (Asmelash, 2020, para. 6). Ibram X. Kendi, who has become a household 

name for his work on anti-racism, tweeted the following in response to Cube’s actions: "Before 

we talk truth to power, we must talk truth to ourselves. Cube is lying to himself that he can get 

Trump to deliver Black progress in exchange for Black votes when Trump hasn't brought 

progress for his own supporters. The process starts[,] brother[,] by talking truth to yourself" 
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(Kendi, 2020). Kendi and others perceive Cube as giving up his subversive position, which was 

founded in N.W.A., to work with power (Donald Trump) to promote the economic uplift of 

Black people. To these individuals, the problem is not that Cube is working for the economic 

uplift of Black people, the problem is the means through which he seeks to gain that uplift. 

Cube’s material gains, which he earned through commodification of Blackness, no longer serve 

his Blackness. Other Black folks—on Twitter especially—reject the ways he is attempting to 

uplift all Black people as a thinly shrouded veil for protecting his own material relations.  

Spectacular consumption is slippery. Rhetors who intend to use spectacle to advance a 

particular rhetorical agenda may find that they have actually signed up for their own exploitation. 

The interconnectedness of Blackness and spectacular consumption exemplifies the logics of 

racism at work in mediated texts. Much of the way that the interconnectedness of Blackness and 

spectacular consumption is worked out is through Black counterpublics that challenge logics of 

racism present at work in mediated texts and Black celebrity culture.  

Public Sphere and Black Counterpublics   

 Having framed scholarly understandings of spectacular consumption, I now move to 

literature that discusses the public sphere and counterpublics which emerged in opposition to the 

public sphere. This section demonstrates how citizens, rather than being concerned primarily 

with citizenry and engaging with democracy, have become concerned first and foremost with 

consumption. In this section, I give an overview of how citizens become citizen-consumers in the 

public sphere, then I discuss how other scholars have responded to notions through 

counterpublics. Finally, I draw on literature that exemplifies how Black Twitter functions as a 

counterpublic.  
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Citizens to Citizen-Consumers 

Habermas’ (1962) original iteration of the public sphere was a bourgeois (middle class) 

public whose political task was regulation of civil society. Habermas laid out the basic blueprint 

of the bourgeois public sphere: 

The bourgeois public sphere may be conceived above all as the sphere of private people 

come together as a public; they soon claimed the public sphere regulated from above 

against the public authorities themselves, to engage them in a debate over the general 

rules governing relations in the basically privatized but publicly relevant sphere of 

commodity exchange and social labor. The medium of this political confrontation was 

peculiar and without historical precedent: people’s public use of their reason. (p. 27, 

emphasis mine) 

According to Habermas, public use of reason entailed three defining characteristics: 1) disregard 

for status, 2) the problematization of areas that had previously gone unquestioned (e.g. culture 

and art), and 3) inclusivity within the public (anyone who is able to reason publicly can 

participate in public discussion and the act of commodity). This kind of public sphere is 

problematized by a few factors. The first is that it assumes status can be laid aside in public 

discussion. Second, it assumes that citizens are more concerned with politics than with 

consumption. Finally, it assumes that everyone has the ability to participate equally in public 

discussion. Many scholars have acknowledged these factors. Kellner (2000) draws on Habermas 

to discuss one such factor. According to Kellner, the structural change of the public sphere in the 

contemporary era was marked by economic and government organizations’ control of the public 

sphere “while citizens became content to become primarily consumers of goods, services, 

political administration, and spectacle” (p. 4). Before this contemporary shift, the bourgeois 
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made it possible for public opinion to be formed in opposition to the state (Habermas 1962). 

After this contemporary shift, public opinion was no longer concerned with opposing the state, 

but rather with consumption. Additionally, the contemporary shift resulted in different groups—

not just the bourgeois presented in Habermas’ original text—attempting to advance their private 

interests. What this means, according to Kellner (2000) is that:  

The interconnection between a sphere of public debate and individual participation has 

been fractured and transmuted into that of a realm of political information and spectacle, 

in which citizen-consumers ingest and absorb passively entertainment and information. 

‘Citizens’ thus become spectators of media presentation and discourse which mold public 

opinion, reducing consumer/citizens to objects of news, information, and public affairs. 

(p. 7) 

‘Citizens,’ as Kellner argues, become more concerned with consumption than with civic 

engagement. Or, rather, citizens take on the identity of the consumer, happily relegated to the 

position of digesters of discourse produced by economic and political organizations. As 

mentioned in the section on spectacular consumption, Blackness and Black culture are 

commodified and consumed as spectacle by citizen-consumers. Austin (1994) demonstrates this: 

“Black American culture is always already in the public domain where it is ripe to be ripped off 

by anyone paying attention” (p. 239). Black culture is “ripe to be ripped off” and Black citizens 

are not exempt from the contemporary shift to citizen-consumer (Austin, 1994; Kellner, 2000). 

However, Austin still suggests that “the Black public sphere [be] the arena in which the mass of 

Black people...pursue a good material and cultural existence through a strategy that is both 

practical and critical of the contemporary socioeconomic status quo” (p. 245). The existence of a 
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Black public sphere that can pursue the type of economic and political goals Austin is arguing 

for, is predicated on a multiplicity of public spheres, rather than one, singular public sphere.  

Counterpublics 

Given the multiplicity at work in differing private interests, scholars began to take note 

that not all publics are located in the public sphere. In fact, many scholars began paying attention 

to those groups at the margins of society and positing that they exist as counterpublics. In this 

section, I overview a basic definition of counterpublics and their contributions to public spheres 

as Habermas originally noted. Then I discuss the ways counterpublics are fraught with unclear 

boundaries and goals. One such counterpublic is a potential Black counterpublic. Fraser (1990) 

began the work in this area. She posits that there exists counterpublics which function as 

“parallel discursive arenas where members of subordinated social groups invent and circulate 

counterdiscourses to formulate oppositional interpretations of their identities, interests, and 

needs'' (p. 123). For Fraser, counterpublics work through opposition as spaces of “withdrawal 

and regroupment” as well as spaces for “agitational activities directed toward wider publics” (p. 

124). The discursive space formed within this opposition, according to Fraser, is where the 

emancipatory power of subaltern counterpublics resides. Many scholars have nodded to Fraser’s 

counterpublics in their own work as a means of exploring the democratic potential of 

counterpublics. One such scholar is Doxtader (2000) who explores dissent as a normal part of 

public deliberation (the kind of dissent produced in counterpublics). He raises several important 

questions: 

When is dissent an appropriate response to the consensual formation of collective 

interest? Under what conditions does dissent contain the potential for open and 

consensual deliberation? How is this potential realized? Is there a point at which 
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opposition bursts the normative bounds of discourse, leaving public deliberation to do the 

bidding of violence? (p. 337) 

Doxtader uses these questions to suggest that “such inquiry is an invitation to see and study the 

middle of public life” (p. 338). According to Doxtader, “the middle of public life” invites publics 

to question how private interests are being served. The value of this lies in a hegemonic public 

sphere that is asked to consider and identify with a counterpublic through the counterpublics 

dissent. Eckert and Chada (2013) demonstrate this in their study of a group of Muslim bloggers 

in Germany who use blogging as a type of counterpublic. Their work shows how counterpublics 

engage hegemonic publics to shift public conversation regarding their (Muslim bloggers’) 

private interests. Both Doxtader and Eckert and Chada discuss dissent and counterpublics with 

clarity. However, many other scholars contend that there is no clear definition for counterpublic 

as a theoretical concept.  

Asen and Brouwer (2001) question the “counter” in counterpublics all together noting 

that “scholars sometimes write about counterpublics with frustrating vagueness” (p. 8). They are 

not alone in their questions about the definition of counterpublics. Squires (2002), in her article 

“Rethinking the Black Public Sphere: An Alternative Vocabulary for Multiple Public Spheres'' 

asks the questions:  

Is a counterpublic based on a shared marginal identity, or is it an expression of 

counterideologies necessary? What if certain subgroups within a “counterpublic” do not 

share the same counterideologies or participate in the production of counterdiscourses? 

Does the label ‘counterpublic,’ in its multiple uses, help us understand the heterogeneity 

of marginalized groups? (p. 446-447) 
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Despite imprecise boundaries making up counterpublics, scholars have attempted to flesh out 

exemplars of specific counterpublics. One such area is Black counterpublics.  

Dawson (1994) acknowledges the vastness and nuance of the counterideologies Black 

people engage in and expresses reservations about the ability of counterpublics to reinvigorate 

democratic engagement for Black people. A “Black agenda” or the counterideology that might 

be circulated through a Black counterpublic, assumes “that there has existed at some time in the 

recent past a Black identity that was sufficiently shared by people of African descent to forge a 

potent political unity based on shared goals, values, and ideas” (Dawson, 1995, p. 196). 

However, the ‘Black agenda’ is fragmented over such issues as: 

The relative importance of race and class; the relative efficacy (or inadequacies) of 

political versus economic strategies for Black advancement; how Black feminist groups 

help or harm Black efforts to improve conditions within the Black community; whether 

the special problems of Black women deserve more, less, or the same amount of attention 

as those of Black men; and how to respond to the critical lack of state responsiveness to 

Black concerns and interests during this period. (p. 197) 

Despite this fragmentation, Dawson argues that the 1960s Civil Rights Movement, which was 

marked by “the blossoming of Black organizational forms in political, economic and social 

arenas combined with the Harlem renaissance….strengthened the Black counterpublic and 

increased pressure for African American inclusion in official discourses and oppositional 

publics” (p. 200). Dawson argues that the exclusion of Black individuals from other subaltern 

counterpublics in the 20th century (labor, populist, and women’s movements), both 

institutionally and as constructors of discourse, led to the kind of unified Black agenda that 

allowed the 1960s Civil Rights Movement to have the rhetorical force that it did. What this 
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might suggest is that the combined forces of organizational leadership (political, social, and 

economic), the popularization of Black art, and the exclusion of Black individuals from other 

subaltern counterpublics, has the potential to strengthen any Black counterpublic that may exist. 

These combined forces can also bring that counterpublic to a boiling point so that it has to be 

recognized by the dominant public sphere, thereby advancing the political or rhetorical goals of 

the Black counterpublic. Squires (2002) acknowledges both the power of a singular Black public 

sphere and the impossibility of singularity because of fragmentation. She suggests that a Black 

counterpublic be thought of as “multiple Black public spheres constituted by groups that share a 

common racial makeup but perhaps do not share the same class, gender, ethnic, or ideological 

standpoints” (p. 452). Squires’ notion is an important reminder that Black counterpublic(s) are 

not the monolith that the white, male, French, middle class (bourgeois) were within the public 

sphere conceived of by Habermas. Further, Squires distinguishes between different types of 

public spheres (functioning more as counterpublics as coined by Fraser): enclave, 

counterpublics, and satellite publics. Each serves different rhetorical ends: The enclave functions 

as safe space for marginalized groups to explore their own rhetorical ends; counterpublics are 

more traditional and align with Fraser’s original idea; and satellite publics which choose to 

function separately from other publics but may occasionally appear less separate. Rhetorical ends 

are developed within each of these types of publics (enclave, counterpublic, and satellite), and at 

times, these publics may reach wider publics and change the rhetorical landscape of dominant or 

more widely circulated publics.  

One clear platform where counterpublics are made more public is on Black Twitter. The 

term Black Twitter is commonly credited to Choire Sicha’s (2009) article “What Were Black 

People Talking About on Twitter Last Night?” Sicha discusses the differences between “White 
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People Twitter” and “Black People Twitter” and argues that the only reason the former knows 

about the latter is because “White People Twitter” is waking up every morning to discourse 

created through hashtags and trending topics by “Black People Twitter.” The online commenter 

aptly notes that other social media platforms did not have anything to bring different groups of 

people together (into the public sphere) in the same way that Twitter does. Given this, individual 

Twitter users are brought to the realization that “[their] “social network” was only [theirs], and 

there wasn’t enough chaos in the system to bridge networks—you never know what’s going on 

outside your stupid little bubble” (para. 1). Further, Twitter created the kind of public sphere 

that, used in different ways by counterpublic groups, gave the opportunity for these groups 

counterideologies to be highlighted in the public sphere—primarily through hashtags and 

trending topics. Brock (2012) suggests that Black Twitter’s use of hashtags dominates trending 

topics and allows outsiders to glimpse into Black discourse that is “unconcerned with the 

mainstream gaze” (p. 534). Brock contends that this kind of discourse happening inside the 

purview of the mainstream gaze but unconcerned with it is a public performance of Black 

identity. A public performance of Black identity constitutes the premises that multiple Black 

identities are made more uniform on Black Twitter. A less fragmented Black counterpublic on 

Twitter may have the potential to become the kind of unified ‘Black agenda’ that Dawson (1995) 

imagined.  

In this chapter I have compiled some of the major literature in the field regarding 

“authentic” Black voice, spectacular consumption, and the public sphere/counterpublics. There 

are two key things to take away from this literature. The first is that “authenticity” can be and 

often is exploited as “Other” in the act of spectacular consumption. The second is that Black 

Twitter might be a type of counterpublic that circulates counterideologies. While the whole body 
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of literature is relevant to the analysis presented, it is these two points that form the foundational 

blocks of my analysis. Before turning to my analysis of the film and of Black Twitter’s discourse 

about the film, I discuss the critical orientation that is the lens used for my analysis. In the next 

chapter of this project, I discuss the critical orientation further.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

Critical Orientation 

 In this section I name the methodological concepts that guide this project. I begin with 

the field’s turn toward ideology and critical rhetoric, and then situate that among the later critical 

turn toward race. Next, I briefly touch on a few exemplars that serve as models for the analysis I 

conduct. I then discuss my texts and the procedures used in my analysis. This orientation aids my 

analysis of the film which is guided by the following research questions: 

RQ1: How do the filmmakers construct and sell “authentic” Black voice in Queen and 

 Slim? 

RQ2: What constitutes—if anything—consumption of spectacle between the audience 

 and the film? 

RQ3: What is the function of Black Twitter as a type of counterpublic to critique and 

 amplify Queen and Slim’s “authentic” Black voice? 

Critical Rhetoric 

Traditionally, rhetorical criticism has privileged analyses of singular texts such as 

published works and speeches. The difficulty of this type of criticism, according to McGee 

(1990), is that it does not attend to the fragmentation of postmodern culture. The kinds of texts 

produced in the current cultural epoch are “more often than not...mediated—[they] are no longer 

the simple property of a speaker-audience relation” (McKerrow, 1989, p. 101). Therefore, “to 

approach mediated communication as rhetorical is to see it in its fragmented, unconnected, even 

contradictory or momentarily oppositional mode of presentation” (p. 101). Traditional rhetorical 

criticism approaches texts as finished works. However, the critical turn in rhetoric operates on 

the premise that “[t]he apparently finished [text] is in fact a dense reconstruction of all the bits of 



 36 

other discourses from which it is made. It is fashioned from what we can call ‘fragments’” 

(McGee, 1990, p. 279). Instead of simply critiquing texts, “rhetors make discourses from scraps 

and pieces of evidence” (p. 279). Within the context of a fragmented culture, it is the work of the 

critic to illuminate how the text “is only a featured part of an arrangement that includes all facts, 

events, texts, and stylized expressions deemed useful in explaining its influence[s] and 

expos[ing] its meaning” (p. 279). Thus, the first concern of the critical rhetorician is to create 

knowledge about the fragments of discourse that the text is constructed from.  

In the turn toward the critical, criticism not only addresses the fragmentation of texts, it 

also addresses public knowledge and public understanding of texts. Rather than attend to public 

address, critical rhetoric attends to the ways “symbolism...addresses publics” (McKerrow, 1989, 

p. 101, emphasis McKerrow). Part of attending to the ways symbolism addresses publics is 

hearing “the cries of victims in Poland, Afghanistan, and the Gulag” (Wander, 1984, p. 606). 

This type of criticism “is prepared to critique rhetoric legitimizing actions, policies, and silences 

relevant to the great issues of our time” (p. 606). The second concern of the critical rhetorician is 

rhetoric in praxis, or what scholars have called the materiality of discourse.  

One of the problems of a critical orientation to rhetorical criticism is it may put too much 

focus on the materiality of discourse and ignore the symbolic nature of texts (Megill, 1983). 

Wander describes Megill’s differentiation of these two types of interpretation with clarity: 

“Materialism...assumes ideas are distorted reflections of an underlying material-economic base, 

and Symbolism...stresses the transcendent and the potential of the mind” (Wander, 1984, p. 607-

608). Wander rejects Megill’s distinction and concedes that the “Materialist is obliged to make 

errors and the Symbolist is obliged to ignore history, but...criticism [is not] a struggle between 

ideal types” (p. 609). Thirdly, the critical rhetorician acts as both a materialist and a symbolist.  



 37 

Dana Cloud (1994), addresses the materialist-symbolist divide in her essay “The 

Materiality of Discourse as Oxymoron.” Her view also helps develop a fourth criteria for the 

critical rhetorician. She argues that “when one assumes either that historical agency lies with 

texts (idealism) or that textuality is all there is (relativism) one risks leaving behind the project of 

the critique” (p. 535). Her application of this idea is useful here:  

There is a difference between the 150 thousand Iraqi casualties of the Persian Gulf War 

and their discursive construction as ‘collateral damage,’ ‘terrorists,’ or ‘human shields.’ 

No doubt constructions have persuasive force but cannot be regarded as being as real as 

the dead and wounded people. This acknowledgement is necessary if we are to be able to 

privilege politically the voices and realities of people who are, in some real way, 

oppressed. (p. 535) 

To make the distinction between idealism and relativism clearer, Cloud writes: 

One (view of the materiality of discourse) represented by McGee (1990), McGuire 

(1990), and Ono and Sloop (1992) stat[es] that rhetoric, language, and culture transcend 

and determine material relations of power (idealism), and another represented by Laclau 

and Mouffe (1985), McKerrow (1989, 1991b), Baudrillard (1975), and Foucault (1980) 

suggest[s] that rhetoric, language, and culture constitute reality...therefore there are no 

ontological or epistemological grounds for moral or political critique (relativism). (p. 

536) 

Similar to Wander’s rejection of Megill’s distinction between Symbolist and Materialist ideals, 

Cloud rejects the two different types of materiality (idealism and relativism) to present a third 

way which is “the way of the ideology critic” to avoid “relativism and idealism while 

acknowledging the persuasive force of rhetoric in history” (Cloud, 1994, p. 536). To do this, it is 
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necessary to acknowledge how texts are constructed by people—rhetor, audience, and critic—

who are “historically located and socially constituted” (p. 526). Fourth, the critical rhetorician 

critiques the ideology that the text is constructed within.  

Wander and Jenkins (1972) tie together the role of the critic and ideology memorably in 

writing that “criticism, at its best, is informed talk about matters of importance” (p. 91). Not only 

are critics who use critical rhetoric “trying to make the world conform to their will” as McGee 

(1990) argues, they are also “writing...to share a world of meaning with other human beings” and 

“what [they share] is not merely the evaluation of [a text], but a way of ordering the universe” 

(Wander and Jenkins, 1972). Therefore, critical rhetoricians create knowledge from fragments of 

discourse, attend to the praxis of rhetoric, acknowledge both materialism and symbolism present 

in the text, and offer a critique of the ideology that the text is constructed within. The critical 

rhetorician decides on matters of importance and creates knowledge that is a reflection of the 

ways that the critic orders and understands the universe.  

Given this, I acknowledge that critical rhetoric both creates rhetorical knowledge about 

oppression and presents an emancipatory worldview that calls for the deconstruction of 

oppression and marginalization. One form of oppression that many critical rhetoricians have 

analyzed and deconstructed are logics of race.  

 Critical Race 

Long before critical race theory became the boogeyman in our former president’s 

metaphorical closet, critical rhetoricians were using critical race to deconstruct and make sense 

of the persuasive power of race in texts. Many early works of rhetorical criticism that focus on 

logics of race look at speeches and published works created by non-white rhetors (Black, 1978; 

Jensen and Hammerback, 1982; Solomon, 1985; Campbell, 1986). These early works mark race 
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as a topic worthy of rhetorical analysis. From these works it would seem that there is a clear and 

direct chronology of race in critical rhetoric. However, in her essay “Between Abundance and 

Marginalization: The Imperative of Racial Rhetorical Criticism” Flores (2016) notes that “while 

we can almost easily trace a historical conversation (on race in the field), it has often been 

sporadic and limited, seemingly trapped by racial codings that have long left discourses and 

rhetors unmarked so long as they prompted no racial notice” (p. 4). Flores uses the Obama 

presidency as an example of this: “[D]espite our robust disciplinary attention to public and 

presidential address, it [was] only in 2010, two years into the Obama presidency that the 

whiteness of the rhetorical presidency [was] so named” (p. 4). Further she notes that despite the 

field’s turn toward ideological criticism in the 1980s, and despite McKerrow’s (1989) call for 

critical rhetoric, “it [was] not until 2012 that the volume of Critical Rhetorics of Race is 

published” (p. 4). What Flores observes is the absence of race in the field’s literature. Her 

observation elucidates the shaky ground and differing perspectives of critical race that the field 

presents.  

Key Developments 

Two key developments to a race-conscious rhetorical criticism are the publications of 

Wilson’s (2002) book The Reconstruction Desegregation Debate: The Policies of Equality and 

the Rhetoric of Place, 1870-1875 and Watt’s (2012) book Hearing the Hurt: Rhetoric, 

Aesthetics, and Politics of the New Negro Movement. Wilson (2002) writes: “Although 

politicians and jurists admit that race is a tricky concept, they continue to treat it as a matter of 

skin color or genetic heritage; consequently, they have failed to appreciate how racial categories 

are sustained in the everyday talk of society” (p. xvi-xvi). Wilson contributes to the field of 

rhetorical scholarship the idea that race is not only material, but also constructed through 
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discourse. In its most basic understanding, Wilson’s idea suggests that the materiality of 

discourse is raced. Watts (2012) adds to discourse as raced: 

Complementing our studies of persuasion, we need to theorize how we may become 

magnetized to forms of speech or performances of bodies, and how we may be repelled 

and disgusted. Our responses are intricately social and so we develop habits of relations 

to these practices and occurrences and learn to think of them as “true” and “good,” “bad,” 

and “obscene” because we prefer to do so, because they satisfy us in significant ways.” 

(p. 192) 

Watts argues that discourse, wherever it is presented, is racially constructed, and critique of 

discourse, wherever it is presented, is also racially constructed. The ideas that Wilson and Watts 

give to the field are not new. They are simply—and brilliantly so—an application of early critical 

rhetoric ideas. Cloud (1994) contributes the notion that rhetors, audiences, and critics are always 

“historically located and socially constituted,” and Wilson and Watts, remind the field that part 

of being historically located and socially constituted is recognizing race. Rhetors, audiences, 

critics, and the discourses they participate in are all raced.  

 Many scholars have critiqued ideologies of race presented in texts as a means of 

acknowledging the ways those texts have already been raced. Some scholars have attended to the 

ways race is represented either through images or as a constructed ideology (Nakayama, 1994; 

Nakayama and Krizek, 1995; Carlson, 1999; Dickinson and Anderson, 2004; Harold and 

DeLuca, 2005; Holland, 2009; Lacy, 2010; Happe, 2013; Flores, 2014). This first group of 

rhetorical scholars who analyze race are best described in the following way: 

If the rhetorical logics of whiteness lie in its strategic invisibility and purity, that 

invisibility and purity, racial rhetorical scholars tell us, locates racially marked bodies as 
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the carriers of racial difference and racial excess. To the degree that raced bodies 

circulate rhetorically, racial rhetorical critics note, their bodies do so in ways that signal 

them as excessive and chaotic—bodies to be consumed, made spectacle, or decried, 

particularly in ways that relieve whiteness of its responsibility. (Flores, 2016, p. 13) 

A second group of rhetorical race scholars have attended to the ways race is represented either 

through presence or absence in voice and discourse (Ono and Sloop, 1995; Watts, 2001a; Watts 

and Orbe, 2002; Calafell and Delgado, 2004; Corrigan, 2010; Garza, 2011; Cisneros, 2012; 

Holling, 2014; Enck and Morrisey, 2015; Corrigan and Edgar, 2015; Razzante and Hanna, 2019). 

This grouping is best described as literature “that enables us to hear race as it is rhetorically 

spoken” (Flores, 2016, p. 12). The final category of rhetorical race scholars that I touch on are 

scholars who have explored race through border rhetorics (Shome, 1996; Ono and Sloop, 2002; 

Flores, 2003; Pineda and Sowards, 2007; Cisneros, 2008; Cisneros, 2011; Chávez, 2012; 

Morrissey, 2013). This third category is best summarized as the “body of work [that] has been 

central [to] disciplinary conversations of citizenship and belonging...it has also theorized race 

and nation, hybridity and ambiguity, in/visibility and recognition, and mobility” (Flores, 2016, p. 

15). Distinctions between these groups matter far less than the fact that all three groups 

demonstrate how race has been studied and analyzed as a topic of rhetorical criticism.  

 Several contemporary scholars work in one or more of these categories in their approach 

to mediated texts. Watts and Orbe (2002) in their article “The Spectacular Consumption of 

‘True’ African American Culture: ‘Whassup’ with the Budweiser Guys?” bridge the gap between 

bodies that are raced and “authentic” Black voice. They argue that the Budweiser’s “Whassup” 

campaign proliferates an image of “authentic” Blackness for the spectacular consumption of 

white audiences. Watts and Orbe explore Blackness as “sameness” and Blackness as “otherness” 
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to make a case for how spectacular consumption allows for the ambivalence of white audiences. 

Put another way, they argue that “[b]y encouraging viewers to ‘celebrate’ Blackness conceived 

in terms of sameness the ad campaign deflects attention away from the ways in which Blackness 

as otherness is annexed and appropriated as commodity and hides from view the fact that 

American culture exhibits a profound ambivalence toward ‘authentic’ Blackness” (p. 680, 

emphasis Watts and Orbe). Watts and Orbe’s criticism of the advertisement, and the focus 

interviews they conducted to answer the question “How are ‘Whassup?!’ consumed by different 

viewers?” demonstrate the tension between Black texts and white audiences, the difficulty of 

“authentic” Blackness, and how Black life—especially when it is “authentic”—is commodified 

in mediated and marketed images and vernaculars.  

 Corrigan and Edgar (2015) also attend to vernaculars of race in their article “‘Not Just the 

Levees Broke’: Jazz Vernacular and the Rhetoric of the Dispossessed in Spike Lee’s When the 

Levees Broke”. They argue that the jazz vernacular presented in Lee’s film gives a channel for 

the Black diaspora to present the historical pain of Black America. Their argument is centered on 

racial discourses of disposability (historically and geographically). In this way, Corrigan and 

Edgar attend to race in a way that is both vernacular and reminiscent of border rhetorics. 

According to Corrigan and Edgar, the jazz vernacular links “bodies, movement, and jazz to the 

emotional power of an incomplete story” (p. 94). Additionally, “the jazz vernacular both 

highlights the importance of the body….and recirculates dehumanizing discourses of Black 

corporeality” (p. 88). Finally, Corrigan and Edgar suggest that Lee’s documentary “stands in 

opposition to the official (and by extension, white) memory of [hurricane] Katrina...it confronts 

this selective forgetting by weaving a tapestry of auditory, rhetoric, and visual stimuli that 

demand a narrative of accountability connecting Katrina’s horrors to the structural inequality that 
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has always characterized Black life in New Orleans and that guarantees it” (p. 92). Corrigan and 

Edgar combine vernacular discourses, race as constructed through image, and border rhetorics 

beautifully to illumine how all three are presented in film.  

 Bernabo (2019) connects traditional understandings of mediated texts (film and 

television) to social media (Twitter) and explores racial discourse online. In her article, 

“Expanding Television’s Cultural Forum in the Digital Era: Prime Time Television, Twitter, and 

Black Lives Matter,” Laurena Bernabo explores meta-discourses of larger social movements 

(Black Lives Matter) through tweets about television shows that dramatize those social 

movements. Bernabo looks at three episodes of television (Law & Order: SVU, The Good Wife, 

and Scandal) that dramatize the Black Lives Matter movement and argues that:  

Each of these episodes [engage] race relations through narratives that specifically [focus] 

on the killing of unarmed Black boys and men. Thus...Twitter [functions] to afford a 

meta-commentary on the role of fictional television in the public sphere and considers the 

role of these programs within a larger cultural forum...Twitter magnifies conversations 

about the representations of racialized bodies and lives, and how these discussions are 

facilitated through engagement with entertainment television. (p. 84-85)  

Bernabo’s analysis falls within the first category which looks at the way that images mark 

particular bodies as “raced” and “other”. She aptly connects mediated texts (television), social 

media (Twitter), and the public sphere in a way that displays how all three engage in logics of 

race.  

Texts Used for Analysis 

Watts and Orbe (2002), Corrigan and Edgar (2015), and Bernabo (2019) serve as 

exemplars for my critique of Queen and Slim and Black Twitter’s reaction to the film. To 
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conduct this analysis, I performed a close reading of Queen and Slim’s screenplay (Waithe, 

2019), film images, and auditory elements. I viewed the film, the filmmakers’ interviews about 

the film, and read the screenplay in tandem with one another, and looked for moments where 

each display “authentic” Black voice. I specifically looked for how the Black vernacular is 

constructed through the film and gave close attention to how that Black vernacular might be set 

up as “Other” to sell spectacle. Given this, I also approached these texts looking for tropes of 

spectacle and spectacular consumption. This means that I read the screenplay and viewed the 

film looking for moments where Blackness is equated to “otherness” and is essentialized for and 

sold to the audience. Additionally, I explored the ways that Black Twitter discusses the film. I 

searched Twitter for tweets that mention the film by name (“Queen and Slim”) in the following 

time periods: 1) within the first month of the film’s release (November 30-December 30, 2019), 

2) within the time span of the Black Lives Matter movement, quarantine, and HBO release 

overlap (April-July 2020), and 3) current discussion of the film a year after its release 

(November 30, 2020-present). I parsed each group of tweets down by looking for themes in the 

tweets and trying to select tweets that centered around common themes. I thematized the tweets 

based on responses to the film generally, the ending of the film in particular, and tweets that 

mentioned elements of the film specifically. In the last grouping of tweets (November 30, 2020-

present), I also included tweets that mentioned Lena Waithe by name in connection to the film. 

Overall, I compiled thirteen tweets in the first time period (a month after the film’s release), 

twenty tweets in the second time period (April-July 2020), and twenty-nine tweets in the third 

time period (November 30, 2020-present). Because I could not include all of these tweets in my 

analysis chapters, I chose tweets that could be grouped together well to construct an argument. It 

was not a matter of coming into the tweets with a specific argument in mind, but rather seeing 
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what argument was present in the grouping of tweets already. I approached the tweets as text as I 

sifted through them to form an argument. McGee (1990) says that “the speech is only a featured 

part of an arrangement that includes all facts, events, texts, and stylized expressions deemed 

useful in explaining its influence and exposing its meaning” (pp. 231). McGee’s approach to the 

text is the same approach I used with these tweets. My goal was not to approach them as tabula 

rasa, —a blank slate, with no preconceived notions—but to see the tweets as fragmented text that 

are formed and constructed by my own interpretation and understanding of them. The following 

research questions guided my analysis: 

RQ1: How do the filmmakers construct and sell “authentic” Black voice in Queen and 

 Slim? 

RQ2: What constitutes—if anything—the consumption of spectacle between the 

 audience and the film? 

RQ3: What is the function of Black Twitter as a type of counterpublic to critique and 

 amplify Queen and Slim’s “authentic” Black voice? 

I move forward with this analysis in the next two chapters. The first chapter addresses research 

question one and is centered on “authentic” Black voice in the film and in the filmmakers’ 

interviews about the film. The second chapter addresses research question two by analyzing 

tweets from Black Twitter about the film in three different time periods.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

“Authentic” Black Voice 

On November 15, 2019, Roxanne Gay tweeted, “Tonight I went to the premiere of Queen 

& Slim and the movie is even more affecting the second time. The script is so well written, so 

black, so honest” (emphasis mine). This analysis of the film attends to some of the reasons why 

Gay describes the film as “so black.” In this chapter, I examine Queen and Slim’s use of 

“authentic” Black voice. To do this, I look at the filmmakers’ discourse about the film, the 

screenplay, and images and songs presented throughout the film and argue that these present a 

Black vernacular that is recognizable to Black audience members. Further, I explore how Black 

vernacular is used in the film to engage dichotomized tensions reminiscent of Locke and Du 

Bois’ debate. By the end of this chapter, I contend that the dichotomies are a part of the 

authenticity of Black voice but break down to make the film particularly painful for Black 

audience members. 

Black Vernacular: Cultural Syncretism and Pastiche 

  Ono and Sloop’s (1995) definition of vernacular discourses will help solidify what is 

meant throughout this chapter when I refer to the Black vernacular presented throughout Queen 

and Slim. The two building blocks of vernacular discourses are cultural syncretism and pastiche. 

Cultural syncretism refers to the ways Black (or other marginalized) folks take pieces of 

dominant cultural expression and adapt them to fuse in cultural expressions unique to their own 

lived experience. Boyd (1991) uses the example of jazz music to explain this idea: 

This process of cultural syncretism can be seen as best exemplified through the idiom of 

jazz. Early attempts at producing jazz, for example, Buddy Bolden playing the cornet in a 

New Orleans marching band in the late 1800s, combine Western literate music, with 
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various rhythmic stylizations directly from African tradition. The use of the African 

musical style, based on the culture of orality, rearticulates the manner in which music had 

been played up until that time. (p. 101) 

Cultural syncretism is not simply the merging of dominant and marginalized cultural 

expressions, it is also the resistance of marginalized cultures against hegemony. The new cultural 

expression (jazz in the example above) takes the dominant cultural expression and reshapes it to 

flip the paradigm where the marginalized cultural expression is more attractive. Simply put, the 

marginalized cultural expression affirms the old adage, “anything you can do, I can do better.” 

The filmmakers are participating in cultural syncretism which I demonstrate below. Before doing 

so, I want to explicate on what is meant by pastiche. 

Pastiche takes cultural syncretism a step further by adding in elements to the new product 

that are unique to the marginalized culture. Pastiche “draw[s] from specifically marginal 

discourses for specific audiences well-versed enough in the vernacular to understand the 

messages” (Ono & Sloop, 1995, p. 503). The result is that when dominant and marginalized 

groups consume the cultural expression, dominant audience members recognize the similar tune 

(“Western literate music”) with a new spin, and marginalized audience members recognize the 

cultural expressions particular to their own culture (“various rhythmic stylizations directly from 

African tradition”) (Boyd, 1991, p. 101). What this means in the context of Queen and Slim is 

that the film signals through dialogue, images, narrative, music choice, and many other elements, 

that this is a Black film—Black audience members will be able to pick up on the vernacular. 

In terms of cultural syncretism, perhaps the place where this is seen most clearly is in the 

filmmakers’ choice to tell a Black story. Two forms of cultural syncretism through Black 

storytelling are present in this film: the first is the flipping on its head of police brutality and the 
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second is the filmmakers’ goal of featuring as many Black creators as possible. Waithe’s primary 

way of flipping police brutality on its head is by showing the aftermath of an instance of violence 

against by Black folks at the hands of a police officer. Hegemonic cultural expression of Black 

voice following the violence of police brutality renders the person at the other end of the 

violence mute. In the case of the many Black people who have been killed by police officers, 

there is no “voice” to go on. In this film, that narrative is flipped. It is not Blackness that is 

silenced; the audience gets to see Queen and Slim walk away from the violent altercation with 

their voices altered, but nonetheless, intact. It is the white police officer who has been silenced 

through his own act of escalation and violence. As was explained in the literature, Watts (2001b) 

defines voice as a “phenomenon of public hearing” (p. 190). The Black filmmakers are creating 

space for a phenomenon of public hearing to occur where Black voice is not rendered 

ontologically mute but is forcibly being heard. Audience members have already bought into 

seeing the film, and the filmmakers want to shift the paradigm for what voice is heard after the 

violent altercation. Waithe demonstrates this: 

[W]e wanted to shed light on police brutality, on all the fallen soldiers we’ve lost because 

of this oppressive institution. I also wanted to showcase black love and unity, not just 

romantic love. Black unity is our greatest power against oppression. What is represented 

on-screen is not just the love between those two characters, but the love that the 

community shows Queen and Slim. (Green, 2019, para. 17) 

In other words, the cultural syncretism at work is the common tune of police brutality, being 

reinvented to have a different voice emerge on the other side of violence. Further, Waithe says: 

Black people are sometimes more celebrated in death than in life. What is your legacy? 

What is your gift to the world? Unfortunately for us, sometimes it’s our lives. That’s why 
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I feel like we could not let the people who have passed—the Sandra Blands and Eric 

Garners—die in vain. This is really for them. It’s to honor what they gave us 

unintentionally. They were fighting a war that they didn’t even know they were in, and 

we want to carry on that conversation. (Green, 2019, para. 34) 

The act of violence that would commonly mean the death of a Black person, a silenced Black 

voice, and the entire Black community feeling the ripple effects of grief, are briefly shifted in the 

film to instead give voice to Black folks and showcase Black love and unity. Before the audience 

is brought into the end of the film where the main characters have lost their lives, they get to see 

the two people involved in the act of police brutality carry on the conversation in their own 

voices. The film rearticulates how police brutality has been defined up until this time in the 

public’s social imaginary by allowing Black people to be the people who walk away from the act 

of violence alive. 

  The second instance of cultural syncretism involves a meta approach to the film; it is 

born from terms that the filmmakers’ demanded in making their film. One way that the 

filmmakers approached the film was by articulating their power to make artistic decisions about 

how the film moved forward. It might be the case that the filmmakers felt that white filmmakers 

have the power to make decisions that would be taken from them, as Black filmmakers, or not 

extended to them because they are Black women (e.g. existing in a space of marginalized 

creative identity in Hollywood). By standing firm in their power to make artistic decisions, 

Waithe and Matsoukas affirm that they should not only have the power to do what white men 

filmmakers do, but that if given the chance they can do it better—a key aspect of cultural 

syncretism. Obenson (2019) articulates this well: 
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Waithe also stands firm in her view that she should be able to cast her movie as she wants 

to, and that the audience should trust her judgement. “I’m an artist, so allow me to make 

art the way I see fit” she said. “I always want to go with the best person for the role, and I 

want to give audiences the best movie possible. I’m trying to do something kind of 

revolutionary here, by being truly authentic to our experience, and without compromise. 

So don’t tell me how to cast my movie. Instead, go ahead and make yours. (para. 16) 

Clear in Waithe’s comments is the belief that she is fighting against something. Whether it is 

audience members (not specifically defined by race), production companies, or others is unclear. 

However, there is some indication that she feels constrained and finds it necessary to assert her 

voice in a way that allows her to be authentic to herself and to the experience of Black folks. To 

be able to stand firm in this way, it was very important to Waithe that film be financed by Black 

people. She made some controversial comments about big names in Hollywood (Denzel 

Washington and Will Smith are two) that led to her decision to clarify what she intended: 

What I really was saying is that, I want to see movies about black people financed by 

black people—and they don’t even have to be Hollywood people. But I’m not here to tell 

anybody what to do with their money. However, I think that if a person of color is 

financing a movie about people of color, there’s a stronger chance that the movie is going 

to be a little bit more authentic because of a shared experience. (Obenson, 2019, para. 20) 

Her clarification about how Black movies are financed indicates that it was likely important to 

her that her film be financed by Black people. In fact, she sees this as going hand in hand with 

authenticity. The bottom line in this meta approach to cultural syncretism and film, is that 

Waithe and Matsoukas were trying to create a film on their own terms; they were trying to take a 

hegemonic structure (filmmaking in Hollywood) and rearticulate it to create something new. 
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Given these facets of cultural syncretism—both the overarching narrative of the film 

(rearticulating police brutality) and how the film is made (rearticulating who has the power to 

decide how Black culture is commodified and consumed)—it is now easier to see how the 

vernacular is being set up. The second building block of vernacular discourse is pastiche. 

As mentioned earlier, pastiche takes cultural syncretism a step further by adding in 

elements to the new product that are unique to the marginalized voice. Cultural syncretism is the 

filmmakers’ decision to make a movie that rearticulates hegemonic structures. Pastiche is all of 

the elements of the film that display that rearticulation. In other words, pastiche is all of the ways 

the movie is dripping in Blackness; it is a cultural expression that is meant for Black audience 

members. Queen and Slim is saturated with pastiche. Black audience members’ recognition of 

the elements of pastiche are articulated in how they talk about the film. Bad Feminist author 

Roxane Gay said the film is “the blackest movie [she’s] ever seen” following a preview 

screening she attended in September. Further, she commented that “the script is so well written, 

so black, so honest” (Obenson, 2019, para. 23). What Gay’s tweets indicate is that the film was 

somehow able to present an image or vernacular to audience members that communicated 

something particular to Black cultural expression in the United States. 

To demonstrate this point I attend to the specific elements of the film that are 

representative of pastiche. Two of the ways that pastiche is articulated is through image, 

dialogue, and other references to Black cultural expression. I outline an example of each to 

create a robust picture of how the vernacular is constructed through pastiche. One of the first 

images of the film is a side profile of a Black woman. Her hair is in an updo with her edges 

smoothed down and curled. She’s wearing large, gold, shrimp earrings that are shaped in a bow 

and almost touch her shoulders. She’s wearing a pink waitress diner dress with cuffed, white 
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sleeves and a collar. She stands with one hand leaning against the counter and one hand on her 

hip, clearly waiting for the cook to finish whatever it is they are making so she can deliver it to 

the tables she is serving. She’s smacking gum and looks visibly over “it,” whatever “it” is. When 

the cook finishes the food and places it on the serving counter, she smiles at him in a very polite 

and in a courteous manner, grabs the food, and the camera follows her as she walks the food to 

the main characters’ table. Almost immediately Black audience members are brought into a 

Black vernacular. With this second image, the film is signaling a marginal discourse that Black 

audience members will be able to pick up on. A nod occurs between the film and Black audience 

members that a discourse is occurring on screen that they are well-versed in. What Black 

audience members are invited into is an identification with the waitress. Without knowing 

anything about this character's motives, desires, or background, they recognize the gold, shrimp 

earrings, the laid edges, the smacking of her gum, and the over “it” attitude. Where audience 

members may just see a waitress, Black audience members see a sister, a mother, a friend, or 

more broadly ‘one of us.’ 

The film continues to expand on pastiche through dialogue. A few minutes into their date, 

Queen asks, “Do you really like this place or is it the only spot you could afford?” To which 

Slim responds, “It’s Black owned” (Waithe, p. 6). Waithe’s notes are clearly acted out by Jodie 

Turner-Smith: “She wasn’t expecting that answer. Queen can appreciate this small token of 

righteousness.” Queen answers back to Slim, “Touché” (p. 6). Before the audience has even left 

the first scene already there are two instances signaling the cultural expression. Both of these are 

an aspect of pastiche that add to the vernacular, and thereby put forth an authentic Black voice 

that Black audience members will be able to understand. The first is that of the waitress and the 

second is Slim’s support for her and for the diner she works at. Black audience members can 
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resonate with Slim’s decision to choose a Black owned business and recognize with Queen this 

“small token of righteousness.” 

Adding to image and dialogue, is all of the moments throughout the film that nod to the 

intricate minute instances of Black cultural expression. One example of this occurs as the couple 

is driving home from their date, just moments before they are pulled over: 

Queen:  Did you like “In a Sentimental Mood” before or after “Love Jones”? 

Slim:  I knew about that shit way before “Love Jones.” 

Queen:  Don’t lie. 

Slim:  Okay—I fucked with it more after I saw the movie. 

Queen:  I appreciate your honesty. 

Hearing this exchange between the two characters, Black audience members are reminded of 

their love for the song and for the film that popularized the song. At this point, a meta-narrative 

is occurring within the vernacular. Surely Black audience members have turned out to see a film 

that promised to be authentically Black and to support Black filmmakers. Giving a nod to Love 

Jones is a cheeky way for the filmmakers to continue a promise that the film will portray an 

authentic Black voice. Black audience members can expect to leave with this film’s version of 

“In a Sentimental Mood.” The filmmakers are using the Black vernacular to ground a larger 

discourse of what it means to be Black in the United States. In this way, true cultural syncretism 

and pastiche are at work. They are using discourses fluent to the dominant culture (hegemonic 

filmmaking) and pastiche-ing these with authentic Black voice through image, dialogue, and 

cultural expression. The use of Black vernacular is simple, beautiful, and artistic. Where this 

vernacular becomes more complicated is in the dichotomies present in the film’s narrative. As 

quoted earlier, Waithe intended to shift the way Black culture is commodified and consumed: “It 
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was really important for me to showcase it in a beautiful light, to show that the true value of life 

is community, not what you have or what you own” (Green, 2019, para. 2). The narrative's 

dichotomies complicate how Black culture is commodified and consumed. In the next section of 

this chapter, I expound upon the framework of the Black vernacular to visit the various 

dichotomized tensions in the narrative. 

Locke and Du Bois in Dichotomized Tension 

  In this section it is not my goal to give voice to the myriad of dichotomies at work in the 

film, but rather to highlight a couple that articulate the ways in which Black artists in the twenty-

first century are continuing the dialogue between Alain Locke and W. E. B. Du Bois about the 

function of Black art and authentic Black voice. These dichotomies include hope/trauma and 

tenderness/violence. By attending to these dichotomies, I open up space to see how the film’s use 

of “authentic” Black voice might make the jump from commodification and consumption of 

Black culture as beautiful to commodification and consumption of Black culture as spectacle. 

Before diving further into these dichotomized tensions, I return to the original discussion 

between Locke and Du Bois and the work that Watts has done to bring these artists’ discourse 

into the field of rhetoric. 

  Race and its relation to art is at the center of the aesthetic disagreement between Locke 

and Du Bois. Locke encourages Black artists to make art that is not concerned with race in and 

of itself. In other words, Black artists make art and their race is a simple fact about that piece’s 

creator. Du Bois, however, contends with Locke and asserts that Black artists center Blackness 

and the work of liberation in their art out of social responsibility for saving the soul of the United 

States from white supremacy. This assertion troubles Locke because he believes that using race 

in this way will place Black folks and Blackness at the center of a caricature that is not so 
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distinct from minstrel art and reifies the exact image it is seeking to destroy (Watts, 2002). The 

disagreement between these two artists and scholars puts Beauty and Propaganda in 

dichotomized tension with one another. Locke’s focus is on Beauty, but Du Bois’ is on 

Propaganda. This tension is contending over the expression of “authentic” Black voice. Coupled 

with Waithe and Matsoukas’s construction of Black vernacular, it is necessary to give special 

attention to how the dichotomies in the film a part of larger discourse about Beauty and 

Propaganda. The centering of this particular dichotomy demonstrates how the filmmakers are 

keeping up Locke and Du Bois’ debate in the twenty-first century. How the filmmakers arrive at 

privileging one side of the dichotomy over another creates the potential reality for how the Black 

vernacular or the “authentic” Black voice is constructed and consumed. 

Beauty in the film is most easily seen in the moments that Blackness is painted as hopeful 

and existing in liberation. Therefore, the first dichotomized tension that I will attend to is that of 

hope and trauma. This tension aligns hope with Beauty and trauma with Propaganda. Throughout 

this section, I will use Propaganda and Truth interchangeably. I move through these textual 

examples chronologically so that the reader is able to fill in a larger narrative about how the film 

proceeds. The first textual example of the dichotomized tension of hope and trauma happens just 

after the couple has left Queen’s uncle’s house. On screen there is an image of a wide-open 

landscape meant to portray the beauty of the land that the United States inhabits. Tall trees with 

green grass. Slim looks around at it all, driving the blue Pontiac Catalina, a blue-green rosary 

hangs from the rear-view mirror, and he grins, seemingly basking in the openness of the moment. 

A simple pleasure that the windows are down, and they are driving through the countryside. For 

a moment the audience witnesses his delight and gets a picture of what this character’s life might 

look like apart from the trauma of having taken the life of a police officer a few days before and 
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outrunning the law. The moment is sweeter for Black audience members because the vernacular 

continues through the scene. The gaudiness of the car along with Slim’s burgundy, velvet 

tracksuit, his chain hanging over the zipped up jacket, with Still Tippin’ by Mike Jones (2005) 

playing in the background: “Four Fours I'm Tippin'/ Wood Grain I'm Gripping / Catch Me Lane 

Switching / With The Paint Dripping / Turn Your Neck And Your Dame Missing.” All of these 

add to the vernacular and accentuate the delight of the moment. The audience is not simply 

witnessing Slim’s delight, they are witnessing his delight as a (briefly) carefree Black man. The 

audience is invited to experience forgetfulness and delight with him. With a small smile on his 

face, he remarks, “It’s beautiful out here” (Waithe, 2019, p. 58). Immediately the pleasure of the 

scene shifts as the shot focuses on Queen. Her face holds an expression of being tired, her hand 

supports her head and her elbow is propped up against the open window. The way she looks 

matches the truth of the circumstances: they are two people who found themselves in a situation 

that they did not deserve that has completely shifted their possibility of life. 

As soon as Slim remarks on the beauty of the environment, something outside the car 

catches Queen’s attention. On her face is first a look of shock, and then of disgust. The audience 

catches what it is she is looking at. Out in the field they are passing by is a group of Black men 

who are prison laborers being watched over by a white man on a horse. They work in unison as if 

a part of a chain gang. Queen—and the audience along with her—is reminded that the painful 

memory of slavery lives on in the present reality of incarceration. She asks back to Slim, “Is it?” 

(p. 59). The tragedy of this particular scene is that for a fleeting instant the audience bears 

witness to the kind of imagination that can see a Black person, dripping in Black vernacular 

through pastiche, living as a carefree Black man who has nothing to do but delight in the beauty 

of the scenery. This is ordinary humanness dressed up in the garb and swagger of Black identity. 
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Black people must experience this simple delight many times throughout their days and lives. 

This is a scene that points to universalizability of Black experience in the way that Locke would 

recommend for Black artists (Harris, 2004). However, this moment having both hope and trauma 

interwoven through Slim’s attitude and Queen’s observation better frames the truth of Black 

experience; the truth is that carefree hope is only ever fleeting because Blackness and Black 

people live in the shadow of death. Ultimately, the scene engages the dichotomy of hope and 

trauma to communicate that authentic Black voice occurs somewhere between the juxtaposition 

of these two things. A Lockean approach to creating the film would have stopped at Slim’s 

assertion that scenery is beautiful, but the scene and film do not stop there. To go further, for 

Locke, would be to use race as a means of persuasion in a way that reinforces caricatures of 

Black life that are not liberating, but further damaging to Black liberation in the same way that 

minstrel shows are. Instead of stopping with the beauty of the scenery, the film utilizes the Black 

vernacular to point to specific Black experience: having hope and trauma intertwined. 

The second textual example that illustrates the dichotomized tension of hope and trauma 

occurs shortly before the couple’s car breaks down and they end up at a mechanic’s shop. The 

audience does not see Queen and Slim pull over and stop the car at a dance joint, but as Queen 

wakes up from the car ride and realizes where they are, the audience is told too. Slim asks Queen 

if she would have considered a second date with him, to which she responds that she would not. 

But after some back and forth banter between the two characters, Queen agrees that she would 

go on the date and he tells her that he would have taken her dancing. In the midst of the terror of 

being on the run, Slim tells Queen that they have stopped their journey for an ephemeral repose 

so that they can go dancing together. Waithe (2019) describes their dance in the screenplay: 
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Queen slowly puts her arms around Slim’s neck. He puts his arms around her waist, 

careful not to touch her ass. The music gets louder and even more soulful as Queen and 

Slim start to find their groove. Slim looks around and realizes the prettiest girl in this 

place is in his arms. He can’t help but grin from ear to ear. Then he looks down and sees 

Queen has rested her head on his chest. She’s so close she can hear his heartbeat. And 

right now it’s beating pretty fast. So is hers. Slim holds Queen a little tighter. She wipes 

the sweat from his brow (p. 63). 

This is one of the most tender and intimate moments of the film. However, this moment—like 

many of the other moments marked by hope or a sense of freedom—is drenched in the tension of 

the overarching plot. Even at the dance joint, the couple is reminded that they are not safe; they 

are still on the run. While getting a drink for Queen at the dance joint, the bartender makes it 

very clear to Slim that she (and everyone else in the joint) knows who they are, but she also 

makes it clear that they are safe where they are. Slim returns to Queen and the following 

interaction occurs: 

Slim:  The bartender recognized me. 

Queen:  Oh shit. We gotta go. 

Slim looks around and sees nothing but friendly and supportive faces. Queen drinks the 

shot. Slim drinks his too. It burns the fuck out of his throat. Queen pats his chest and 

pulls him in close. 

Slim:  I think we good. 

Queen:  I don’t know. 

Slim:  Trust me. 
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She looks him deep in the eyes and allows herself to let go. The band [of Black 

musicians] plays a slower song. It’s romantic yet rough. Queen and Slim sway back and 

forth. Holding each other tight. Burying their faces in each other’s  shoulders. Some of 

the crowd backs away. Watching them. Admiring them. Rooting for them. Praying for 

them. This looks like the first dance at a small wedding. (p. 64) 

Not only is the audience witnessing the hope present in their budding interpersonal relationship, 

they are also witness to the safety the couple has with the other Black people in the dance joint. 

They all know who Queen and Slim are, but in the tension of the couple’s getaway they have 

chosen to shelter the couple. The hope of the moment is best summarized by the last line of 

Waithe’s notes on this scene: “Queen and Slim look like a happy couple with their whole lives 

ahead of them” (p. 64). The dichotomy of this moment exists in the hope that this could be a 

happy couple with their whole lives ahead of them (Beauty), but they are also a couple 

enshrouded entirely by the trauma of unforgiving circumstances defined entirely by white 

supremacy (Truth/Propaganda). 

A third scene that brings hope and trauma into dichotomized tension occurs when the 

couple spots horses on the side of the road as they are driving. Waithe describes the scene: 

Queen walks up to the horses. Judging by her demeanor she’s more comfortable around 

animals than she is people. She goes up to one and takes the horse’s nose in her hands. 

She becomes one with this beautiful living creature. 

Slim:  You crazy? What if it gets scared and kicks you in the face? 

Queen:  They’re not wild. Queen takes his hand and forces him to pet the horse.  

  The horse is calm and so is Slim. It’s quiet all around them. 

Slim:  How you know so much about horses? 
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Queen:  My uncle used to take me horseback riding when I was a kid. 

Slim:  Really? 

Queen:  I told you he didn’t used to always be like that. 

Queen walks over to the other horse and looks in its eyes. 

Queen:  (CONT'D) He told me nothing scares a white man more than seeing a  

  black man on a horse. 

Slim:  Why? 

Queen:  Because they have to look up at him. 

Slim:  I’ve never been on a horse. 

Queen:  You should try it sometime. 

Queen starts walking back to the car. Slim doesn’t follow her. 

Slim:  Maybe I should do it right now. 

Queen:  ou can do it when we have more time. I’ll take you. 

Slim:  When? 

Queen:  I don’t know. 

Slim:  What if we don’t make it? 

The weight of his question renders them both speechless. 

Queen:  We will. 

Slim:  You don’t know that. 

He’s right. She doesn’t. 

Slim:   (CONT'D) Help me get on the horse. 

Queen walks over to him. 

Slim:  (CONT'D) Which one is the calmest? 
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Queen chooses the one that’s still grazing. She holds Slim’s hand and helps HOIST him 

up onto the horse. The horse BUCKS at first. Then Queen whispers to the horse and 

eventually the stallion calms down. Slim is nervous at first, but eventually he relaxes. 

After a moment Slim’s posture shifts. He puffs out his chest and looks out into the world 

like the king he is. Queen looks up at him. They hold each other’s gaze for a long beat. 

Queen:  It’s nice isn’t it? 

Slim:  Yeah. (p. 71-72) 

Slim’s burgundy velvet jumpsuit and Queen’s cheetah print mini dress make them look out of 

place as they pet the horses. But once again the couple is sharing an intimate moment and the 

audience is brought into an ordinary experience. Just two people petting horses. However, 

Queen’s last comments that “nothing scares a white man more than seeing a black man on a 

horse” brings the audience back to the reality that even here, on the side of the road in the middle 

of nowhere, Queen and Slim (and Black vernacular displayed through pastiche) are not outside 

of white gaze. The complexity of each of these scenes is that the audience is pulled in and out of 

Queen and Slim’s ordinary humanness. In this particular scene, the audience gets to see the two 

talk through Queen’s love for horses and Slim’s apprehension of them. They get to see Slim get 

on a horse for the first time and the audience feels pride along with him. For a brief moment, if 

the audience is able to forget that the couple is on the run, they might imagine what a life of 

liberation and hope could look like for both of these individuals. However, the scene is not 

divorced from the truth that the couple is on the run and that they are on the run precisely 

because they are Black. This scene perfectly illustrates the original conversation between Du 

Bois and Locke. The filmmakers could have left the Black couple in their ordinary humanity 
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(Locke), but instead they choose to play up the Black vernacular and engage whiteness again, 

thereby engaging Beauty and race for the sake of Propaganda (Du Bois). 

The fourth and final example that I discuss to demonstrate the tension of hope and trauma 

is of Slim’s phone call conversation with his dad while he is at the mechanic’s shop: 

Slim sits in the bathroom holding the rotary phone on his lap. He takes a deep breath. 

Then he dials. Slowly. We hear the phone ring. 

Man’s voice:  Hello. 

Slim:   Dad? 

Man’s voice:  Are you okay, boy? 

Slim:   Yeah, I’m fine. 

Man’s voice:  This ain’t like you. 

Slim:   I know. 

Then -- 

Slim (cont'd):  I just wanted you to know I’m okay. And that I love you. 

Man’s voice:  I love you too, son. (Waithe, 2019, p. 75) 

Slim has a relationship that is so intimate with his father that, in his first real moment alone with 

a phone, he calls him. His father provides comfort and safety, not in the physical sense, but just 

in knowing that he is known by someone and loved—a theme that is carried throughout the film 

by Slim (he is known by his family, and that is enough). On the other end of the line Slim’s 

father knows him well enough to be able to say that his actions over the last few days are out of 

character for him. In some of the final moments of the exchange between them, the audience 

witnesses the verbal exchange of their love for one another. This scene is a buoy of goodness, 

love, tender care, and intimacy between two characters. In the middle of a film wrought with 
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violence and despair, audience members bear witness to the affection of a Black father and son. 

This is particularly meaningful given Slim’s repeated references to his love and care for his 

family. Moments after driving away from the police officer the audience hears a voice over of 

Slim reaching for his phone to call his dad. In a moment where his life has been entirely altered 

for the worse, his first desire is to call his father. Of course, he cannot because that would mean 

being tracked by the police, but just under halfway through the film, the audience watches as he 

takes an opportunity to call his dad. This is a moment of hope precisely because it shapes a 

narrative that Black folks have relationships that are marked by love, affection, and tender care. 

For a fleeting moment, Slim—and the audience with him—is removed from the trauma of his 

circumstances so that he can engage with the hope that he will be able to continue his 

relationship with his family in general and his father in particular. However, the brief of hope of 

this call is immediately brought back to the trauma of the circumstances as the phone call 

continues: 

Slim:    We’re tryna get to — 

His father hangs up. Slim looks at the phone. Wondering what happened. 

Cut to: INT. SLIM’S CHILDHOOD HOME…. We see a POLICE OFFICER was 

listening to their conversation. SLIM’S MOTHER, a dignified woman who never leaves 

the house without makeup on, sits next to her husband—defiantly. 

Police officer:  Why the fuck would you do that?! 

The Police Officer snatches the phone from Slim’s Father. 

Slim’s father:  Get outta my house. 

Police officer:  You’re under arrest for helping a fugitive. 

Slim’s father:  Do what you gotta do. 
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Police officer:   We’re going to find them. 

Slim’s father:   Not with my help. (p. 75-76) 

The original hope and momentary reprieve of this scene is brought back into tension with the 

overarching trauma of the circumstances present in the narrative. Slim’s interaction with his 

father is quickly brought to a close. Slim is left to question whether this will be his last 

interaction with someone he dearly loves, and his father is arrested. That is the last the audience 

sees of Slim’s father. It is unclear what becomes of him or his story. The audience in one 

moment bears witness to tender love and affection (hope/Beauty), and the next bears witness to 

that love and affection being cut short for white supremacy and the carceral state to take 

precedent once again (trauma/Propaganda). 

These scenes of hope and trauma contain Beauty and Propaganda. The Beauty of 

Blackness is tainted by the pervasiveness of the Truth (Propaganda) that in the United States, 

Black is not identified with markers of Beauty. It is a position marked by “Other-ing” and 

violence. In one moment, the audience sees Blackness as a marker of hope and liberation, and 

Beauty along with it, and in the next moment the audience sees the marking of “Other-ing” 

trauma and Truth along with it. I have illustrated a few scenes throughout the film that the 

audience witnesses small moments of Beauty that are made more complicated by the Truth of 

being Black in the United States, but there are many more. The contestation is over the Beauty of 

the vernacular: Black vernacular might be Beautiful all on its own, but the Truth is that it is 

impossible to imagine the Black vernacular outside of the scope of the Truth of white supremacy 

and violence against Black folks simply for existing. Black audience members let their guard 

down with Queen and Slim, but the tension of impending death and violence is always pervasive. 

The inherent Truth or knowledge that the couple has to face violence or death at some point for 
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the story to be True is part of what makes the Beauty of the film so guttural and betraying to 

Black audience members. For white audience members, witnessing trauma and hope through 

dichotomized tension may be a necessity to make sense of the ordinary humanity of Black folks 

alongside the trauma and violence of white supremacy. However, for Black audience members 

this painful reminder of trauma is not necessary and brings into question why the filmmakers 

would choose to punctuate scenes Beauty, hope, and liberation in such a way. For a Black 

audience member, it might have been enough to see each of these scenes as only hopeful. They 

would be a sweet buoy to the overarching pain of the film, but the narrative stands that being 

Black in the United States requires constant reminding that at any moment your life can be taken 

by the state and white supremacy (through death or incarceration). 

  The second dichotomy is that of tenderness and violence. The filmmakers' decision to 

juxtapose a very graphic sex scene with a violent protest is one of the more confusing parts of the 

film when viewed on its own, but as a part of a larger theme of packaging Beauty and 

Propaganda together, this scene is brought into sharper focus. As the couple drives late into the 

night after getting their car fixed by a mechanic in a small town, Queen makes the unilateral 

decision to turn around and drive in a different direction for a detour. At this point in the film, 

the audience has learned a little bit about Queen’s past, but not much. This is one of the first 

times the audience gets to see her as vulnerable. Queen asks, “Do you mind if we make a 

detour?” and Slim responds, “I do actually” (Waithe, 2019, p. 81). There are tears in her eyes. 

She looks quietly determined, but emotionally unraveling with composure. Both of her hands are 

on the steering wheel at ten and two. She does not look over at Slim, just straight ahead. Slim 

notices her unraveling and asks, “You okay?” and she responds, “Not really” (p. 81). His eyes 

are kind and understanding and he moves closer to her in the front seat. He rubs the back of her 
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head and squeezes the back of her neck to try to comfort her. They drive into the night and the 

scene ends. 

A new scene cuts in. It’s daylight and they are standing with their backs to the camera in 

a graveyard, looking down. Queen starts speaking, “We were close when I was younger, but 

when I got older I felt like I didn’t know her anymore. She didn’t know me either. We could go 

months without talking. And when we did—I hated it. I had nothing to say to her” (p. 81). As she 

is speaking, she bends down and a tombstone with the epitaph “Phylicia Johnson, 1963-2012, 

Beloved Mother and Daughter” is shown. Queen is telling Slim about her mother. This is the 

most vulnerable the audience and Slim have seen her. Despite the tense relationship she is 

describing it is apparent that Queen cares for her mother because she made a detour to see her 

tombstone and brushes it off with her hands as she bends down and tells Slim about what her 

relationship with her mother was like. She continues, “She wanted a connection so badly, but I 

just didn’t care. I didn’t need her anymore” (p. 82). She kisses her hand and places it on her 

mother’s tombstone. Slim watches her not with judgement, but just listening to what she has to 

say; he seems to understand. He steps in to move closer to her and brushes her neck and shoulder 

with his hand. She reaches up and grabs his hand and they walk away together holding hands. 

This is the first time they have connected to one another in an intimate way on Queen’s terms. 

As they return to and sit in their car, Queen continues talking about her mother, “My 

grandma left the house to both of them. My mom wanted to sell it. My uncle wanted to live in it. 

Typical family bullshit…. One night they were at the house fighting, he was really fucked up, 

and he pushed her down a flight of stairs. She cracked her skull. She bled out so quick that by the 

time the ambulance got there she was already dead.” (p. 82-83). They sit at a distance in the car. 

Slim looks directly at her with compassion. She looks straight ahead and seems removed from 
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the moment. Looking at her it seems apparent that she is absently recalling trauma. Her mind and 

her mouth are recalling the events, but her body appears to be removed from the pain of the 

recalling. She looks at Slim for the first time and continues, “I had just passed the bar. I was 

excited to try my first case. I never thought that would be it” (p. 83). She seems fully present to 

the moment again. Slims stares away trying to make sense of what she has just shared and asks, 

“How could you defend the person that killed your own mother?” She answers and they continue 

in dialogue: 

Queen:  I knew it was an accident. 

Slim:  Does it ever piss you off that he’s alive and she isn’t? 

Queen:  All the time. (p. 83) 

Queen sighs and starts crying. It seems like she is existing in sadness and anger at the same time. 

Slim moves in once again to put his arm around her, but he waits for her to move. She moves in 

closer to him and rests her head on his chest as he kisses her forehead. She takes a deep breath 

and seems relieved. Slim kisses her on the forehead again and she raises her head to look him in 

the eyes. They are looking at one another and Queen leans in to kiss him. 

The scene cuts to the mechanic’s son, Junior, who Queen and Slim spent time with 

earlier. He must be fifteen or sixteen years old and the audience watches him walk at a quick 

pace down a crowded road where people are chanting and protesting. The protest is for Queen 

and Slim. There are signs that say, “Stop Shooting Us!” and “Not 1 More”. The crowd is 

chanting “Let them go!” to a wall of police officers dressed in riot gear. Junior is impassioned 

and animated, growing more and more angry with every step he moves toward the line of police 

officers. The scene cuts back to Queen and Slim who are clearly picking up where they left off. 

The heat and passion of both the protest and the couple in the car are growing. As the couple 
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begins to undress the scene cuts back to Junior who is yelling at the police officers, “Stop killing 

me! Stop killing us!” (Matsoukas, 2019, 01:26:00). Tear gas is thrown into the crowd and the 

protesters start screaming and running. The scene is chaotic. People are running and jumping on 

cars. The audience has the point of view of someone standing still in the middle of the chaos and 

taking it all in. The police officers start moving forward as the crowd runs away. One Black man 

is being beaten profusely by an officer with his baton. The Black man is lying prostrate on the 

ground and the officer is yelling, “Stop resisting! Stop!” (01:26:14). The scene cuts back and 

forth between Queen and Slim having sex in the car and the chaos of the protest. 

The audience catches up to Junior again in the chaos. He is running away but stops and 

looks back at the officers. Something in his mind has changed. He looks proud and looks directly 

at an officer who is moving toward him. Junior slaps his own chest, holds his hands out and up at 

his sides like he is ready for a fight. He yells, “Let’s go! I’m ready. Come fucking shoot me! 

Come on! Come get me!” (01:26:58). Once again, the scene cuts back to Queen and Slim who 

seem so far removed from the protest. Slim’s golden cross hangs from his neck. Back in the 

protest, the officer moves out of the fog of the tear gas as he approaches Junior who has calmed 

down a bit and looks more afraid. Waithe describes the characters’ appearances in the 

manuscript, “The Officer is dressed in bullet proof gear from head to toe. Junior is only wearing 

a hoodie and sweatpants to protect him. It’s David and Goliath all over again” (Waithe, 2019, p. 

85). The two exchange words: 

Black police officer:  If you don’t vacate the premises, I’m gonna have to arrest  

     you, son. 

Junior:    I’m not your son. 

Black police officer:  What’s your name, young man? 
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Junior:    I don’t have to tell you that. 

Black police officer:  I don’t want to hurt you. Trust me. But it’s my job to clear  

    the streets. Which means you can’t be here. 

Junior:    I have a right to protest. 

Black police officer:  I understand that, but you don’t have a permit. So that  

    means you’re breaking the law. 

Junior:    What you gon do, kill me? 

Black police officer:  No, but I will arrest you. (p. 85) 

The officer lifts up the bulletproof shield on his helmet— “so there’s one less barrier between 

them” and pleads with Junior, “Just go home, all right?” (Matsoukas, 2019, 01:27:32). The 

officer looks like a caring Uncle or older cousin to Junior. He approaches Junior with 

paternalistic care and guidance. Junior looks defiant but also disengaged and removed from 

interaction. Without taking his eyes away from the officer’s eyes, he reaches down and pulls out 

a gun and points it straight at the officer. The officer raises his hands to caution Junior and create 

a barrier between them. 

The scene cuts back to Queen and Slim who are still having sex, lost to the heaviness of 

the moment in tenderness. A song playing in the background that is moody and complicated 

keeps saying, “Can’t keep runnin’” over and over again. The scene cuts back to the officer and 

Junior. First the audience sees Juniors face, it is not clear how he will move forward, but he 

looks tired. Then the audience sees the officer’s face, he looks desperate and sad and is backing 

away from Junior. Then from behind the officer the audience bears witness to Junior pulling the 

trigger and shooting the officer in the face. The audience sees the bullet rip through the officer’s 

helmet as his body falls to the ground. Junior flinches and looks shocked as if he did not intend 
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to pull the trigger, but he purposefully did. Junior takes a step back and once again looks 

removed from the scene as his body and his mind take in the trauma of the moment. For a few 

seconds the audience watches Junior process what has happened before the scene cuts back to 

Queen and Slim. The two have finished having sex and are laying together in the front seat of the 

car. The entire scene comes to an end and a new scene begins. 

The most intimate and tender scene of the film is spliced by numerous acts of violence. 

The violence of Queen’s relationship with her mother and Uncle, the collective violence of the 

officers’ response to the protesters who are demanding the right to live without fear of being 

killed by white supremacy, the violence of the loss of the Black police officer’s life, the violence 

of a child who has taken the life of another person and will most certainly be tried as an adult, 

and the persistent violence of the film’s story line. This is the climax of the film and it punctuates 

the collective violence and trauma of Black folks: even the most intimate moments of Black 

folks’ lives are marked by pain and racist dehumanization. The movie did not need to include the 

protest. The couple could have met Junior while their car was being fixed by his dad and that 

could have been the end of his story line. But the filmmakers chose to include this scene. It is not 

only difficult to watch and to process, it is nonsensical. The most violent act of the movie is 

Junior’s and for the audience to have to bear witness to this act in the tension of intimate 

tenderness between Queen and Slim is itself a violent act on the part of the filmmakers. By the 

end of the scene, the audience needs space and time to process what they have just witnessed, but 

they are immediately reminded that this is a movie about Queen and Slim’s getaway, not about 

Junior. There is no relief from this climax, the audience holds their breath and never lets go as 

the movie moves forward. Beauty is lost to Propaganda in this crucial scene and the dichotomy 

starts to break down.  
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 My analysis shows how “authentic” Black voice is constructed in Queen and Slim. The 

presence of a Black vernacular in the film coupled with the dichotomized tensions at work in the 

narrative plot are the primary tools used by the filmmakers to sell this as an “authentically” 

Black film. However, the breakdown in the dichotomized tensions toward the narrative middle of 

the film is reminiscent of Locke and Du Bois’ debate in that Beauty and Propaganda are put in 

tension with one another. Ultimately, the film’s “authentic” Black voice privileges Propaganda 

above Beauty.  

In chapter five, I delve further into Black audience’s reception of the film by analyzing 

Black Twitter’s discourse about the film in three time periods following the film’s release. I 

argue that the context surrounding each time period allows the discourse to evolve. By the third 

time period, the counterpublic of Black Twitter fully forms a logic of judgement. The logic of 

judgement that is formed condemns Queen and Slim and other films like it for participating in 

spectacular consumption and forcing Black audience members to witness their own trauma and 

pain.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Spectacular Consumption and Counterpublic 

According to Watts and Orbe (2002) spectacular consumption depends on the “authentic” 

expression of Otherness. Based on hegemonic conceptions of whiteness, Blackness is always in a 

position of Otherness. Therefore, Queen and Slim sold as an “authentically” Black film creates 

the conditions that could give rise to spectacular consumption. In the last chapter, I argued that 

Queen and Slim is sold as a text that portrays an “authentic” Black voice. The film’s 

“authenticity” is marked by the Black vernacular it constructs and the narrative plot points of 

dichotomized discourses born from Black experience. In this chapter, I argue that the film is not 

only sold as “authentic,” but is consumed as such as well. However, in the counterpublic of 

Black Twitter, Twitter users view the film as co-opting and exploiting “authentic” Black voice 

and argue the film uses the dichotomized discourses born from Black experience to participate in 

spectacular consumption. The result is Black Twitter arguing the filmmakers are sell outs and the 

film betrays Black audiences by commodifying Black trauma. I frame this argument by looking 

at tweets from Black Twitter in three different time frames: 1) within the first month of the film’s 

release (November 30-December 30, 2019), 2) within the time span of the Black Lives Matter 

movement, quarantine, and HBO release overlap (April-July, 2020), and 3) current discussion of 

the film a year after its release (November 30, 2020-March 2021). These three time periods were 

chosen for the context that they are a part of which is explored further in each section. Discourse 

surrounding the film evolves over time. In the first and second time periods, Twitter users are 

only able to identify the plot points that they feel betrayed by, but by the third time period 

Twitter users clearly articulate the betrayal of spectacular consumption. Context is key in 

understanding this evolution in the discourse. The key changes in the discourse coupled with the 
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context, demonstrate the ways that Black Twitter operates as a type of counterpublic. The 

changing context gave rise to the kind of conditions that allowed Black Twitter to form a logic of 

judgement that rejects the film for its participation in spectacular consumption. In this chapter I 

trace the evolution of the discourse across the three different time periods and then make a case 

for how this evolution positions Black Twitter as a counterpublic.  

November 30, 2019 to December 30, 2019 

  In this section, I examine tweets from the first month of Queen and Slim’s release. These 

tweets demonstrate how Twitter users in this first time period begin to recognize what is 

problematic about this film. Twitter users vaguely articulate a general dislike of the film, but 

they do not yet have the context that gives voice to the language of exploitation recognizable in 

spectacular consumption. Without this language, Twitter users demonstrate an inability to 

decisively judge the movie. The result is that—maybe without intending to—they attract more 

viewers to the film in the name of witnessing “authentic” Black voice. I proceed with this 

argument by first articulating the importance of the context the tweets add to. Next, I discuss 

how Twitter users view the film as a source of “authentic” Black voice. Then I present Twitter 

users’ vague reactions to the film as a whole, the ending in particular, and finally I articulate how 

these vague reactions reify the spectacle taking place in the film. 

The context surrounding this time period is important for a few reasons. First, these 

tweets create buzz for the film; they tell Black people to see or not see the film (inviting others to 

consume the spectacle). Second, these tweets represent some of the first reactions to the film; 

they initiate discourse on Black Twitter about how Black audience members should engage with 

the film (apparatus of judgement). Though tweets within this category are not able to fully clue 

into the exploitation of “authentic” Black voice occurring in the film, they are able to identify an 
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ambiguous response of distaste toward the film. These Twitter users are moving Twitter’s 

discourse closer to the language of spectacular consumption by marking the end of the film as a 

point of contention. Associating the film with spectacular consumption becomes more salient 

with each progressing time period, but in the November 30, 2019 to December 30, 2019 time, 

only the genesis of this discourse is represented. 

Early viewers went into the film expecting to witness an “authentically” Black movie. As 

I mentioned in chapter four, Roxane Gay promoted the film on her personal page as 

“authentically” Black: “Tonight I went to the premiere of Queen & Slim and the movie is even 

more affecting the second time. The script is so well written, so black, so honest. And Melina 

Matsoukas’s directorial vision is richly saturated with color, clear and powerful in intent. 

Also....” with a selfie of Gay and Waithe together at the premiere (@rgay, 2019, emphasis mine). 

Another Twitter user, @MartyBoi91 tweeted on December 26, 2019 echoing Gay’s sentiments: 

“What I loved so much about Queen and Slim, Moonlight, If Beale Street Could Talk, Black 

Panther, etc. is they were written for black people by black people. I’d love more Latino movies 

to get a big release as well. Stoked to see In The Heights.” Again, the original tweet that this 

Twitter user is responding to has been deleted, but that tweet is not needed to still see how this 

Twitter user positions Queen and Slim as a movie “written for black people by black people.” 

Gay’s and @MartyBoi91’s reactions to the film suggest that they not only believe this is an 

“authentically” Black film, but also that this is a film created for Black audience members. 

Seeing these tweets circulate on Twitter with the discourse of Black Twitter, attracts Black folks 

to the film. Black folks read these tweets and do their due diligence to support Black creators and 

a Black story. 



 75 

@rgay and @MartyBoi91 are in the minority of people who tweeted about the film in a 

positive light. Several tweets from within a month of the film’s release verbalized an ambiguous 

frustration toward or dislike of the film. @ziggzyy tweeted on December 27, 2019, “Queen and 

Slim ain’t even have to take me through allat                     .” Similarly, on December 28, 2019, 

@electricsoul123 tweeted, “Queen and Slim. I was pressed walking out of the theatre” with the 

following picture: 

 

@shanaa_ev tweeted on December 26, 2019: “I just saw Queen and slim. these were my 

emotions       🤯    🤯      I... I'm lost of words.” Each of these responses are vague. They do not 

say exactly how they are feeling, but each is making an enthymematic argument where the 

missing premise—expressed through emojis, a SpongeBob meme, and the use of the phrase 

“allat”—is that the film is displeasing. These tweets are not only voicing (albeit ambiguously) 

what they are feeling as a response to the film, they are also engaging in dialogue about the 

movie, which is necessary for the function of the counterpublic. For instance, @shanaa_ev 
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attached a second tweet to their original tweet that reads, “I need someone to help me debrief. 

Because I did NOT think it was good         .” @shanaa_ev’s tweet is a great example of how this 

Twitter user invites other Twitter users in general, and Black Twitter in particular to deliberate 

with them about how to respond to the film (e.g. “I need someone to help me debrief.”). In this 

way, these Twitter users are inviting Black Twitter to help them construct an apparatus of 

judgement. Having a somewhat certified seal on this film that it is “authentically” Black, it 

should be expected that Black audience members will go see the movie and leave believing that 

the film is “so Black” or so important; similar reactions as @rgay’s and @MartyBoi91’s are 

expected. But these Twitter users are not there. Instead, Twitter users who are clued into Black 

Twitter witnessing discourse building that talks about the movie with dissatisfaction. The bottom 

line is that these Twitter users are creating discourse about the film that does more than just 

discuss the “authentic” Black vernacular of the film, they communicate distaste for the film and 

invite others to deliberate with them. 

  Twitter users who are witnessing this discourse may be confused why some people are 

centering how Black the film is and others are communicating they may not like the film. Twitter 

users who mark the end of the film as a point of contention fill in the gaps for folks who are 

watching this discourse develop but have not seen the film yet. @starsoboujeee tweeted, “I’m 

late but the ending of Queen and Slim hurt my little feelings       ” on December 27, 2019. The 

use of the word late here is interesting because it implies that a month after the film’s release, 

@starsoboujee believes that they are late to add their two cents or late to participate in the 

discourse. Framing their reaction as “late” indicates that there is a conversation happening that 

they are now participating in. Other Twitter users also add to the conversation regarding the 

narrative end. @michaeleleyjr. Tweeted on December 28, 2019, “Queen and Slim DID NOT 
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have to end LIKE THAT               .” @JamyiaLee tweeted “queen and slim was too good but the 

end pissed me off some serious” on December 28, 2019. Similarly, @stubbo242 tweeted “That 

ending of Queen and Slim got me like....” on December 28, 2019: 

  

Identifying and naming the narrative end as a direct source of frustration with the film indicates 

that it’s the violent death of Queen and Slim that makes the film so upsetting. Discourse 

surrounding the narrative end needs to be examined through the language of spectacular 

consumption. The Other-ing of Queen and Slim as Black people living in Black bodies that are 

subject to very public violence (both in the film and for audience viewers) is a moment of 

spectacle. Audience members being invited by the filmmakers to consume the spectacle is 

interpreted, at best, as exploitation and, at worst, as the betrayal Black audience members. 

Twitter users who explicitly mark the end of the film as a point of contention are building a case 

for spectacular consumption precisely because the end of the film is so violent. However, Twitter 

users in this time period (both those who are tweeting about the film as a whole in vague terms, 
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and those who are explicitly tweeting about the film’s ending) do not yet have the language of 

spectacular consumption; they are able to articulate their frustration and maybe even indicate that 

the end of the movie is a point of contention, but they are not able to link what they have 

witnessed to the act of consuming spectacle.  

This initial group of Twitter users’ responses to the spectacle in vague terms (either about 

the film as a whole or the end), coupled with the appeal of the Black vernacular (an 

“authentically” Black voice) may have an effect that they did not intend, which is to draw more 

viewers to the film, and thereby subject more Black audience members to the act of spectacular 

consumption. Carver Wallace’s review of the film, which was discussed in chapter one is also a 

clear example of this. Again, he writes: 

I would say the film unfolded before us, but by the time it was over, it felt more accurate 

to say it had happened to us. We had no defense against its onslaught of fear, pain, hope, 

love, tragedy… I felt the same way I had while submitting to illness: unable to keep a 

grip on the arbitrary state of normalcy, of not being in tears all the time. (2019, par. 8) 

Wallace positions himself as a victim of spectacular consumption, but because he is teasing out 

spectacle from the presentation of an “authentically” Black voice, fear, pain, and tragedy are 

coupled with love and hope. In other words, Wallace and the Twitter users discussed thus far, are 

not able to fully parse out their being subjected to spectacle from all of the love and beauty of the 

film (the “authentically” Black voice). In this initial period of viewing the film, context and 

evolution in the discourse have not yet allowed Black Twitter users to name the exploitation of 

Black trauma as spectacular consumption. Key contextual developments over the next year 

(since this first category) are needed to move this conversation forward. Publicly discussing their 

reactions to the film without explicitly disclosing what about the film is unsettling or disturbing 
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invites others to go see the film. Without intending to, Wallace and these Twitter users have 

invited others (of any race) to consume the spectacle. The key takeaway here is that participants 

in Black Twitter know that there is something off (spectacular consumption), but they do not yet 

have the argumentative vocabulary to say what it is about the film that they are taking issue with. 

However, because they do know that this has been sold as an “authentically” Black film, they, 

perhaps, believe that it is their responsibility not to condemn the film and to continue to circulate 

it in the discourse so that other Black folks will go see this “authentically” Black film.  

One twitter user is able to identify and articulate the spectacular consumption in the film 

and demand that “authentic” Black voice not be co-opted for the use of spectacle. @jab_poet, 

tweeted a thread on December 29, 2019, that expressed strong feelings of displeasure toward the 

film in direct terms. The thread is as follows: 

1. I wish @LenaWaithe could explain in what “reality” it makes sense that a black child 

would be enraged enough to shoot & kill a police officer? Having come of age in the Bay 

Area Pre, During, and Post BLM, that scene didn’t reflect the times. It did reflect the 

white gaze tho. 

2. And it’s even sadder because as a black masculine of center person, I want to see a 

reflection of myself in Hollywood winning. That there is space for us there to create 

nuance and work that represents our lives experience. Queen and Slim just wasn’t it. That 

was IRRESPONSIBLE. 

3. @LenaWaithe I am left to question our imagination & whether it’s reached the end of a 

particular rope. Whether the images we hold of ourselves can’t exist outside the lynching 

tree. We must be alive. There are black ppl in the future. Let’s not give in to a trauma 

narr. for gain. 
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4. @LenaWaithe to suggest that this was a “black film outside the white gaze” is dishonest. 

Black folks had to sit w white folks in the same theatre and hear them giggle, watch them 

watch us die. How do you give us that & ask for our loyalty, our understanding after that? 

5. @LenaWaithe we are sincerely owed more. Especially from you. What responsibility that 

comes w your intersections, ones that I share. Ones that render my body political whether 

I like it or not. Ones that drive me to tell the truth, or get as close as I can. 

@jab_poet’s tweet thread is one of the earliest iterations of tweets that voices hurt pointed 

directly at Lena Waithe. There are a few things that I want to draw attention to in this thread. 

First, @jab_poet centers Junior’s storyline in the film as the point of contention and links that 

specific scene to the white gaze. Second, @jab_poet acknowledges that this is a film that is 

meant to be representative of “our [Black] experience.” This means that as a Black audience 

member, this Twitter user not only picks up on the Black vernacular, but also recognizes that this 

film is meant to purport an “authentic” Black voice. Third, @jab_poet suggests that the 

authenticity of Black voice should be held to particular standards, and the filmmakers in general, 

and Lena Waithe in particular not only fell short of those standards but failed in their 

responsibility to Black folks by reifying the “white gaze.” As I wrote in chapter two, Watts 

(1997) says that spectacle is spectacle because, “consumers love to talk about hating to eat 

[spectacle], and since the intensity of the pleasure of perverse consumption is directly related to 

our gross diet, we want nastier stuff to digest. Indeed, America can’t seem to get enough of this 

commercial indigestion because somehow we all sense that there is an essential void we need to 

fill” (p. 48). Other Twitter users and Carver Wallace are not able to identify what makes Queen 

and Slim “gross” so they talk about it online (Wallace’s review and Black Twitter). They invite 

others in the discourse to help them make sense of what they have witnessed, but @jab_poet is 
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able to directly identify what it is that is “gross” about this film and says in very clear terms that 

more is expected. Reviewing Du Bois’ argument, Watts writes what @jab_poet is able to 

identify in their Twitter thread: 

the typical American suffers from a sort of pathology brought on by an infatuation with 

the ‘tawdry and flamboyant,’ an utterly materialistic craving that ‘maddens humanity.’ 

But if Americans are generally spiritually corrupted, Black folk, ‘pushed aside as we 

have been in America,’ have the capacity to make available a kind of cure to American 

society. (Watts, 2001a, p. 188) 

@jab_poet rejects the ‘tawdry and flamboyant’ where they believe the filmmakers have not. 

They are miles ahead of other Twitter users in terms of where the discourse is headed. Their 

ability to view the film through a lens of spectacular consumption allows other Twitter users who 

are interacting with them to reject seeing the film to witness an “authentic” Black voice that slips 

into spectacular consumption. Certainly each category of Twitter user in this first time frame 

evolved the discourse surrounding the film on Black Twitter, but @jab_poet’s positioning of the 

film is the destination that the discourse eventually heads toward: identifying the exploitation of 

“authentic” Black voice, seeing that exploitation as a form of betrayal on the part of the 

filmmakers, and staunchly arguing that Black audience members do not need to witness their 

own collective trauma through film and are deserving of more. 

April to July 2020 

  Now I turn my attention to the second time period of analyzed tweets. Tweets about 

Queen and Slim circulated between the months of April and July 2020 represent a vast shift in 

the context. Throughout this section, I demonstrate how the shift in context subtly changed the 

way Black Twitter interacted with the film. In this first set of tweets (a month into the film’s 
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release), Twitter users were hesitant to see the film through a lens of spectacular consumption. In 

this set of tweets, Twitter users grapple more easily with seeing the film through this lens. The 

result is that they discuss the film in similar ways as users in the first time period—referencing 

the end of the film or talking about the film overall vaguely—but they do so in a more decisive 

way. Their discourse becomes the stepping block for Black Twitter’s discourse to develop a new 

logic of judgement: one that rejects Black films and filmmakers who exploit Black pain and 

trauma. In this section, I trace how the discourse in the April to July 2020 time period is liminal 

in the way that it stands between the discourse of the other two time periods. I do so by 

presenting how the discourse has evolved from the November 30 to December 30, 2019 

category, and framing an argument for the trajectory of this same discourse into the last time 

period (a year after the film’s release to March 2021). Finally, I speak extensively to how the 

context of the summer of 2020 is central to seeing the discourse change. 

  Queen and Slim was created within a particular context (the growing Black Lives Matter 

movement and some of the popular culture phenomena explored in chapter one of this text). 

Tweets from the first month of the film’s release should be read within that context. However, 

the summer of 2020 redefined the way people were engaging with the ways Black folks 

experience violence in day to day life; this context is much more tense and much more 

demanding of change than the first. It is important to consider the heightened trauma that Black 

people were experiencing in the United States with the coagulation of a global pandemic, the 

very public killing of three Black folks (Breonna Taylor, Ahmaud Arbery, and George Floyd), 

and the movement of Black Lives Matter protests across the country. It is impossible to ignore 

this context when considering these tweets. McGee argues: 
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If you can account for the sources of discourse, but have difficulty understanding the 

cultural milieu in which it was socially and politically significant, you reduce the 

communicative event to a simple stimulus-response mechanism wherein discourse is said 

to have discrete and independent effects on history. (1990, p. 283) 

Reading and interpreting these tweets from outside of the context of the summer of 2020 would 

be a misstep that does not take into account how Twitter users may have viewed the movie in an 

entirely different light as a result of how tragic the events of the summer were. I include this 

historical reference point here to hold space for this context in my own viewing of these tweets 

and for future readers who may not remember how heavy that summer was. 

  One thing that has remained across the first and second time period is that Twitter users 

are still approaching Queen and Slim as an important and “authentically” Black film. Much of 

the way this is communicated in the tweets is through a conversational or dialogic engagement 

with other Twitter users. In the previous section, @starsoboujee’s use of the word “late” in their 

tweet, “I’m late but the ending of Queen and Slim hurt my little feelings       ” is an example of 

this (2020). The same conversational tone is extended in this time period. On July 29, 2020, 

@Yea_itsmethough asked their Twitter followers, “Still haven’t seen queen and slim —- should 

I not?” They were met with mixed responses. @mitsosismoses responded by saying, “yeah. it’s a 

movie you only need to watch once” (2020). But @1iving2d3ath responded with “Probably not 

worth it, but go for it!” which is unlike @VEERVISION, who just said, “You should” (2020; 

2020). Having so many people weigh in and provide their opinion of the film is something that 

was not accessible a month into the film’s release but is clearly accessible here. However, 

Twitter users responding with differing opinions on the need to watch the film is indicative of 

how a logic of judgement has not fully formed yet. Twitter users beyond @Yea_itsmethough’s 
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thread also demonstrate the malleability of the logic of judgement in the summer of 2020. 

@Senciouslyon tweeted on July 17, 2020: “So much just watched a 2:12:23 movie (Queen and 

Slim). I'm here asking myself ‘so what is the essence of this movie now?         ’.” Their tweet is 

reminiscent of @shanaa_ev’s tweet (“I need someone to help me debrief. Because I did NOT 

think it was good         .”). What is communicated in these tweets is that Black Twitter is still 

engaging with the film as an important text of “authentic” Black voice, but their jury is still out 

on how to respond to the film. The context of the summer has not yet acted as a catalyst for the 

logic of judgement in this time period, but it will by the time the film celebrates its first 

anniversary. 

Similar to the first time period, many Twitter users referenced the end of the film as a 

point of contention. Because the end of the film presents incredible violence and recalls Black 

trauma, it might be the case that more Twitter users referring to the end of the film in their 

tweets, is indicative of the ways Black Twitter’s discourse is inching closer to a lens that can see 

the film through spectacular consumption. @mydadfailedme tweeted, “why did queen and slim 

end like that” (2020). On July 16, 2020, @XolaNjengele tweeted, “Sometimes I think I’m okay, 

until I think about the ending to Queen and Slim                                  my heart was in pieces!” with 

these images: 
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@Jermaine_kiing tweeted on July 8, 2020, “we really deserved a better ending to queen and 

slim.” This Twitter users’ comment that we (Black folks) deserved a better ending to Queen and 

Slim, not only reiterates a theme of Black audience members deserving more than a story that 

subjects them to their own trauma, it sets up a standard for what is expected from films that offer 

up a Black vernacular. @Jermain_kiing’s tweet is one of many pivotal tweets. The tweet is 

decisive in its language and it opens up space for standards to be set. Their tweet can be read as a 

question to Black Twitter: what do we (Black folks) deserve instead at the end of this film? 

Answering this question by comparing Queen and Slim to other films that employ an 

“authentically” Black voice is a pivotal development in the discourse. 

Comparing the film to other “authentically” Black films gives Twitter users the ability to 

parse out the Black vernacular of Queen and Slim from what they will eventually come to see as 

the act of consuming spectacle. For instance, on July 12, 2020, @D0MXNXQUE tweeted, “The 

most fucked up part of "Get Out" wasn't even the abductions or creepy shit. It was when the cop 
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car showed up and LITERALLY every Black person in the theater was like "Shit" or "Aww 

man!" or gasped. That was the tell.” @ThatsHellaRaven responded to their tweet, writing, 

“Which is why queen and slim sucked       .” (2020). @ThatsHellaRaven’s tweets is one of the 

first tweets to directly compare Queen and Slim to another Black film. The juxtaposition of these 

two films in particular creates space for the public/counterpublic of Black Twitter to further 

contend what standards Black films will be held to so that judgement can be passed on whether a 

Black film is worthy of attention from Black audience members. The shift in the discourse 

occurring is Black Twitter’s aptitude to parse out a Black vernacular from Black trauma. A few 

twitter users begin this work. On July 29, 2020, @Worth1000Nerds, tweeted, “the music from 

queen and slim vs the plot/writing of queen and slim” with these two photos: 

  

Additionally, @villeprxncess tweeted, “the soundtrack for Queen and Slim was lowkey better 

than the actual movie” (2020). @marcussw_ takes note of the dichotomization of joy and pain, 

“that feeling of watching queen and slim with black people in a movie theater... is SUCH an 

undeniable feeling of joy and pain” (2020). What these tweets suggest is that part of what makes 

the movie painful or frustrating to Black Twitter is that it had promise of being a Black film 

(steeped in the Black vernacular) but was betrayed by the narrative plot which centered Black 

trauma. Tweets that connect the film’s “authentic” Black voice to their judgement that the movie 
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is bad or that the plot is not as good as the vernacular re-up discourse regarding what is required 

of a Black film.  

Though the logic of judgement has not shifted, Twitter users are moving closer to 

associating the film with the act of consuming spectacle. Twitter users in the summer of 2020 are 

much more decisive in calling the movie bad than Twitter users were a month into the film’s 

release. On July 5, 2020, @nalmarrriii tweeted “What is he watching?” with the following 

picture: 

 

Twitter user @Rios_ quote tweeted this tweet on July 5, 2020 and added, “Queen and Slim” 

which suggests that @Rios_ believes the film is trash (bad). Similarly, on July 26, 2020 

@HoneyTaughtEm tweeted, “When does Uncut Gems start getting good?? Because I’m 

confused & it’s been 15 minutes        ” and Twitter user @Jaydeandre quote tweeted, adding, “It 

doesn’t. Worst movie I’ve ever seen in my life...and I watched queen and slim…” The 
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enthymematic argument being made here is that @Jaydeandre believes Queen and Slim should 

be categorized with one of the worst movies they have ever seen. On July 16, 2020, 

@MAKEitRAYNE tweeted, “unpopular opinion: Queen and Slim is a not a good movie”: 

 

No longer are Twitter users in the space of Black Twitter tweeting their vague reactions to the 

film, they are explicitly saying that they think the movie is bad. However, tweets like 

@MAKEitRAYNE’s demonstrate the malleability of the logic of judgement. 

@MAKEitRAYNE’S decision to categorize their tweet as “unpopular” with a photo of Marge 

Simpson hiding her face could perhaps mean that this Twitter user is not sure if they’re allowed 

to say that they think the film is bad. Queen and Slim is an “authentically” Black film, and up to 

this point it would be unpopular to say that an “authentically” Black film is bad. Yet Twitter 

users are starting to make this exact claim. 
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  Thus far I have attended to the ways that Black Twitter continues to approach Queen and 

Slim as an “authentically” Black film. With this I have discussed how the logic of judgement is 

made more malleable as Twitter users grow more comfortable saying that they think that the 

movie is bad rather than tweeting vague reactions to the film—as was seen in the first time 

period. The explicit signal to the end of the film as a point of contention persists in the discourse 

across both time periods. This indicates how grappling with the violence of that scene in 

particular is a central part to this discourse. What this indicates is that Black Twitter is holding 

this moment of spectacle as one of the most prominent points of contention. It is clear that the 

discourse is slowly shifting as Twitter users sit longer with the end of the film. My assumption in 

analyzing these tweets was that the context of the summer of 2020 would play a pivotal role in 

how Twitter users were engaging with the film. Twitter users may not be watching and tweeting 

about the film in overtly different ways than others were a month into the film's release, but a 

degree of difference is seen in the tweets and this degree of difference should be attributed to the 

change in context. The discourse occurring on Black Twitter in this time period is truly liminal in 

the way that it represents a transition from the first time period to the third (a year after the film’s 

release). In this first time period, Twitter users were hesitant to view the film through the lens of 

spectacular consumption. Twitter users in the summer of 2020 were still hesitant to do so, but 

their overt categorization of the film as bad, “trash,” or the complete separation of the film from 

its “authentic” Black vernacular are indicative of the ways these Twitter users are growing more 

comfortable rejecting the spectacle of the film. The liminal discourse occurring here is 

illustrating just how malleable to the logic of judgement is. A year into the film’s release the 

logic of judgement is much less malleable and exemplifies the logical conclusion that the 

discourse has reached. 
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November 30, 2020 to March 2021 

  Similar to the first two time periods, Twitter users in the third time period (November 30, 

2020 to March, 2021) talk about their frustration with the film’s ending, feeling a sense of 

betrayal at the promise of the Black vernacular in juxtaposition with the narrative plot points, and 

being left with a general feeling that asks, “what’s the point of films like these?” On top of this, 

Twitter users in this period are very clear about their dislike for the film, and attribute that dislike 

to a general dislike of all things Lena Waithe creates. In terms of context, this third time period is 

important to look at because of the way that the context of the summer of 2020 shifted the 

discourse on Twitter surrounding the film. In the previous section, I outlined how Black Twitter 

became clearer in rating the film as bad. I argue that the decisiveness of this judgement was only 

made possible because of the pervasiveness of violence against Black people being circulated in 

media. The result is Black Twitter users more readily identify that they can reject a film that puts 

forth an “authentic” Black voice if that film also forces Black audience members to witness their 

own trauma. A year after the film’s release, Twitter users are much more comfortable seeing the 

film through a lens of spectacular consumption and have developed a logic of judgement that 

rejects films and filmmakers who sell a film as “authentically” Black when that same film 

includes exploitation of Black trauma and pain. In this section I demonstrate how the discourse 

on Twitter has reached this particular conclusion by first describing how the context has changed 

since the summer of 2020, then discussing how that change has made a logic of judgement less 

malleable. Finally, I discuss how Black Twitter’s logic of judgement has come to include a lens 

that sees where spectacular consumption is occurring. Throughout this section I argue that Black 

Twitter has made Queen and Slim the poster child for “authentically” Black films that Twitter 
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users will no longer see precisely because the spectacle is so traumatizing. This discourse is a 

clear continuation of the dialogue between Locke and Du Bois nearly one hundred years earlier. 

In regard to this third time period, I want to draw attention to one new thing that has 

entered the context surrounding the film and tweets about the film a year after its release. In mid-

March of 2021, Amazon Prime released a trailer for a new project set to release April 9th called 

“Them.” Hersko (2021) describes the basic premise of the series in the following terms: 

“Them” is a limited anthology series that explores terror in America. The first season, 

subtitled “Covenant,” centers on a Black family in the 1950s who moves from North 

Carolina to an all-white Los Angeles neighborhood during the period known as The 

Great Migration. The family’s idyllic home becomes ground zero where malevolent 

forces — next-door and otherworldly — threaten to taunt, ravage and destroy them. 

(para. 2) 

From the trailer, audiences gather that the aforementioned “malevolent forces” are violent white 

supremacist neighbors and some kind of “otherworldly” boogeyman who appears to be a white 

man dressed up in a minstrel, Black face, terrorizing caricature. The trailer is haunting and 

unsettling; not in a way that paints an unknown horror, but in a way that recalls the very real 

terror and horror of America’s racial past and present—it is painful to watch. Lena Waithe serves 

as an executive producer on the show. This television series along with allegations of sexual 

misconduct against Jason Mitchell from “The Chi” co-star Tiffany Boone created the perfect 

storm for Black Twitter to denounce Queen and Slim, and Lena Waithe along with it. In mid-

February 2021, Tiffany Boone discussed her 2018 exit from Amazon Prime series “The Chi” 

(Real, 2021). For many Black Twitter users, buzz around “Them” in combination with 
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allegations coming out of “The Chi” were the last straw. It is impossible to read tweets from this 

third time period without noting this change in the context they are tweeted in. 

  A year after the film’s release, Twitter users explicitly state how disturbing it is to see 

Waithe’s name attached to a number of projects that center Black trauma. On March 22, 2021 

@officialsadgyal tweeted, “I saw Lena Waithe attached to this and just knew I wasn’t gonna like 

it. Black trauma is shopped around so much that it’s sickening to watch,” and @bi_katara 

tweeted, “since we’re on the subject of lena waithe, i would like to say that queen and slim was 

extremely traumatizing.” On March 24, 2021, @honorysol tweeted, “Lena just documents the 

trauma we experience as Black people, that’s why it’s not enjoyable. Literally I left Queen & 

Slim and someone in front of me was like ‘I really just could’ve watched CNN for free.’” 

Additionally, @iAmCEMJ tweeted on March 25, 2021, “Queen and Slim was trauma porn, bad 

writing and stupid ending. Why tf did I think they was gone make it to Cuba.” So many Black 

Twitter users across each time period signaled the end of the movie in their tweets. This Twitter 

user explicitly links the end of the film to what they call “trauma porn.” Reading these tweets 

through the lens of spectacular consumption, it is easy to see how folks participating in Black 

Twitter are making the leap into Black trauma being sold as spectacle. 

Another film set to release on Netflix on April 9th has Joey Bada$$ playing a Black 

character that lives a groundhog type of day where every day, over and over again he is 

brutalized by white police officers outside of his building and eventually murdered before he 

wakes up to the same day again. This project is not attached to Waithe, but that does not stop 

Twitter users from associating this film with her through Queen and Slim. One Twitter user 

commented on the Netflix original set to release on April 9th, saying simply, “Come on now” 

(@caitlindenisee, 2021). Twitter user @KKanese responded to their tweet adding, “The only 
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reason I will be watching it is bc I love Joey Bada$$. But I’m tired of these Black trauma 

movies. After Queen and Slim I was DONE” (2021). These tweets suggest that Black Twitter is 

creating a new category for films like Queen and Slim: “Black trauma movies.” The 

popularization and circulation of “Black trauma movies” is permanently attached to Queen and 

Slim. It is not necessary to uncover whether or not Black Twitter believes this is the first film to 

center Black trauma with an “authentic” Black voice, because it is clear that Queen and Slim is 

one of the first movies that comes to mind when Black Twitter users think of the new genre 

“Black trauma movies.” What this suggests is that the Black vernacular or “authentic” Black 

voice is not enough to salvage the violence and trauma of the film. 

In my first analysis chapter, I argued that the pivotal scene of the film where the 

dichotomy of Beauty and Propaganda starts to break down is at the narrative middle where the 

audience witnesses Junior kill a Black police officer at a protest while Queen and Slim have sex 

in their car. Here I need to point out again that this is the exact scene that @jab_poet began with 

in her tweet reacting to the film (“I wish @LenaWaithe could explain in what “reality” it makes 

sense that a black child would be enraged enough to shoot & kill a police officer?” [2020]). 

@jab_poet calls Waithe to account for this scene, and they are not alone. @JessLiLucifer 

responded to a tweet on March 24, 2021 with, “That queen and slim shit pissed me off the 

minute that little boy killed the cop. Done with that girl.” On March 22, 2021, @brownxloud 

tweeted, “lena waithe deserves jail i don't make the rules.” This tweet should be read in context 

with growing discourse about Lena Waithe’s name being attached to several projects that depict 

Black trauma. @cagedbirdfly quote tweeted @brownxloud’s original tweet and added, “I will 

never forgive her for the sex scene in Queen and Slim” (2021). Both sides of this dichotomized 

scene (Junior and the explicit sex scene between Queen and Slim) are questioned by Black 
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Twitter and their questioning is a function of Black Twitter’s ability to clearly articulate the 

film’s cross into spectacular consumption. This is the exact scene where the film shifts and 

“Otherness” no longer privileges the Black vernacular as the primary gaze, but instead privileges 

a hegemonic white gaze. Violence against Black folks and their bodies becomes nonsensical at 

this point in the film and Black audience members are left to wonder what the point of all of this 

is (which has been demonstrated in the tweets across the three different time periods). Only the 

ending can take the film in a different direction. However, even in the relief of the narrative end 

of the film, there is no relief. Queen and Slim are brutally murdered and trauma (Propaganda) is 

centered, which is why so many Black Twitter users emphatically point to the end of the film as 

the object of their frustration. The final breakdown of the Beauty and Propaganda 

dichotomization in privileging Propaganda ostracizes and betrays Black audience members who 

came to see the movie to participate in the vernacular and consume the “authentic Black voice—

not to sign up for further trauma. 

  Nearly one hundred years ago, Locke and Du Bois engaged in a debate about the function 

and parameters of “authentic” Black voice. What Black audiences see in Queen and Slim is a fair 

attempt at putting forth an “authentic” Black voice. The Black vernacular is present and Black 

audience members are picking up on it (demonstrated in each time period). However, as the 

discourse surrounding the film evolved with the context of each time period, Black Twitter 

participants found themselves more assertively condemning the film for falling into the slippery 

constraints of spectacular consumption. What started as vague reactions of ill feelings toward the 

film in the first time period, quickly turned into condemning the film in the second time period in 

the context of the summer of 2020. By the time that context had space and room to develop 

more, Black audience members were able to contextualize and verbalize, through Black Twitter 
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how the film exploits “authentic” Black voice and betrays Black audience members. Waithe and 

Matsoukas, the filmmakers behind Queen and Slim, ended up in the trap that Locke feared they 

might by employing race as a means of Propaganda. The filmmakers have entrapped the very 

image they were trying to liberate that of the Black body being violently brutalized and killed by 

a white supremacist police state. 

Black Twitter and the Public Sphere 

  In this chapter, I have outlined the evolving discourse within Black Twitter regarding 

Queen and Slim. As I have done so, I have made gentle nods to the way that this discourse has 

evolved within the milieu of Black Twitter as a type of counterpublic/public. In this section, I 

argue that Black Twitter’s ability to function as a type of counterpublic is illustrated in how the 

discourse on Twitter evolves to challenge the notion of Black trauma being used as a narrative 

tool in Black films. To make this argument, I first return briefly to how I am defining a 

counterpublic. As a counterpublic, Black Twitter makes uniform fragmented Black identities, 

circulates counterideologies, and happens within the purview of the mainstream (white) gaze, but 

is unconcerned with that gaze. These three defining features separate Black Twitter as a type of 

counterpublic rather than as a public sphere. I explore each in this section through the tweets 

already highlighted in this chapter. 

  The themes covered in this analysis chapter, through three different categories, and across 

at least thirty-six different Twitter users’ profiles demonstrates how Black Twitter unifies 

individuals with fragmented identities. Each of these thirty-six different Twitter users have at 

least one thing in common in terms of shared identity and that is of being Black. Aside from this, 

there is little to no overlap revealed through their Twitter profiles. Dawson (1994) imagined a 

unified Black agenda that is contended for, solidified, and situated from within a Black 
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counterpublic. For Dawson a unified Black agenda would cover over disparate understandings of 

identity-based agendas and would unify under the construct of organizational leadership 

(political, social, and economic). Surely, Dawson did not have Black films or Black Twitter in 

mind when he imagined a common Black agenda, and yet Black Twitter users are currently 

coming under one common vision (Black films that do not center Black trauma) as a result of 

their discourse on the social media app. Black Twitter is not achieving the kind of material gains 

that are commonly associated with counterpublics, but it is creating dialogue around what is 

expected of Black art. In this way, Black Twitter users are being unified under a common 

agenda. 

  In addition to unifying disparate Black identities, Black Twitter is circulating a 

counterideology about Black art/films. As was demonstrated in the first two time periods 

(November 30, 2019 to December 30, 2019 and April to July, 2021), Twitter users participating 

in Black Twitter held the common belief or ideology that Queen and Slim might be necessary 

viewing (e.g. Twitter users commenting on being late to see the movie, or the fact that they still 

have not seen the movie: “Still haven’t seen queen and slim —- should I not?” 

[@Yea_itsmethough, 2020]). The dominant ideology, which is a relic of internalized white 

supremacy within the Black community, is that Black audience members need to recognize and 

support any film that is rooted in an “authentic” Black voice (e.g. “What I loved so much about 

Queen and Slim, Moonlight, If Beale Street Could Talk, Black Panther, etc. is they were written 

for black people by black people. I’d love more Latino movies to get a big release as well. 

Stoked to see In The Heights.” [@MartyBoi91, 2019]). A counterideology rejects the notion that 

every film created with an “authentic” Black voice is created for Black people. Black Twitter’s 

discourse about Queen and Slim arrives at a place where they are able to firmly say that Black 
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folks no longer want to consume movies that center Black trauma. Within the counterpublic, 

Black Twitter’s discourse was able to reject the dominant ideology and affirm a counterideology. 

  Perhaps what is most interesting about the tweets circulating on Black Twitter is that they 

happen within the dominant (white) logic of Twitter as a whole, but they are unconcerned with 

that logic. Black folks on Black Twitter tweet for other Black folks. Brock (2012) argues that 

Black Twitter’s discourse dominates what is trending and allows outsiders to take a look at the 

discourse circulating on Black Twitter. It is also Brock that argues that this discourse is 

“unconcerned with the mainstream gaze” (p. 534). Notably, all of Twitter had access to the 

dialogue surrounding Queen and Slim happening on Black Twitter. But mainstream Twitter may 

not have had the context to be able to interpret these tweets. For one, they may have never seen 

or heard of Queen and Slim. Additionally, even if they had, the film and the discourse 

surrounding it may have never trended on Twitter. This points to how niche and particular this 

discourse is to the community of Black Twitter. In this analysis chapter, I was able to trace an 

entire evolution of discourse about the film. What this suggests is that Black Twitter is having 

full blown conversations both within and outside of the dominant logic of mainstream Twitter. 

Not all of the topics of Black Twitter make the trending topics. But as Sicha (2009) notes, 

“White People Twitter” happens only in the daytime, but “Black People Twitter” is happening 

all the time (the names are Sicha’s). This discourse was able to evolve to a place of seeing the 

film through a lens of spectacular consumption precisely because the discourse surrounding the 

film is only one of many happening on Black Twitter. Black Twitter was not only processing this 

discourse, it was also processing the discourse of the shifting contexts (the summer of 2020, 

“Them” and “The Chi” allegations). Being able to have all of these conversations in tandem both 
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within and outside of the dominant logic illustrates how robust the discourse on Black Twitter is. 

Certainly, a counterideology is being circulated that is its own robust conversation. 

  Seeing all three of these things combined creates an ideological construction of Black 

Twitter as a type of counterpublic. It is this counterpublic that gave rise to the discourse and 

challenged my own understanding and viewing of the film. From Black Twitter, a rhetorical 

conversation is advanced in a way that, outside of the context of Black Twitter, it may not have 

been able to do so. Certainly, all of the historical/political contexts surrounding the film would 

have stayed the same, but publicly debating the film with other Twitter users allowed 

participants in Black Twitter to connect the historical/political context to sneaking suspicions 

that the film is exploitative of “authentic” Black voice. By tweeting about the film in vague 

ways, sharing memes and photos with reactions to the film, and inviting other Twitter users to 

deliberate with them about the film, Black Twitter has created and shaped the discourse around 

the film. Across the discourse a logic of judgement went from malleable to firmly constructed. 

Black Twitter has determined that they are done with films that employ an “authentically” Black 

voice to sell spectacle. This has very real implications for Black films and television shows when 

Twitter is one of the primary ways that Black audience members are attracted to Black media. 

Media creators like Matsoukas and Waithe who are trying to attract primarily Black audiences 

have to seek out this counterpublic to tap into the counterideology being circulated. If creators do 

not seek out the discourses of the audiences they are pandering to, they run the risk of further 

ostracizing the exact people they say they are creating for. New images and stories that employ 

an “authentically” Black voice without exploiting Blackness as “Other” or selling Blackness as 

spectacle are needed. An evolution in the discourse has necessitated an evolution in what images 

and stories are sold. The irony, however, is that the evolution traced is actually a very old 
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conversation. The dialogue between Locke and Du Bois over what constitutes an “authentically” 

Black voice and what is needed from Black art has merely taken on new meaning in the overly 

saturated media context of the twenty-first century. 

 What I demonstrate in this chapter is how the discourse surrounding the film evolves over 

time on Black Twitter. A month after the film’s release, twitter users did not yet feel comfortable 

viewing the film through the lens of spectacular consumption, though it was clear that many of 

them were not able to buy fully into the film’s presentation of “authentic” Black voice. The 

context of the summer of 2020 developed the lens of spectacular consumption a bit more, and by 

the time the discourse reached a year into the film’s release, the lens was completely present. A 

couple of key contextual developments in March of 2021 tipped the discourse over so that the 

lens was able to fully develop. The overarching argument in this chapter is that Black Twitter 

does function as a type of counterpublic. In the evolution of the discourse about the film, the 

counterpublic of Black Twitter has arrived at a fully formed logic of judgement that demands 

more from Black films than spectacular consumption. In the next chapter, I present my 

conclusions on this project which include the answers to my research questions.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

Conclusion 

The summer of 2020 represented an important cultural moment for the United States. The 

summer encouraged Black audience members to engage with Black texts in a way that troubled 

previous requirements for Black texts. In many ways, Queen and Slim utilizes topics of invention 

that are at the center of this important rhetorical conversation. I chose this text for this reason. 

This chapter focuses on my concluding thoughts on this project including the answers to the 

research questions. I begin by answering the three research questions that guided my analysis of 

Queen and Slim and Black Twitter’s response to the film. Next, I discuss some of the ways this 

analysis has elevated my own understanding of imagination and invention, and I invite the reader 

to consider these things as well. From there I discuss some of the limitations of this project and 

directions for future research along with them. Finally, I present my concluding thoughts.  

Research Questions 

Now I return to my research questions. First: 

RQ1:  How do the filmmakers construct and sell “authentic” Black voice in Queen and 

 Slim? 

There are two primary ways that Queen and Slim constructs an “authentic” Black voice. 

The first is through the piecing together and selling of the Black vernacular. Two key concepts 

go into the act of creating and giving voice to the Black vernacular in the film: cultural 

syncretism and pastiche. The filmmakers' choices to recreate a narrative of police brutality 

against Black folks and make the film with as many Black creators as possible are the primary 

ways that cultural syncretism is at work in the film. In the case of a violent altercation between a 

police officer and a Black person, it is often the Black person who walks away without a voice. 
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In this film, however, it is the white police officer who is silenced while the two Black 

protagonists walk away with their voices intact. If a white filmmaker were to tell this story, they 

could privilege a hegemonic narrative that centers whiteness. But in the case of Queen and Slim, 

having Black filmmakers matters in that Black characters, their stories, and their lives are 

privileged in the fight for who will keep their life following a violent altercation. In addition to 

this, the filmmakers' decision to feature as many Black creators as possible was a somewhat 

meta-creative way for them to tell a Black story on their own terms. In an interview for The 

Atlantic with Adrienne Green (2019), Matsoukas discussed what it means for her to create a 

Black film on her own terms: 

Black culture is the biggest commodity in the world. It’s shipped around the world, stolen 

from us, exploited, and then underappreciated. It was really important for me to showcase 

it in a beautiful light, to show that the true value of life is community, not what you have 

or what you own. (para. 2) 

Waithe’s marginalized identity as a Queer, Black woman in Hollywood and Matsoukas identity 

as a Black woman director in Hollywood makes both of them susceptible to having to bend to 

the whim of hegemonic structures at work in the industry. Waithe and Matsoukas’ insistence that 

they be able to create the film exactly as they want to “showcase [Black culture’ in a beautiful 

light” was a part of their rejection of the hegemonic structures that might take away from, 

commodify, or exploit Black culture.  

 In addition to cultural syncretism, the filmmakers' ability to use pastiche as a rhetorical 

tool in the film was key to how they formed and gave voice to Black vernacular. Pastiche is 

articulated through image, dialogue, and other forms of Black cultural expression in the film that 

signal to Black audience members that this is a Black film. At its most basic level, cultural 
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syncretism is all of the ways that the filmmakers take the basic structure of filmmaking and try to 

flip them on their head to make a film that centers Blackness and rejects hegemony. Pastiche is 

all of the ways that the film or product is infused with Black cultural expression. These two 

things go hand in hand to form a Black vernacular. The result is that the filmmakers are able to 

sell an “authentically” Black film, and Black audience members approach the film with the belief 

that they are watching an “authentically” Black film. The primary way that film seeks to 

construct “authentic” Black voices is by employing a Black vernacular.  

 Viewing these things on their own, I, and others who are attune to the work of 

“authentic” Black voice could walk away from the film and declare it an accurate representation 

of “authentic” Black voice based on the use of a Black vernacular. But the text is not that simple. 

The debate that occurred between Du Bois and Locke and was brought into the discipline of 

rhetorical criticism by Watts is an important lens to look further into the construction of 

“authentic” Black voice in the film precisely because the film and “authentic” Black voice are 

complex. What is illuminated in a second viewing of the film through the Du Boisean and 

Lockean debate are all of the narrative dichotomies that take place. Hope and trauma, and 

tenderness and violence are two of the dichotomies that are most salient in the film. What these 

dichotomies reveal is that the world of Black folks is both stunning and gut-wrenching. Dabbling 

into the use of “authentic” Black voice to try to explore these things through media is precarious 

business. Locke and Du Bois illustrated this so well in their popular debate. The tension is 

between Beauty and Propaganda. The central question being: how is art made that reveals the 

true Beauty of Black folks while also liberating Black (and white folks) from the bondage of 

racism and its dehumanizing, corrupt, and violent effects? If these dichotomies are done well, 

they have the potential to create a new image of Blackness and Black folks that achieves this 
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exact goal. The danger of handling these dichotomies poorly is that there is potential to reify the 

exact image that the creators are attempting to deconstruct. So, the point in all of this is that in 

Queen and Slim an “authentically” Black voice is being constructed through the use of Black 

vernacular and through narrative dichotomies. Both are foundational to the expression of the 

“authenticity” of this film. Whether or not audiences accept or see this voice as doing the work 

of liberation is better left for the next two research questions. Second: 

RQ2: What constitutes—if anything—the consumption of spectacle between the 

 audience and the film? 

A month into the film’s release, @jab_poet tweeted, “I wish @LenaWaithe could explain 

in what “reality” it makes sense that a black child would be enraged enough to shoot & kill a 

police officer?” (2019). Almost a year and a half after the film’s release, @brownxloud tweeted, 

“I will never forgive [Lena Waithe] for the sex scene in Queen and Slim” (2021). Both of these 

tweets are referring to a scene that is central to understanding the dichotomization of tenderness 

and violence in the film. It is this dichotomization that was handled poorly on the part of the 

filmmakers and led to the exploitation of “authentic” Black voice. Ultimately, the film elevates 

violence above tenderness and the dichotomy breaks down. Waithe’s words (“[Black culture is] 

shipped around the world, stolen from us, exploited, and then underappreciated”) are, ironically, 

the exact trap that she, and the other filmmakers working on the project fell into (Green, 2019, 

para. 2).  

The scene in question occurs at the narrative middle, or climax of the film. Junior, a 

teenage boy that Queen and Slim met while his dad—a mechanic—was repairing their car, is at a 

protest that falls into chaos. Queen and Slim have stopped their get-away journey to visit the 

gravesite of Queen’s mom. Queen is open and vulnerable in a way that, up until this point in the 
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film, the audience has not seen her. The connection between Queen and Slim in this scene leads 

them to have sex in the car that they are driving to Florida in. The tenderness of this scene is 

spliced with the violence of the protest Junior is participating in. By the end of the scene, Junior 

has fatally, and gruesomely shot a Black police officer, and Queen and Slim are undisturbed and 

preoccupied in their own juncture of connection and intimacy.  

This scene, along with the end of the film, betray the entire narrative and Black 

vernacular of the film. Once again, what is necessary for spectacle to occur is that “the materials 

of our experience are rearranged, so that natural impulse and use are subordinated to a 

choreographed audience 'aesthesis,’ the pleasure of witnessing: sight” (Farrell, 1989, p. 160). 

Given this, the consumption of spectacle necessitates making something “Other” so that the 

“Other” can be consumed as spectacle. In the case of this film, Blackness is made “Other” for 

consumption. So, when the filmmakers sell the film as “authentically” Black, they are 

advertising that the film is ripe for Blackness to become a spectacle. On its own, this is not 

necessarily a bad thing. Again, Austin (1994) writes, “there is nothing wrong with consciously 

connecting culture to consumption and production if the goal is to increase availability of 

employment among Blacks and the wealth controlled by Black institutions and firms” (p. 239). 

Based on the filmmakers' intent of employing as many Black creators as possible, it would seem 

that this is precisely what they were trying to do. It is easy to assume that their goal was to make 

an “authentically” Black film, but where this goal becomes precarious is in the narrative betrayal 

that occurs as Blackness is “Other-ed” to perpetuate and reify destructive images of Blackness.  

What is demonstrated in @jab_poet’s, @brownxloud’s, and so many other Twitter users’ tweets 

shared in chapter five, is that Black audience members are viewing these narrative moments as a 

betrayal. The Twitter users see the scene between Junior’s protest and Queen and Slim’s 
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intimacy as a moment of spectacle. They also see the end of the film as a moment of spectacle. 

Audience members who were once attracted to the film for all of the ways that it promoted an 

“authentically” Black voice, slowly come to see the film as forcing them to consume spectacle in 

a way that they are unwilling to. According to Watt’s depiction of Du Bois, Du Bois believes 

that:  

the typical American suffers from a sort of pathology brought on by an infatuation with 

the ‘tawdry and flamboyant,’ an utterly materialistic craving that ‘maddens humanity.’ 

But if Americans are generally spiritually corrupted, Black folk, ‘pushed aside as we 

have been in America,’ have the capacity to make available a kind of cure to American 

society. (Watts, 2001a, p. 188) 

These narrative moments of spectacle, where the audience is asked to participate in spectacular 

consumption do not represent all of the ways that Black folks “have the capacity to make 

available a kind of cure to American society.” According to Black Twitter, the filmmakers did a 

better job of doubling down on U.S. culture’s “pathology brought on by an infatuation with the 

‘tawdry and flamboyant’.” Spectacle is an essential characteristic of the film, and Black Twitter 

does the fascinating work of constructing the discourse around how the spectacle in the film will 

be viewed. Third: 

RQ3: What is the function of Black Twitter as a type of counterpublic to critique and 

 amplify Queen and Slim’s “authentic” Black voice? 

Black Twitter operates as a counterpublic through three distinct tenets necessary for a 

counterpublic. It makes uniform fragmented Black identities, circulates counterideologies, and 

happens within the purview of the mainstream (white) gaze, but is unconcerned with that gaze. 

In chapter five, I demonstrated how Black Twitter aligns with these tenets and therefore should 
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be thought of as a type of counterpublic. Central to this question though, is not Black Twitter’s 

standing as a counterpublic, but rather its amplification and critique of Queen and Slim’s 

“authentic” Black voice.  

How Black Twitter amplifies and critiques the “authentic” Black voice of the film is seen 

across the three different time periods presented in chapter five. The discourse presented in these 

three categories evolves from a place that amplifies the film to a place of critique. A month into 

the film’s release, Twitter users are vague in their reactions to the film and consensus is 

undetermined on how Black audience members should engage with the film. From this, it can be 

inferred that Black Twitter is uncomfortable rejecting the film a month into its release precisely 

because the film has been sold as “authentically” Black. The result is that Twitter users who are 

uncomfortable with the film unintentionally perpetuate the spectacular consumption taking place 

because it is not clear from their review of the film whether or not the film is successful in 

portraying the “authentic” Black voice it purports to sell. Slowly this discourse grows more 

critical as Twitter users become more comfortable viewing the film through a lens of spectacular 

consumption. The context of the summer of 2020 was key to the development of this discourse. 

While tweets in this time period do not outrightly reflect a rejection of the film, Twitter users are 

more comfortable expressing that they think the film is bad than Twitter users were a month after 

the film’s release. Tweets sent in the summer of 2020 are liminal in nature; they create space for 

Black Twitter to slow down on amplifying the film and move toward seeing the film through a 

more critical lens. The final straw—as the old adage goes—came in March of 2021 when sexual 

misconduct allegations coagulated with Waithe’s name being attached to a new Amazon Prime 

project, “Them.” In its current iteration, Black Twitter is able to be forthcoming in critiquing the 

ways that Queen and Slim sells “authentic” Black voice. @KKanese tweeted in March of 2021, 
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“.... I’m tired of these Black trauma movies. After Queen and Slim I was DONE.” Twitter users 

participating in Black Twitter see Queen and Slim as the poster child of Black trauma films. The 

discourse happening on Black Twitter evolves over time and arrives at this conclusion. In this 

way, Black Twitter is forming and circulating counterideologies about what they will and will 

not tolerate from films that employ “authentic” Black voice.  

Blackness and the Role of Imagination and Invention 

As I worked through and, ultimately, arrived at the answers to these research questions, I 

kept returning to similar questions as those posed by Twitter users participating in Black Twitter. 

They ask questions like, “why did queen and slim end like that,” and “…. ‘so what is the essence 

of this movie now?         ’ (@mydadfailedme, 2020; @Senciouslyon, 2020). There is a popular 

meme from “Love & Hip Hop: New York” where Cardi B asks over and over again, “BUT WAS 

THE REASON?” As I consider Queen and Slim and view it through the lenses of “authentic” 

Black voice and spectacular consumption, and as I process through the discourse present on 

Black Twitter surrounding the film, my only reaction has been this exact meme. I am left to ask 

myself, and I suppose the filmmakers, what was the reason for this film? I think the filmmakers 

set out to make an “authentically” Black film that fell short in some particular crucial ways. The 

scene that involves Junior’s protest and the end of the film are nonsensical. In the wake of my 

analysis, I have thought frequently about imagination.  

In terms of rhetoric, it is the site of invention that is left wanting when Black films are 

created. Conducting this analysis of Queen and Slim has made me painfully aware of all of the 

ways Black films reify poor images of Black folks. The logical conclusion that I have reached is 

one of a problem of imagination or invention. As a Black audience member and rhetorical critic, 

I want to consume Black media that balances Beauty and Propaganda well. I want my mind to be 
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saturated with images of Black folks who are liberated. I understand that U.S. society does not 

make these kinds of stories a reality in our modern context, but I want to imagine a possible 

world where this is the case. Throughout this analysis I have cultivated a yearning desire to see 

the ordinary, beautiful humanity of Black folks on screen. Not Black folks as “Other,” but rather 

Black folks as authentically Black—that is as occupying a true humanity. Black folks get to be 

Black and be human, and they should be able to create stories that reify this truth. I understand 

that this is much more complex than my simplistic and idealistic understanding, but I am trying 

to create space for myself and for other Black folks to consider how our imaginations are 

connected to the process of invention and what is available to us as we are creating texts. Some 

films that I think are doing this well include Sylvie’s Love (Ashe, 2020), The 40-Year-Old 

Version (Blank, 2020), The Photograph (Meghie, 2020),  A Wrinkle Time (DuVernay, 2018), and 

Moonlight (Jenkins, 2016). These films all portray Black characters at the narrative center 

without exploiting Black pain or Black trauma. They shape a collective imagination that regards 

Black people as Black, but also sees that identity not as a space of pain, but as a space of 

ordinary humanity and also of possibility. More films that continue on with the work of 

cultivating our imaginations well in this area are needed.  

Prolific writer and activist James Baldwin words are needed here to further explain what I 

mean by the problem of imagination. He writes: 

…. the ways in which we manage to project onto the Negro face, because it is so visible, 

all of our guilts and aggressions and desires. And if you doubt this, think of the legends 

that surround the Negro to this day. Think, when you think of these legends, that they 

were not invented by Negroes, but they were invented by the white Republic. Ask 

yourself if Aunt Jemima or Uncle Tom ever existed anywhere and why it was necessary 
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to invent them. Ask yourself why Negroes until today are, in the popular imagination, at 

once the most depraved people under heaven and the most saintly. Ask yourself what 

William Faulkner really was trying to say in Requiem for a Nun, which is about a nigger, 

whore, dope addict, saint. Faulkner wrote it. I never met Nancy, the nun he was writing 

about. He never met her either, but the question is, why was it necessary for him and for 

us to hold on to this image? (2010, p. 86) 

Baldwin speaks to the images of Black folks that whiteness has constructed. The filmmakers 

would not fit this description, and yet, they have followed a similar structure; one that holds up a 

certain image of what it means to be Black in the United States. The problem here is aptly noted 

by writer James K.A. Smith: “These are images, each one invoking and confirming a story that 

rattles around in a collective imagination, thereby shaping what many see before we look” (2020, 

p. 5). The characters Queen and Slim do not exist as real people, with loved ones and real lives, 

but they invoke a story about the kinds of Black people that live in the United States. At best 

their story is born out of a hope of seeing images of Black folks brutalized by police officers as 

full, complete human beings. At worst, Queen and Slim further solidify seeing a Black body and 

automatically disassociating that body from the person who is there, inhabiting that body. I 

worry that the sites of imagination and invention that are currently available to Black folks and 

their stories are limiting in the ways that they reify and hold onto a particular image of Black 

folks as brutalized. Queen and Slim holds onto an image of Black folks who only live under the 

shadow of hegemonic whiteness. The audience catches beautiful images of Queen and Slim, 

living freely as holistic people, but those images pale in comparison to the violent ways that their 

lives, and the lives of other Black folks were snatched from them. It is not only white folks that 

invent images of Black folks and their bodies; Black folks too fall victim to the racism that 
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constructs images of Blackness as at once “the most depraved people under heaven and the most 

saintly” (Baldwin, 2010, p. 86).  

Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

There are a few limitations in my research that I want to highlight. The first is the 

problem that is made in this work of Lena Waithe. Much of chapter five condemns Lena Waithe 

for making Black trauma stories. While it is true that the source of this condemnation is found in 

the tweets that I highlight, I still feel a level of tension and discomfort that so much of this 

document makes Waithe out to be the enemy of this film. I do not think that this is the case. 

Because so much of my analysis focused on race, other markers of marginalized identity were 

left out. There is a much richer version of this text that could exist if I could have had the space 

to attend to gender and sexuality in this document. My fear is that readers of this analysis will 

walk away with the belief that Black women are the enemy. I think there is a particular way of 

reading this research that is damning of Lena Waithe and renders Queen and Melina Matsoukas 

relatively invisible. It is a burden to me and a limitation to this work that I did not have the space 

to more readily address how the hegemony of whiteness, maleness, and heterosexuality make 

Waithe and Matsoukas easy enemies in the discourse surrounding the film. It is also a limitation 

that I did not get to further analyze how Queen’s identity as a Black woman complicates 

audience understandings of her and her character. She is a flat character that is flattened further 

by my short analysis of the film. I did not get to attend to her or the filmmakers fully in a way 

that I feel properly advocates for them and for Black women. Future research should move 

beyond centering race as a topic of spectacular consumption and consider how other 

marginalized identities are also consumed as spectacle.  
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Another limitation of this research is that I did not delve into the nuance of Black Twitter 

as a counterpublic in a few key ways. The public sphere/counterpublic literature is rich and has 

so much historical backing, but it was difficult for me to translate that literature to the ins and 

outs of Black Twitter. Because Black Twitter is muddy by nature, it is difficult to pin down 

exactly how it operates as a public/counterpublic or if it does at all. Future research should 

consider the question of whether or not Black Twitter truly is a public/counterpublic. To do so, 

this research should further explore the counterideologies circulated on Black Twitter, and how 

those counterideologies move to the material world. Along with this, I did not get to discuss how 

Black Twitter uses humor as a rhetorical strategy. Hess’s (2009) research does an excellent job 

of demonstrating how humor is used in subversive ways through YouTube. Future research 

should expand on their work as an exemplar and analyze how Black Twitter uses humor as a 

rhetorical strategy. A third, and final limitation in my research as it relates to Black Twitter, is 

that I did not engage with how Black Twitter participates in and fuels cancel culture. The topic of 

cancel culture is peripheral to the work presented in this project. In many ways, the tweets that I 

analyzed that directly condemn Lena Waithe are the progeny of cancel culture. In this project, I 

did not get the opportunity to engage with that work, but future research should consider how 

cancel culture is enacted by Black Twitter.  

Concluding Thoughts 

 In my introduction I highlighted a tweet from Derricka Purnell where Purnell imagines 

Mike Brown as a modern-day Antigone. Since this country's inception, Black folks have 

mourned over lost Black family in the same way that Antigone’s brothers mourned him. In the 

shadow of this sorrow, Black folks have “made art, beauty, war, [and] love” which is to say that 

Black folks have tried to re-dignify their collective humanity (Purnell, 2020). Queen and Slim is 
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a messy text. In so many ways it showcases some of the best of being Black, but it also reifies 

some of the worst ways that whiteness casts Black folks as bodies removed from the people that 

inhabit those bodies.  

 @jab_poet’s reaction to the film is a critique of Lena Waithe as a filmmaker. I echo this 

Twitter user's sentiments that “we are sincerely owed more” (2019). My hope is that rhetorical 

critics, audiences, and creators of texts will develop a more robust lens for seeing spectacular 

consumption where it is occurring. I echo Watts’ sentiments that Americans have a proclivity for 

consuming the nasty and the ‘tawdry and flamboyant’ (1997; 2001a, p. 188). My hope is that the 

“Other-ing” of human beings for the sake of the spectacle will be rejected. In the game of 

spectacular consumption, it would seem that no one wins. Though D.J. Khaled’s meme makes 

light of spectacular consumption, (“Congratulations, you played yourself”), there are far better 

things to set as the site of imagination and of invention than the very images that should be 

liberated through art. Locke and Du Bois’ debate is still going nearly a hundred years later.  
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