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ABSTRACT 

 

 

A RHETORICAL ANALYSIS OF SOCIAL MEDIA ACTIVISM 

AGAINST DOMESTIC VIOLENCE IN CONSERVATIVE 

EVANGELICAL COMMUNITIES 

by 

© Catherine A. Wilcox 2018 

Master of Arts in English 

California State University, Chico 

Fall 2018 

 

This empirical study analyzes the digital activist ecologies created by women in 

highly conservative Christian circles using social media to speak against traditionally taboo 

topics of domestic and sexual violence. This research covers a time of upheaval in several 

large Protestant denominations as they confront growing pressure from women who are using 

social media to establish ethos and speak against the ways their churches have silenced and 

enabled cases of physical and sexual abuse. Through analysis of six activists’ interviews and 

social media activity, I have collected data on the invention and circulation strategies that 

activists use to create an ecology of texts designed to subvert organizational power structures 

and recruit survivors to private support groups. 

Because digital activist movements like #YesAllWomen and #MeToo have had a 

profound impact on conversations about female identity, it is essential that we pay attention 



x 

to the rhetorical practices that initiate and sustain these movements. Currently, theorists like 

Gries, Edwards, and Lang approach digital activism through the lens of actor-network theory, 

focusing on the circulation of hashtags and iconography. My research applies rhetorical 

ecology and rhetorical velocity to analyze activists’ use of inventive strategies to create and 

participate in rhetorical ecologies. The data collected in this study emphasizes the affective 

and inventive processes that influence the circulation of texts, revealing how online 

movements impact the policies of organizations and the ideologies of their members. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Contextualizing #ChurchToo 

Two days and over two thousand signatures on an online petition—that is what it 

took to topple the power of Paige Patterson, one of the most influential leaders of the Southern 

Baptist Convention and president of the Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary 

(SWBTS). A revered leader in the Southern Baptist denomination (SBC), one of the largest 

and most influential Protestant Christian denominations in the United States, Patterson was 

celebrated among Baptists and other conservative Evangelicals for his forty-year dedication to 

fundamentalist theology and his efforts to reform the SBC and affiliated organizations with 

conservative Evangelical ideology. Part of his fundamentalist platform, and the ideology which 

eventually led to his demise, was his insistence on the permanence view of marriage which 

states that women must submit to their husbands no matter what—even in abusive 

relationships. The idea is that by their patience, love, and prayerful submission they will help 

their abuser see the error of his ways and encourage him to turn to God in repentance, 

eventually restoring harmony in the relationship and saving the marriage. This stance places 

more value on a woman’s relationship to her husband than on her physical, psychological, and 

emotional health and has resulted in many women being advised to stay in physically and 

psychologically abusive relationships.  
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 In May 2018, riding the wave of the #MeToo movement
1
, about twenty female 

members of the SBC denomination wrote an open letter to the board of trustees of Southern 

Baptist Theological Seminary. In this letter, they stated their belief that Paige Patterson was 

unfit for leadership after two of his controversial statements surfaced. One video emerged 

showing him objectifying a sixteen-year-old girl in a sermon anecdote, referring to her body as 

being “built” and “fine,” and an audio clip surfaced in which Patterson advised a physically 

abused woman “with two black eyes” to return to her abusive husband, submit to his behavior, 

and pray for him (Letter to SWBTS). This letter, posted online on May 6, 2018, was 

extensively circulated on social media sites and gained over 2,000 signatures by May 7, 2018 

from women in SBC churches
2
 across the United States (Letter to SWBTS). The volume of 

signatures and the speed with which the letter was signed was instrumental in drawing national 

attention to the oppression and abuse experienced by women in conservative Evangelical 

churches.  

In the days following the publication of the letter, the story was picked up by 

national media sources such as NPR, The Washington Post, and The Atlantic. By May 23, 

2018, Paige Patterson’s board of trustees had demoted him from his position as University 

President. However, the board offered Patterson the position of President Emeritus along with 

continued compensation and a home on campus as a “theologian-in-residence,” suggesting that 

                                                 
1
 #MeToo became a viral movement on social media platforms beginning in October 2017 as 

a way for women to share their experiences with sexual abuse and discrimination. The 

movement was started to raise awareness about the prevalence of sexual harassment and 

abuse. Women posted their experiences with sexual abuse under the hashtag Me Too as a 

way to show that headlining stories like the accusations against Harvey Weinstein are not 

isolated incidents, but are part of a larger, systemic problem. 

 
2
 The letter ultimately accumulated 3,381 signatures as of 9/22/18. Interestingly, a second 

letter was written by and for Southern Baptist men who supported the women’s original 

letter. This letter received 326 signatures as of 9/22/18. 
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the board did not take the accusations of discrimination as seriously as some might hope. Still, 

the disgrace and demotion of a deeply entrenched patriarchal leader was a watershed moment 

for the Southern Baptist denomination and other conservative Evangelical churches, simply 

because no such protest or change has occurred thus far in any other mainstream Christian 

denomination. In 2015, the Southern Baptist denomination composes about 11% of the 

Protestant population in the United States, making it the largest Protestant denomination 

(Wormald). Under Paige Patterson’s leadership, the Southern Baptist denomination also 

became one of the most conservative Protestant Christian denominations in the United States. 

The occurrence of such a significant online uprising in a large, conservative denomination and 

the resulting deposition of an established, revered religious leader suggests that online social 

media activism can have tangible effects on even the most conservative organizations, politics, 

and ideologies. 

 Social media activism can have the stigma of being ineffective—a quick burst of 

passionate posts and blogs, a hashtag, some memes and media coverage, and then silence with 

no concrete change manifested politically or socially. While that can be true for some social 

media movements, the case study presented in this thesis demonstrates that social media 

activism can create real social, political, and ideological changes when activists use rhetorical 

strategies to maintain an active ecology of private and public texts in the online environment. 

Given that online activism can significantly impact “real world” spaces, it is imperative that the 

field of Rhetoric and Composition understand the relationship between different types of 

online spaces, the texts that circulate in them, and the roles that activists play in those spaces. 

Rather than focusing on a single element of the online ecology, I approach this case study from 

a multi-layered perspective, in order to complicate the field’s understanding of the intricate 
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relationships between activists, their texts, and the spaces in which their texts live and work. 

To craft this perspective, I have chosen to analyze #ChurchToo because it is an example of a 

long-lasting social media movement composed of multiple layers of texts and activist spaces. 

Additionally, the work done by #ChurchToo activists in social media spaces over the last ten 

years has successfully sustained unified pressure on the social norms and ideologies in 

conservative Evangelical culture that discredit women’s stories of sexual abuse, keep women 

in destructive relationships, and bar their voices from entering positions of power within the 

church. The online activism has resulted in an emerging ideological and social shift away from 

patriarchal theologies and the toppling of misogynistic patriarchal church leaders. 

 I chose to use #ChurchToo as a case study for this research, not only because of 

the intricate ecologies and rhetorical strategies that these activists use, but also because of my 

personal connection to the cause they are advocating for. I was born and raised in a 

conservative Evangelical church where women were not allowed to vote in congregational 

meetings, men held all leadership and teaching positions, and women were generally 

relegated to child care and meal preparation. Even so, my particular church
3
 was not as 

restrictive as some of the ones described by my research participants. Still, topics such as 

domestic violence, sexual abuse, and emotional abuse were never topics of conversation 

among church members or in sermons, Bible studies, or other teachings in my 20 years at 

that church. Like many the participants of this research, while I was a member of that church, 

I distrusted science, psychology, and lacked the language to describe my own experiences 

with domestic violence.  

                                                 
3
 My church is not named in this research to protect the identity of some participants. 
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 When I moved away from home to attend university, I distanced myself from the 

gendered roles and frameworks that had been imposed upon me, as a woman, by restrictive 

interpretations of scripture. However, as I developed a new identity, I still maintained 

friendships on Facebook with people from my home church. It was through these 

connections on social media that I first noticed people from my home church publicly writing 

about and discussing domestic violence and advocating for greater respect for women. Since 

these topics had previously been taboo, I became interested in the ideological shift that 

allowed for these ideas to become topics of open conversation and how activists were not 

abandoning the religious community but were working from within to reform it.  

 My background within conservative Evangelicalism aided me as a researcher 

because I went into interviews with a personal understanding of the cultural background of 

my participants. I believe this connection created a sense of trust, allowing the participants to 

be more open with me than they would have been with someone from a different religious or 

ideological background. My history with Evangelicalism also allowed me to gain entry into 

private groups restricted only for those within the Christian faith. Because of my personal 

connections with the problems that #ChurchToo activists are working against, this thesis is 

more than abstract research to me; it comes from a deep understanding of and respect for the 

unique struggles and pressures that #ChurchToo activists face. 

 

Purpose of the Research 

 Using #ChurchToo as a case study, this research is centered on expanding 

Rhetoric and Composition’s understanding of how rhetorical strategies impact and enable 

social media activism as well as the strategies that activists use to amplify their voices and 

circulate their work. This research examines social media activism through the lenses of 
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rhetorical ecology, feminist ecological ethe, and rhetorical velocity. Although concepts like 

rhetorical ecology and rhetorical velocity have been firmly established in the field of rhetoric 

and composition for some time, the advent online social movements like #YesAllWomen, 

#MeToo, and #ChurchToo call for an examination of the ways in which rhetorical ecologies 

function in these new digital environments. The purpose of this research is to explore the 

mechanics of online social movements through the lenses of rhetorical ecology, feminism, 

and rhetorical velocity in order to craft an understanding of how activists utilize ecologies to 

foster activism and how they design texts with the velocity to participate and circulate in 

specific public and private ecologies. This research also theorizes the roles of participants 

within these ecologies and how their patterns of social media usage contribute to the success 

of an ecology of activism.  

“Not Incredibly Woman-Friendly”— A  

Candid Description of Conservative  

Evangelical Culture 

To understand why #ChurchToo has come to be an international movement and 

why the rhetorical practices of its participants are worth analyzing, the reader must first 

understand the problematic cultural ideologies and practices that characterize conservative 

Evangelical culture. “Conservative Evangelical culture” is the term that most #ChurchToo 

activists use to describe the types of ideologies that they are fighting against, and yet working 

within. The term is wide net that includes diverse interpretations of theologies and spans 

many different Protestant denominations ranging from Southern Baptist, to Reformed, to 

non-denominational, to Charismatic, and others. Although there are theological and cultural 

differences among these denominations, for the purposes of this analysis, I am primarily 

connecting these separate denominations under the term “conservative Evangelical culture” 
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based on similar interpretations of scripture that invite and normalize the systemic oppression 

of women within churches and marriages. Throughout this research, “conservative 

Evangelical culture” is used to describe an overarching set of highly patriarchal
4
 beliefs, 

practices, and theologies that span denominational lines and create environments where 

abusive individuals are protected, and victims are silenced. In other words, the climate within 

conservative Evangelical churches is, as one participant sardonically described it to me, “not 

incredibly woman-friendly.” This sentiment was echoed emphatically among all of my other 

participants. Additionally, policies and doctrinal interpretations that subordinate women are 

written into theological statements and position papers on the websites of many 

denominations. In the following section, I briefly describe what typical gender roles in a 

conservative Evangelical church and marriage typically look like.  

Several participants explained that in their denominations, the emphasis on 

patriarchal marriages and the implicit expectation that women devote their bodies, desires, 

and opinions to the happiness of their husbands and (male) church leaders has enabled abuse 

and silenced victims for generations. Often, in these types of churches, women are prohibited 

from holding any positions of power or authority outside of areas of childcare and 

housekeeping. For example, in a position paper on whether or not women should be allowed 

in the military, the Reformed Church in the United States (RCUS) advocates for the 

following position: 

[A woman] is not called to be the primary agent in the dominion task, but is called to 

help in it in a subordinate role to the man. The Bible describes the outworking of this 

role of the woman more specifically in terms of the home. She is the heart of the home. 

‘Thy wife shall be as a fruitful vine by the sides of thine house: thy children like olive 

plants round about thy table’ (Ps. 128:3). The phrase ‘by the sides of thy house’ speaks 

                                                 
4
 The idea of patriarchal marriages have been promoted among conservative Evangelicals in 

books and blogs by Douglas Wilson, Nancy Wilson, Doug Philips, and R.C. Sproul Jr.  
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of the inner part of the house. The sense of the text here is that the woman leads a life 

that is entirely devoted to the happiness of her husband and family. (Potter, Hart, 

Riffert, Embree, McPherson)  

 

Similarly, the Southern Baptist church states on their denominational website that “[A 

woman] has the God-given responsibility to respect her husband and to serve as his helper in 

managing the household and nurturing the next generation” (Position Statements).  In many 

cases, women seeking higher education or working outside of the home is frowned upon 

because of the belief that her primary, God-given duty is to maintain a comfortable home for 

her husband and raise her children.  

In many denominations, women are not only subordinate in their marriages, but 

are also subordinate in leadership positions in the church. The Wisconsin Evangelical 

Lutheran church states on their website that, 

women may participate in offices and activities of the public ministry except where that 

work involves authority over men (1 Timothy 2:11,12). This means that women may 

not serve as pastors nor participate in assemblies of the church in ways that exercise 

authority over men (1 Corinthians 11:3; 14:33-35). (Lambrecht)  

 

Similarly, the Reformed Church in the United States still holds to a decision made in 1976 

which concluded: 

that the voting of women in congregational meetings violates the principle that the 

woman is to be subordinate to the headship of man in the Church. …the exercise of the 

vote would in that instance put the woman on the very same level of authority as any 

man voting in the same meeting, thus violating the subordination principle. (Grossmann 

and Riedesel) 

 

Beliefs like these cast women in an inferior light and prevent their voices from being heard 

and respected among church authorities. 

As for men, they typically hold most or all of the leadership positions in the 

churches (i.e. pastors, elders, deacons, etc.). Men are responsible for any positions of 

authority or teaching including preaching, leading adult Sunday school or Bible studies, and 
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providing counseling services. Outside of the church, men are also expected to be the leaders 

of the household, making major financial and familial decisions and ensuring that their wife 

and children are obedient to those decisions.  

Violence against women, whether sexual, physical, emotional, spiritual, or 

psychological, has occurred among generations of Evangelical women simply because there 

is no space in Christian circles for their voices to make their experiences real. The lack of 

female representation in positions of power within conservative Evangelical churches 

combined with the strongly held belief in a divine declaration about women’s inferiority to 

men makes many Evangelical churches hostile environments for women in general and 

survivors of abuse in particular. Because of the lack of awareness and respect for women, 

their needs and traumas go unheard by those in power. 

 According to the participants, the patriarchal system of marriage and the 

ideologies that support it lie at the heart of many cases of abuse within churches. The 

patriarchal system of marriage is based largely on a Bible verse which says: “wives, submit 

to your own husbands, as to the Lord” (New King James Version, Ephesians 5:22). The 

extent to which a wife is expected to submit to her husband varies across churches and 

marriages. Yet, the common denominator among Evangelical churches is always the 

underlying idea that a wife should give up her opinions, preferences, goals, body, and 

belongings to her husband and family. If any problems occur in the marriage and the couple 

seeks counseling from the (male) pastors and elders, the wife is, almost without fail, pointed 

to this verse and told that she is not submitting fully to her husband. In cases where a wife 

reports physical abuse to her pastor and elders, she is often told that disobedience and 

rebelliousness towards her husband is what causes him to lash out physically (Nicole, 
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“Personal Interview”). She is told to go home, apologize for her lack of submission, and 

focus on changing her attitude and behaviors toward her husband. She is expected to bear 

abuse without complaint as part of her Christian duty to “work out [her] salvation with fear 

and trembling” (Philippians 2:12).  

 Aside from being counseled by church authorities to remain in a marriage, no 

matter the cost, another reason that so many Evangelical women remain in abusive 

relationships is that they simply do not realize that their relationship is abnormal. For many 

women, abuse has been normalized throughout their lives. Many are raised in patriarchal 

homes and later marry men who hold patriarchal views, which means that they do not 

recognize demeaning, abusive behaviors because those behaviors are either normalized 

within conservative Evangelical culture or are labeled as sins which should be forgiven. One 

participant mentioned that when she was first searching for ways to explain the issues in her 

marriage, she Googled terms like “passive-aggressive,” simply because she did not know that 

psychological and emotional manipulation could count as abuse. As someone who had grown 

up in the Evangelical Free denomination, she had never been exposed to vocabulary 

describing abuse because it was never discussed in her churches.  

Conservative Evangelical churches can quickly become havens for abusive 

individuals for two reasons. First, they have strict beliefs regarding marriage, especially 

divorce. Divorce is viewed as something that is hated by God and absolutely forbidden, even 

in extreme situations. The emphasis is placed on forgiveness and reconciliation, even for 

severe cases of abuse. Therefore, abusers have unrestricted access to their victims, as long as 

they appear apologetic occasionally or convince church leaders that their outbursts are 

merely reactions to their wife’s behavior. Secondly, many churches are concerned with 
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putting a clean image forward to the unconverted public and are reluctant to let any internal 

issues or crimes surface in a secular court of law, for fear of tarnishing their reputation. This 

allows abusive individuals to get away with their behavior, knowing they will never face 

criminal charges and will never be punished beyond an occasional rebuke from their church 

leaders. The power imbalance between men and women combined with the reluctance to 

utilize secular law enforcement creates a haven where abusive individuals can thrive.  

Those who are stripped of power in conservative Evangelical circles, namely 

women and children, are the most likely to suffer from sexually, physically, emotionally, and 

spiritually abusive relationships. Victims are often unable to escape those relationships 

simply because their stories are not believed or because they are told to bear their suffering in 

silence as a way to glorify God, who will reward them for their patience in the afterlife. 

Because of the lack of support from friends and spiritual leaders, many women remain 

trapped in abusive marriages because they either believe their suffering is a necessary part of 

their Christian life or because they do not have access to the financial, legal, and emotional 

resources to escape.   

 Examining the marital counseling process from the perspective of a conservative 

Evangelical victim of domestic violence will help the reader understand the depth and 

breadth of the problematic ideologies that #ChurchToo activists are up against. The 

following narrative is a hypothetical case of abuse in a conservative Evangelical church, 

constructed from the stories that have been shared with me by participants in this case study. 

This story does not belong to any real persons, and any semblance of real-life events is 

purely coincidental. My intention is to give the reader insight into how the trauma of a 
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domestic violence survivor within a conservative Evangelical community is exacerbated by 

spiritually abusive
5
, patriarchal churches. 

After 12 years in an emotionally, physically, or psychologically abusive marriage, 

a wife (let’s call her Jane) seeks counsel from some Christian friends and her pastor. Perhaps 

she doesn’t call her experience “abuse,” but she does explain that her husband belittles her, 

constantly criticizes her, controls and supervises her actions and decisions, and gaslights her 

to the point where she can’t trust her perception of events. Her friends and pastor listen for a 

while, but then tell her that she’s being dramatic and she shouldn’t go around slandering her 

husband. They suggest that she should examine the sin in her own life before pointing out her 

husband’s flaws, and they recommend that she needs to spend more time praying about the 

marriage and finding ways to better meet her husband’s needs. Jane is embarrassed by being 

shut down by her friends. She stops talking about the problems and does her best to get by.  

After some time, the abuse escalates into physical violence. She returns to her 

mentors for help. She is told that she needs to be more submissive, focus on overcoming her 

bitterness towards him, and to let God use this marital conflict as an opportunity for spiritual 

growth. Jane spends the next few weeks attempting all of these things without success. Her 

marriage becomes more and more destructive to her and her family. Her children hide from 

their father when he comes home from work and Jane lives in fear of his next unpredictable 

lash-out. While on Facebook, Jane sees a post shared by a friend about emotionally 

destructive relationships and begins to identify features of her own relationship. She 

continues covertly reading about physical and verbal abuse, and for the first time she has 

language to describe what she has been experiencing.  

                                                 
5
 The participants in this study defined spiritual abuse as any time that a church or a fellow 

Christian uses The Bible, theology, or other religious items to shame and silence dissenters.  
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Eventually Jane can no longer take the physical and emotional pain and decides to 

leave her husband. When the church leaders find out about the separation and divorce, they 

take her husband’s side pointing to passages in scripture which state that divorce is forbidden 

and emphasizing that while her husband’s behavior is not ideal, they are both sinners in need 

of reconciliation. Jane refuses to return to her husband, and church leaders initiate the process 

of excommunication. After being contacted multiple times by the church leaders, told that 

she is living in sin and that she needs to return to her husband, the church declares that Jane 

is not living in accordance with Christian principles and is therefore showing herself to be an 

unbeliever. She is cut-off from membership in the church and members are told to treat her 

as an unbeliever. Once excommunicated from the church, she is no longer allowed to 

participate in church services and ceremonies and is shunned by members of the 

congregation, often including her own friends and family. Financially unstable and alone for 

the first time in her life with several children by her side, Jane finds that the process of 

excommunication adds trauma to the emotional burden she is already under. No action is 

taken towards her husband because, in the eyes of church leadership, he is still attending 

church regularly and attempting to maintain the marriage.  

The act of excommunication is, in theory, intended to make Jane feel the pains of 

separation from God and His people, reflect on her sins, and ultimately repent and return to 

the church. However, several interviewees stated that excommunication was one of the most 

traumatic parts of their entire experience because it made them feel guilty, rejected, and 

isolated from the community that once showed them love and support. Their faith, something 

that was supposed to be a source of comfort and security, was used against them to make 
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them feel alienated and ashamed. Such betrayal by family and friends furthers the emotional 

and psychological trauma already being experience by victims of domestic violence. 

 To those outside of the religious community, it may seem that situations like the 

one described above only occur on the margins of the Evangelical community. However, 

conversations with #ChurchToo activists suggest otherwise. Each individual interviewed in 

this research emphasized that disbelief, harmful advice, and/or utter lack of compassion and 

understanding are all too common when church leaders counsel victims of abuse. In fact, this 

lack of awareness about the real harm that abuse can do to victims is one of the main issues 

that the #ChurchToo movement is fighting against. The prevalence of these problems is 

evident in a Facebook post created by Nicole, one of the bloggers interviewed for this 

research. In order to gather information for her blog, Nicole asked her 4,596 Facebook 

followers to comment with the worst advice they had received from a pastor, Bible 

counselor, or church leader regarding their marriage. The post received 161 comments from 

women sharing the horrific things they had been told by spiritual leaders whom they trusted. 

Figures 1, 2, 3, and 4 are screenshots from the comment thread on that post. I have included 

these particular comments here because they reflect the themes of victim blaming and female 

subordination that recurred throughout the comment thread. 

 

 
Fig. 1. Comment on Flying Free’s Facebook post “What’s the craziest 

thing a pastor, Bible counselor, or church leader told you to do in your  

abusive relationship?” 10 June 2018. 
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Fig. 2. Comment on Flying Free’s Facebook post “What’s the craziest 

thing a pastor, Bible counselor, or church leader told you to do in your 

abusive relationship?” 10 June 2018. 
 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 3. Comment on Flying Free’s Facebook post “What’s the craziest thing a 

pastor, Bible counselor, or church leader told you to do in your abusive 

relationship?” 10 June 2018. 
 

 In each of the four figures, women testify to the demeaning and misogynistic 

advice they were given by church leaders during counseling sessions and correspondence. 

Throughout these comments, several issues become clear:  

1) Church leaders are largely uneducated or misinformed about what types of 

behaviors count as abuse and what needs to be done to protect victims and help them recover 

from trauma. 
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Fig. 4. Comment on Flying Free’s Facebook post “What’s the craziest thing a 

pastor, Bible counselor, or church leader told you to do in your abusive 

relationship?” 10 June 2018. 

 

 

2) Advice from church leaders primarily centers on the need for the wife to be 

subordinate to her husband as the solution to marital abuse. 

3) Women are expected to be silent about their suffering and trauma as part of their 

submission to their husband’s leadership. Speaking out against abuse incurs judgement from 

church leaders and intense feelings of guilt for the victim. 

These things are part of the reason that so many conservative Evangelical women remain in 

abusive relationships for years before attempting to leave them. These issues also illustrate 

why the #ChurchToo movement is so powerful: women are taking great social risks to 

publicly and privately speaking against the silence that has dominated their community for 

generations. 

 Although the situations and beliefs described here may seem outrageous and 

exceptional to those outside of religious communities, particularly conservative 

Evangelicalism, according to the testimonies of this study’s participants, many of whom are 

deeply involved in counseling and advocating for victims of abuse, these types of 

problematic gender expectations and responses to abuse are very widespread across 

conservative Evangelical churches and have gone unquestioned for generations. For example, 

one interviewee, Nicole, stated that her online counseling business has a group of over 300 
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women who have nearly all been excommunicated from their churches for divorcing abusive 

husbands. Similarly, Women at the Well, a private group for women who are in or are 

recovering from abusive relationships, has 297 members at the time of this writing and is 

continuously growing. Those examples are just two pockets of activism within the 

#ChurchToo movement, and there are many more bloggers and activists who are doing work 

and running secret groups that are outside the scope of this research.  

The data collected from this case study shows that the problems within 

Evangelical churches are pervasive, but they are increasingly being documented and 

discussed as women engage in consciousness raising and activism in digital spaces. With the 

growth of social media, women whose lives have been previously “unreal” are beginning to 

ask “how might reality be remade” (Butler 33)? Evangelical women are beginning to create 

ecologies of activism in social media spaces to create a feminist ecological ethe arguing that 

their lives qualify for recognition in ways that they have previously been denied within their 

communities (Butler). Part of the work being done by the #ChurchToo movement is to give 

victims of domestic violence the tools they need to recognize abuse and the vocabulary to 

call it what it is. This work is accomplished through online ecologies of blogs, posts, 

comment threads, shared articles, and secret Facebook groups, as will be discussed in more 

detail in Chapter IV. 

The purpose of this research is to explore the ways in which women, both those 

who are still in conservative Evangelical churches and those who have left, are using social 

media to speak against the silence that has dominated their social circles for generations and 

advocate for recognition and change. Social media activism like that of #ChurchToo occurs 

at the intersection of several different feminist and rhetorical theories. Therefore, it is 
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necessary that Rhetoric and Composition investigate the layers of activism and the rhetorical 

practices used by activists in digital spaces in order to fully understand the relationships 

among activists, digital spaces, and the texts that compose them. 

 

History of the #ChurchToo Movement 

It is no coincidence that the foundations for the #ChurchToo movement began 

around 2007, when social networking sites like Facebook and Twitter were in stages of rapid 

growth and development. Although in 2007, the movement had not yet fully coalesced and 

would not be called #ChurchToo for another ten years, it was in 2007 that conversations 

about the prevalence of sexual, emotional, and physical abuse in churches and Christian 

marriages began to appear in online spaces, particularly Facebook, setting the stage for what 

would become #ChurchToo. The reason the movement began in 2007 is timely and kairotic 

because of the collision between online spaces like Facebook and the publication of several 

influential texts and blogs on the topic of abusive relationships in Christian circles. 

In previous generations, Evangelical women were unable to advocate for the 

reality of their experiences en masse because they only interacted with those within their 

immediate church groups and could not engage in consciousness raising broadly. For 

example, if one woman was experiencing abuse in her church and risked telling someone else 

about it and was then silenced for gossiping, there was no way for her to know that she was 

not, in fact, alone in her experience. Until recently, there was no vocabulary in Christian 

circles for describing abuse let alone counseling victims of abuse. Even with the #ChurchToo 

movement in full force, it is still the norm for many to express strong resistance towards 

psychological and scientific descriptions of abuse and its consequences. In the culture of 

silence and victim-blaming that characterizes Evangelical approaches to marital abuse, there 
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has been no way for women to make their voices and experiences real and known until social 

media gave them a platform on which to speak and exchange ideas and experiences. Through 

social media, victims of abuse who are isolated within conservative Evangelical circles have 

joined and created ecologies of activism to validate their experiences and to make their lives 

and voices real and relevant to their churches on local and denominational levels. These 

activists use ecologies of activism to construct  

Several interviewees tied the beginnings of the movement to the publication of the 

book The Emotionally Destructive Relationship by Leslie Vernick in 2007. This book 

became one of the first texts to frame domestic violence in a Christian perspective. Although 

there is not space in this discussion to fully unpack the rhetorical value of this text and those 

like it, it is important to note that this book and subsequent books by the same author 

provided survivors and activists with the vocabulary to describe their trauma and also helped 

victims and activists frame verbal and psychological abuse within Christian vocabulary and 

ideology. Vernick’s writings have been a rhetorical cornerstone of the movement because 

they frame concepts like abuse, narcissism, and advocacy within a Christian ideological 

structure, making it accessible to those who distrust publications on similar topics simply 

because they are written by secular authors. In early stages of the movement, when 

conversations were tentative and advocates were still trying on new ideas about what 

Christian marital relationships could look like outside of a patriarchal context, activists 

would share excerpts from Vernick’s book on their social media pages as a way to initiate 

conversations and test their ideas. Interviewees described this book as a core text around 

which they and many of their fellow activists base their understanding of abuse and their 

approach towards victims. 
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In addition to circulating the ideas found in books like Vernick’s, activists began 

writing their own thoughts and theories about the Evangelical church’s issues with 

patriarchal ideology, the mishandling of abuse cases, and the problematic treatment of 

women. For many activists, blogging helped them work through difficult ideas and changing 

beliefs about marriage and women’s rights. Although blogs had been around for years prior 

to the advent of sites like Facebook and Twitter, Facebook proved to be an important space 

for bloggers since it gives bloggers access to a captive audience of Facebook friends with 

whom to share their work. Their Facebook friends then have the opportunity to circulate the 

link among their own friends, increasing the pool of potential readers and the traffic on the 

blog’s site. One blog in particular, A Cry for Justice, has gained a significant following over 

the years and has become an important resource to several of the activists interviewed for this 

research. A Cry for Justice was founded in January, 2012 with the goal of “[awakening] the 

Evangelical Church to domestic violence and abuse in its midst.” A Cry for Justice is 

managed by a coalition of Christian men and women who write blogs on topics relevant to 

abuse within Christian circles. The blog also functions as a resource center where readers can 

find information about books and online resources for both victims and their advocates.  

Facebook quickly became the dominant platform for the #ChurchToo movement. 

There are many smaller-scale, independent bloggers who are associated with the #ChurchToo 

movement, and most of them circulate their materials on social media and have their own 

social media pages in addition to the blog website. Many activists do their writing and 

activism on Facebook itself, but Facebook also works as headquarters for those who prefer to 

write on outside platforms and blogs. According to the interviewees, this is because 

Facebook is a very family-friendly platform where Evangelical women were already 
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gathering to share pictures of their families and share information about domestic life. 

Networks and communities were already established among women, making it the perfect 

place for advocates to disseminate information about abusive relationships to the very people 

who either did not recognize their own abuse or who had been told to remain silent about it.   

The circulation of excerpts from Vernick’s book and blogs like A Cry for Justice 

gave individuals the conceptual frameworks and words that they needed to work through 

their own traumas and experiences. With texts like these breaking the silence, people like the 

individuals interviewed in this research have found ways to discuss their own experiences 

more openly. Through these texts, victims of abuse in Christian circles began to access these 

existing social networks and ongoing conversations in order to share their stories, gain 

information, and to help others in similar situations. Through this cycle of information 

sharing and advocacy, the movement for change within Evangelical churches has grown 

exponentially in the last ten years. The movement gained a new level of visibility when it 

became associated with the hashtag #ChurchToo in 2018. However, I would like to 

emphasize that part of what makes #ChurchToo unique among online social activism 

movements and worthy of study is its continuous, pre-hashtag growth over the last ten years 

which built the foundations needed for the Church Too hashtag to coalesce. Because this 

movement has maintained its social media presence for ten years and can be directly tied to 

“real life” ideological and political changes, this research probes into the mechanics of the 

movement, specifically the rhetorical ecologies of activism, to craft an understanding within 

Rhetoric and Composition of the ways activists use rhetorical strategies in digital spaces. 
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

 Studying the strategies of a social media activism movement involves attention to 

the intricacies of interactions among humans, texts, and socio-political elements. Because 

there are human and technical elements involved in the social media space, research on that 

space would be incomplete without a framework that accounted for both aspects. In the 

digital environment, rhetorics are intricately networked with other rhetorical texts, actors, and 

audiences. Clear lines between rhetorician and audience do not exist, and the situations in 

which rhetorical artifacts are created may not be the same as the situations in which they then 

live and interact with other audiences. Therefore, theories regarding rhetorical situations like 

that of Bitzer, do not account for the lived fluxes in which rhetoric circulates and adapts. 

Models like that of Bitzer are based on a pre-digital world in which situations were more 

static and the roles of rhetoricians and audiences could be clearly delineated. In the digital 

space, rhetoric travels much more fluidly and the roles of rhetorician and audience often 

occur simultaneously and fluctuate moment to moment. Therefore, Rhetoric and 

Composition is in need of theories that account for the fluidity of the online environment and 

allow for the mutability of texts and contexts.  

The field of digital rhetoric has made significant contributions to our 

understanding of how digital technologies “constrain, structure, and enable speaking in 

fundamentally new ways” (Hess 6). Digital rhetoric has provided Rhetoric and Composition 

with a new way of framing rhetorical situations. Rather than framing a rhetorical situation as 
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a concrete moment or event involving embodied actors, digital rhetoric suggests that 

situations in digital spaces are mediated and non-embodied (Hess 6). Digital rhetoric, then, is 

centered on expanding the field’s understanding of the ways in which digital spaces change 

how rhetoric is expressed and how communication and agency become mediated, not simply 

by situations, but by the affordances and constraints of digital spaces and technologies (Hess 

10). Although digital rhetoric certainly lends a valuable perspective on the spaces, 

technologies, and environments in which digital rhetorics occur, the field tends to focus on 

the mechanical, “under the hood” aspects of online discourse as well as the individual 

experience with technology. Digital rhetoricians tend to focus on things like coding, 

algorithms, website design, and user experience (Wise; Reyman; Johnson). Although some 

scholars have applied digital rhetoric to study how the fluidity of online spaces affords the 

development of public culture and how hashtags collect attention for public causes, these 

things tend to be analyzed in isolation and not situated as part of a larger ecology of texts, 

rhetoricians, and technologies (Hink; Reinwald).  

Laurie Gries works with digital and visual rhetorics to provide a nuanced 

understanding of rhetoric and circulation in her book Still Life with Rhetoric. In this book, 

Gries tracks the circulation and remixing of the Obama Hope poster which became a viral 

internet phenomenon during the 2008 presidential campaign. Theorizing the ways in which 

images “circulate, transform, and replicate in both physical spaces and cyberspace” Gries 

takes a new materialist approach towards understanding how an artifact becomes rhetorical 

and effects change in our perceptions and realities (Gries 3-4). One of the affordances of new 

materialism is that it lends agency equally to human and non-human actors. Since texts, 

images, videos, etc. found in digital spaces, particularly social media environments, have the 
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ability to be taken up by other rhetoricians and remixed to the point that they transcend their 

original purpose, it is essential to view these artifacts as having their own agency and 

rhetorical effect separate from that of their creator. Such a perspective builds on the 

frameworks within digital rhetoric, but opens the doors for a more collaborative and 

collective approach towards understanding the circulation of texts.  Gries work is important 

because it highlights the how “rhetoric prevails beyond its initial moment of production” and 

that it “becomes part of various collectives, a multiplicity of often unforeseeable affective 

and rhetorical consequences materialize that, in turn, spark other consequences” (Gries 7). 

Gries’s emphasis on the circulation of rhetorical artifacts and the consequentiality of these 

artifacts takes the field in a new direction—one where rhetoric can be a material, mediated 

process or event. The value of this insight is that it shifts rhetoric from being a static thing, 

occurring in a single moment in time and tied forever to that one moment (i.e. a speech or a 

photo), and allows rhetorical artifacts to be studied as part of a complex process of 

associations and changes that has a life independent from the original moment of utterance or 

creation (Gries 8).  

While both digital rhetorical theory and new materialism offer valuable 

contributions to the study of rhetoric in online spaces, both theories tend to focus on the 

rhetoric in somewhat one-dimensional ways and neither theory can entirely account for the 

complex relationality and affective rhetoric of social media activism. Digital rhetoric offers 

an understanding of the ways in which digital spaces are mediated and how our interactions 

in those spaces are constrained by the design of the spaces themselves, but its focus on the 

mechanical aspects of rhetorical space (i.e. coding, website design, etc.) does not sufficiently 

acknowledge the unpredictability and relationality of digital spaces and how those elements 
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contribute to the social and political aspects of online spaces. New materialism does a better 

job of applying a relational and ecological approach to explain the circulation of digital 

rhetorical artifacts, but it still lacks a multi-layered approach to studying the spaces in which 

those artifacts circulate and how rhetors create/remix their texts to intentionally and 

effectively participate in particular online spaces.  

Throughout my research, I came to realize that social media activism movements 

are not only located in public spaces like Twitter hashtags or Tumblr and Facebook posts, but 

are also strongly rooted in online groups, private messages among activists, and discussion 

forums that are closed off from the public eye. Theories like digital rhetoric and new 

materialism are largely focused on the design of public online spaces and the movement of 

texts in those spaces, making them ill-suited to explain the relationality of public and private 

online spaces and the work that texts do in each space. Because social media activism is an 

amalgamation of digitally constructed spaces, the circulation of iconic texts and memes, and 

complex relationships between counter-public activists and both friendly and hostile 

audiences, it is necessary to take a multi-layered approach towards studying the rhetorical 

practices of activists and what makes their work effective. 

Additionally, neither digital rhetoric nor new materialism sufficiently address 

both the breadth and depth of social media activism. Current research in the field of rhetoric, 

whether digital or new materialist, tends to isolate facets of social media activism like 

hashtags, iconic images, and circulation and study them within a vacuum, neglecting to 

connect each piece to the larger body of activism. Little connective work has been done to 

address the ways in which individual aspects of social media activism work together to 

enable widespread community building across time and space and how that community 
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building enables the circulation of activist texts among new audiences. When addressing 

individual facets of social media activism like hashtags and the circulation of iconic images, 

current research in the field tends to dive deeply into the rhetorical value of those facets but 

neglects to connect them to the other digital spaces, publics, situations, and rhetorical 

strategies that compose a social media movement.  

My research fills this gap by drawing connections from among various pieces of 

the social media activism puzzle to form a more complete picture of how an online 

movement functions and what strategies activists use to make their work effective. My 

research provides a detailed survey of the rhetorical practices of social media activists—

ranging from the use of public and private digital spaces to the roles that activists assume in 

those spaces and how they strategically code language and circulate texts in ways that further 

their cause. By analyzing these pieces of social media activism as part of a networked, 

connected whole, I suggest that the field of rhetoric and composition begin working toward a 

theoretical framework that views online activism as a system of intimately connected 

rhetorical practices rather than a series of isolated situations. 

To this end, I have approached this research using several theoretical frameworks 

that account for and contextualize the variety of rhetorical strategies at work in a social 

media activist movement. The complex relationships among public and private online spaces 

and the variety of rhetoric that occur in each led me to take a more ecological approach to 

studying #ChuchToo’s online presence. Theories like Edbauer-Rice’s rhetorical ecologies, 

Ryan, Myers, and Jones’s theory of feminist ecological ethe, and Ridolfo’s theory of 

rhetorical velocity have provided the framework for my research of the #ChurchToo 

movement. This thesis locates social media activism at the intersection of these theories and 



27 

expands on what it means for members of a counter-public to strategically create texts with 

the velocity and ethos to participate and circulate in specific ecologies of activism. I will use 

the rest of this literature review to expand on the theories that have directly and indirectly 

influenced this research. The first section addresses the aforementioned theories that inform 

my ecological approach towards social media activism and the circulation of texts in the 

online environment. The second section is centered on exploring human rights and feminist 

rhetorics as they pertain to the strategies and goals that motivate the work of #ChurchToo 

activists.  

 

Circulation, Strategic Composition, and 

Digitally Mediated Spaces 

Through the interviews and data collection, it became evident that a central tenant 

of the #ChurchToo movement is the network of texts and the online interactions among 

activists that made this movement possible. To interpret the relationships among texts and 

activists, my research draws primarily on Edbauer-Rice’s theory of rhetorical ecology. 

Edbauer-Rice defines “rhetorical ecologies” as an augmentation to the rhetorical situation 

frameworks established by Bitzer, Vatz, and others (7). The advantage of using an ecological 

framework as opposed to more canonical frameworks of rhetorical situations is that ecologies 

recontextualize “rhetorics in their temporal, historical, and lived fluxes” (Edbauer-Rice 9). 

Taking an ecological approach towards this research has the affordance of emphasizing the 

social, cultural, and religious aspects of the literal and figurative spaces in which activists are 

working. An ecological framework focuses on the relational aspects of texts and their authors 

and treats texts as living entities which can move within the online environment, change or 

be changed by the environment, and can respond to and create rhetorical situations.  
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Edbauer-Rice suggests that an ecological framework looks not only at the causes and effects 

of a text, but how that text transforms and lives beyond the author’s original intentions. Such 

framework emphasizes the fluidity interdependency of texts, authors, and consumers within 

an online activist movement, while situating them within their lived fluxes. 

The reason this research uses an ecological framework rather than a lens like 

Bitzer’s or Vatz’s rhetorical situation is because the rhetorical situation is a more effective 

approach for static environments that have linear causes and effects. Both Bitzer and Vatz’s 

theories situate rhetoric as a series of clearly delineated cause/effect relationships among the 

rhetor, audience, and exigence. To Bitzer, the situation demands a certain type of rhetorical 

response while Vatz sees a rhetorical statement as the deciding factor on whether a situation 

is rhetorical. Either way, neither theory sufficiently accounts for the myriad of influences, 

interactions, and changes that occur beyond the rhetor’s control or intention in digital 

environments. Both Bitzer and Vatz’s ideas about rhetorical situations are too static to 

account for the interplay and conflation of the roles of rhetor, audience, and exigence in 

digital environments like comment threads and shared posts. For example, #MeToo was 

created as a way for women to share their stories of sexual harassment and abuse. While the 

#MeToo movement still does what it was intended to do (and so much more), it has also 

spawned offshoots like #ChurchToo which are designed to create a space for more specific 

audiences—a result that the #MeToo creators likely did not intend or anticipate. Both 

#MeToo and #ChurchToo have created dynamic online worlds where individuals share 

stories, engage in discussion with supportive and resistant audiences and form private online 

groups dedicated to specific causes within the movement. A framework like Bitzer’s 
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rhetorical situation cannot adequately account for the rapid transformation of rhetorical roles 

or the proliferation of texts and ideas that characterize these fluid, digital environments. 

This emphasis on the context in which rhetorics are found and created is a 

necessary element to a study of online spaces, particularly social media. Since social media 

sites are fluid and constantly fluctuating, using an ecological framework allows for a close 

examination of the ways in which texts move, interact, and “bleed” into rhetorical situations 

(Edbauer-Rice 9). Applying an ecological framework to social media means that this 

research focuses on the relational and circulatory aspects of the social media environment 

alongside the human and textual elements and consider how the relationship among them 

allows the #ChurchToo movement to be successful. This research applies the ecological 

framework to complicate the field’s understanding of the rhetorical elements that can 

fundamentally shape and alter an online ecology of activism.   

Rhetorical ecology provides a framework for understanding the environment in 

which activism is occurring, however, Ridolfo’s theory of rhetorical velocity partially frames 

this research’s explanation of the movement of texts within different ecologies. While both 

theories discuss the movement of texts, velocity is less concerned with the interaction 

between texts and the environment in which they live, and instead emphasizes authorial 

intent in the composition process. Ridolfo defines rhetorical velocity as “strategic theorizing 

for how a text might be recomposed (and why it might be recomposed) by third parties, and 

how this recomposing may be useful or not to the short or long-term rhetorical objectives of 

the rhetorician” (Ridolfo “Intro”). To explain Ridolfo’s theory in terms of social media, 

velocity allows for an examination of the ways in which a rhetor might design her Facebook 

post or Tweet in a way that makes it easy or desirable for others to share or retweet. 
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Rhetorical velocity centers on looking at how the design of texts impacts their ability to reach 

intended audiences, engage with those audiences, and be re-purposed by those audiences. 

Studying social media activism through the lens of rhetorical velocity is an intuitive approach 

because social media platforms are inherently interactive spaces in which texts are 

recomposed and shared with commentary and reactions (i.e. gifs, memes, emoticons, etc), 

juxtaposed with other texts, or otherwise re-invented. Although Ridolfo’s ideas about 

rhetorical velocity were created before the advent of social media, his ideas have become 

even more relevant in these growing digital spaces. 

In this research, I intend to extend Ridolfo’s ideas about velocity into the context 

of rhetorical ecologies. Although recomposition is a common practice among social media 

activists, they also use other strategies to give their texts velocity within their intended 

ecologies. When inventing or circulating texts, activists code their language in specific ways 

for their intended audiences. They also include excerpts and images from other texts that they 

know will be shocking or disruptive to the norms their audiences are used to. These types of 

strategies will be discussed in more detail later, but they reveal that online activists are 

concerned not merely with the recomposition of their texts, but how their texts will travel in 

other ways. They are concerned with their text’s ability to participate effectively in the 

public, online conversation taking place among other activists. They are concerned with their 

text’s ability to be persuasive to resistant audiences and to victims of abuse who are in denial. 

Online activists, therefore, invent their texts in ways that give their texts velocity, but their 

strategies extend beyond Ridolfo’s emphasis on designing for recomposition.  

The reason I have chosen these two theories to explain the movement of texts in 

the online environment is that rhetorical ecology provides a framework for understanding the 
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interdependency of texts and their authors in the online environment while rhetorical velocity 

expands on the ways in which authors might invent their texts with particular ecologies in 

mind. Velocity focuses on authorial intent and invention, specifically the ways in which an 

author may construct a text with the goal of having it penetrate and survive within existing 

ecologies. Although there is certainly room for research into ways that activists imbue their 

texts with features that will give them the velocity to create new ecologies, this thesis is 

primarily focused on how activists construct their texts to participate in well established, 

existing ecologies. While Ridolofo initially wrote about rhetorical velocity within the context 

of composing for recomposition, the expansion of social media in the last decade necessitates 

an further examination of the ways in which authors might construct texts, not for 

recomposition, but for affective reactions and strategic circulations. 

Using both rhetorical ecology and rhetorical velocity as lenses for my research 

allows for the examination of the #ChurchToo movement’s texts on a macro and micro level. 

These theories also allow for observation of both the invention and the circulation of texts. 

Observing both the inventive and circulatory aspects of activism texts is important because 

the social media environment’s natural fluidity makes it difficult for more canonical 

rhetorical theories to account for all of the movements and interactions that frequently 

simultaneously occur. The canonical elements of rhetoric (audience, exigence, rhetor, 

constraints, and text) all bleed together in digital spaces where rhetor and audience are 

conflated in comment threads and where exigencies change with each share, reaction, and/or 

comment. Canonical understandings of rhetorical situations are too static to account for the 

shift in rhetorical identity and practice that occurs in social media environments, which is 

why an ecological approach is necessary to create a comprehensive view of the roles and 
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environments in which activists work and a discussion of the inventive processes of activists 

is necessary to understand the ways in which activists give their texts the velocity to reach 

new audiences and expand the #ChurchToo movement.  

 

Situating #ChurchToo Within Human Rights 

And Feminist Rhetorics 

While rhetorical ecology and velocity explain the environment in which 

#ChurchToo texts live and how rhetors invent texts to be circulated within different 

ecologies, this research would be incomplete without the application of feminist rhetorical 

theory and human right’s theory to frame the social and political nature of the activism 

occurring in this case study. Rhetorical ecology and velocity can explain how an online 

movement functions, but feminist and human rights theory can explain why the movement 

exists and what it accomplishes. In this section, I explore a few of the feminist and human 

right’s theorists and concepts that have informed my interpretations of the #ChurchToo 

movement’s participation in feminist activism. 

As with my research, Ryan, Myers, and Jones take an ecological approach to 

feminist rhetorical activism. Their approach offers useful interpretations of the ways in which 

women have traditionally used ecological frameworks to establish ethos for themselves and 

their fellow activists and advocates. Ryan, et al. argue against the traditional concept that 

ethos is located in the individual. Instead, they argue that that female activists have, since the 

19
th

 century, drawn on ecological ways of thinking to construct an ethos separate from the 

traditional female roles normalized by social and political contexts (3). Ryan, Myers, and 

Jones specifically locate feminist ethe at the confluence of ecological thinking and feminist 

rhetorical theory (Ryan, Myers, and Jones 2). They construct feminist ecological ethe as a 
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strategy used by feminists to help a women’s texts reach broader audiences—a phenomenon 

which I would refer to as velocity. In other words, they see the collective construction of 

ethos as the means by which feminists join in-groups and participate in conversations from 

which they have previously been excluded. They argue that women have gained agency by 

drawing on collective narratives, experiences, and language as rhetorical strategies designed 

to interrupt, advocate, and relate. Ultimately, the authors explore how women negotiate 

cultural expectations and their own beliefs to construct an ethe that allows their arguments to 

reach different audiences and participate in different ecosystems (3). 

I have borrowed Ryan, Myers, and Jones’s ideas about feminist ecological ethe 

and applied them to my case study as a way to explain how #ChurchToo activists are using 

ecological rhetoric to establish a collective ethos in the face of resistant audiences. I locate 

the ecological conceptualization of ethos as the place where feminism and rhetorical velocity 

overlap. When women employ a collective ethos, as #ChurchToo activists do, it can give 

their texts the velocity to penetrate patriarchal circles. 

In addition to Ryan, Myers, and Jones’s conceptualization of the feminist 

ecological ethe, Judith Butler’s questions about the ontological definitions of reality that lead 

to violence and the necessity of public grieving have greatly informed my understanding of 

the nature of trauma and recovery in conservative Evangelical communities. Two guiding 

questions have been “whose lives are real” and “does violence take place on the condition of 

that unreality” (Butler, 33)? Butler claims that when women are treated as less than human, 

as having no opinions or voice of their own, and are perpetually represented by and for the 

men in their lives, as is the case in many conservative Evangelical circles, then their lives 

become unreal and there is no space in their social circles for their experiences to be voiced 
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(citation here). In order to gain agency, Butler argues that it is essential for women to ask 

“how might reality be remade” (Butler 33)?  

To Butler, part of the process of remaking reality by adding the voices of 

marginalized women to that reality is a process of public grieving over the traumas and 

tragedies experienced by generations of women (Butler). Butler notes that the common 

conception of grief is that it is solitary, privatizing, and depoliticizing and she contests this 

definition with the idea that grief can also have very public and political aspects, which is 

evident in the circulation of personal trauma narratives in recent feminist hashtag 

movements, particularly #MeToo (22). Butler argues that intense grief “furnishes a sense of 

political community of a complex order, and it does this first of all by bringing to the fore the 

relational ties that have implications for theorizing fundamental dependency and ethical 

responsibility” (22). Butler goes on to say that grief and rage “tear us from ourselves, bind us 

to others, transport us, undo us, implicate us in lives that are not our own, irreversibly, if not 

fatally (25). Butler’s ideas about the relationality of grief takes on a new light when 

examined in line with Ryan et. al’s feminist ecological ethe. Both theories emphasize that 

experiences and narratives have more power when they are part of a collective identity or 

ethos. Butler’s discussion of the relationality of grief has influenced my understanding of the 

ways in which online activists use their traumas to relate to one another, establish their 

experiences as part of a systemic issue, and politicize their traumas to advocate for change. 

#ChurchToo activists are not merely bound together by a shared set of beliefs, but also by a 

shared set of deeply traumatic emotional experiences. The grief from these experiences 

unites #ChurchToo activists and makes each individual’s contribution to the movement 

fundamentally dependent on each other. Although Butler speaks of grief in the context of 
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9/11 and the War on Terror, her ideas about the effect grief has on both the individual and the 

collective are relevant to theorizing the rhetorical processes of the #ChurchToo movement, 

particularly the way displays of grief function in private and public online ecologies. 

Like Butler, both Aurora Levins Morales and Jaqueline Royster focus on the 

political nature of collective grief and trauma, particularly when that trauma manifests in the 

form of narratives, myths, and testimonies. Both authors are, of course, speaking in the 

context of racially marginalized populations who experience oppression and have their 

voices negated in ways that white Evangelical women do not. Still, I think Royster’s and 

Morales’s ideas have very real and significant applications to the ways in which women in 

the #ChurchToo movement work with cultural narratives. Royster notes that the use of 

symbolic language, stories, and proverbs to theorize has long been a “vital layer of the 

transformative process” for African American feminists because they are “remarkable 

accessible” and because they draw on familiar cultural narratives (35). Morales similarly 

notes that reinventing histories through storytelling in a way that empowers women is an 

essential step towards helping victims of trauma piece together the fragments of the whole 

system of oppression (16). These practices are defining traits of the #ChurchToo movement 

as women 1) share their own experiences with oppression to establish patterns of systemic 

oppression and 2) work to construct new histories through the reinvention of familiar biblical 

stories. Royster and Morales’s works offer valuable insights to the role of storytelling and 

revisionist history among #ChurchToo activists as they argue for reformed ideas about the 

role of women in married life and the church’s organizational structure. Although Royster 

and Morales do not situate their work within an ecological framework, their theories heavily 

emphasize the systemic nature of oppression and the need for collective healing, problem 
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solving, and activism (Royster 38; Morales 16). My thesis extends their ideas into the online 

environment to craft an understanding of how individual testimonies coalesce to form 

communities of healing as well as communities of activism.    

If the relational aspects of grief, testimonies, and activism were being discussed 

when Royster and Morales published their pieces in 1996 and 1998 (respectively) and in 

2004 when Butler’s Precarious Life was published, the collective nature of grief and 

testimonies is much more relational and political in 2018—a time when strangers and friends 

are intimately connected through social media. In their essay “Changing Audience, Changing 

Ethos,” Beth Daniell and Letizia Guglielmo apply ecological feminism to social media 

spaces. One important aspect of their analysis is the idea that 21
st
 century digital spaces, 

particularly social medias, have removed the need for women to be invited into conversations 

or justify their right to speak. Instead, these spaces have opened the opportunity for women 

to voluntarily add their voices to conversations by reblogging, retweeting, reposting, liking, 

and commenting on posts (Daniell and Guglielmo 104). By engaging with each other’s posts 

in these ways, women reinforce and share one another’s ethos (Daniell and Guglielmo 104). 

This creation of ethos occurs when individual testimonies coming together as a collective 

body of evidence against systemic oppression, as in the authors’ example of Sandra Fluke’s 

testimony before the U.S. Senate (102). In this and other examples of feminist activism, 

speakers rely not on their individual ethos, but draw on a collective ethos grounded in the 

testimonies and narratives shared by other women with similar experiences. Daniell and 

Gugliemo’s emphasis on the importance of collective ethos created by a collection of 

testimonies and the use of plural language are ideas that have partially informed my 

interpretation of the narratives and testimonies of abuse circulated by women in the 
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#ChurchToo movement. Just as digital spaces have opened opportunities for women to speak 

their stories without being invited and form a collective ethos backing movements like 

#YesAllWomen and #MeToo, so also in #ChurchToo, the collective testimonies united under 

the hashtag create a persuasive body of evidence against the oppressive practices of 

conservative Evangelical churches and leaders.  

When Butler’s, Royster’s, and Morales’s ideas about the relationality of grief are 

combined with Ryan, Myer’s, and Jone’s feminist ecological ethe the result is an explanation 

of how movements like #ChurchToo, #MeToo, and #YesAllWomen, have coalesced around 

counter publics of sorrow and rage towards specific injustices. Each hashtag represents an 

ecology of texts composed of personal testimonies of injustice and expressions of grief. In 

these spaces there exists an affective economy where friends and strangers exchange 

emotionally laden experiences of rage and sorrow in search of comfort and support. Through 

status updates, tweets, memes, images, videos, blogs, etc., grief can now be expressed more 

publicly and politically than ever before. In the digital environment, grief is transformed into 

an object that can be commented on, liked, and circulated beyond the control of the author. 

When grief is transformed into a text on social media, it is done so with the expectation that 

others will engage with the text and implicate themselves in the life of the author and other 

commentators, furthering the relationality and politicization of grief. The resulting body of 

texts under the umbrella of a single hashtag unites all participants in that hashtag’s 

movement. Grief towards a specific injustice becomes a shared memory among strangers, a 

collective identity, and a joint political cause.  

Shifting away from the discussion of how grief and feminist ecological 

frameworks influence the creation of texts, I would like to take a moment to focus on 
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rhetorical listening as a framework to interpret how activists respond to resistance and look 

for ways to give their texts velocity, even in hostile climates. Centered around understanding 

“how rhetorical listening may be employed to hear people’s intersecting identifications with 

gender and race (including whiteness),” Krista Ratcliffe’s book provides an important 

framework for understanding the role of readership in ecologies of online activism (17). 

Ratcliffe’s goal is to understand ways in which rhetorical listening can facilitate dialogue 

across cultural logics
6
. Her work speaks to the widespread problem in 2018’s political 

climate of individuals speaking and neglecting to listen to the cultural frameworks, 

ideologies, and priorities of other groups.   

 As a solution to problems like this, Ratcliffe proposes an implementation of 

rhetorical listening. She defines rhetorical listening as 1) seeking to understand ourselves and 

one another 2) adopting an accountability logic and 3) locating identifications across 

differences, and analyzing the cultural logics in which claims are embedded (Ratcliffe 26). 

Ratcliffe’s call for accountability logic is a central part of her argument. Accountability logic 

frames the listener as a witness who, after encountering an uncomfortable situation or a 

moment of trauma, then has moral dilemma about what to do (or not do) with the new 

information. Ratcliffe offers the idea of accountability logic as a place where listeners can 

hear and speak back to (dis)identifications (32). This is important because listening with the 

goal of speaking to (dis)identifications allows both parties to be able to negotiate boundaries 

where they do not identify with each other or boundaries which they may be uncomfortable 

sharing with someone who may not believe them. By using accountability logic and locating 

identifications, listeners take on an active role in the dialogue and can produce more fruitful 

                                                 
6
 Ratcliffe defines cultural logics as “a belief system or way of reasoning that is shared within 

a culture” (10). 
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responses that originate from a place of cultural understanding and empathy. To Ratcliffe, the 

goal of rhetorical listening is to bridge boundaries by creating a safe space where each 

speaker is heard, valued, and believed. However, Ratcliffe’s caveat is that rhetorical listening 

is not an easy solution or a fix-all. Instead, rhetorical listening is a process in which listeners 

must. “question [themselves]...to determine whether [they] need to affirm, revise, or reject 

[their attitudes and actions]” (38). 

 Although Ratcliffe advocates for rhetorical listening across cultural and racial 

borders, her work also applies to the conversations that are taking place in the #ChurchToo 

movement because conservative Evangelical ideology is, in many ways, its own culture. The 

work that is happening in #ChurchToo is heavily reliant on a dialogue between secular and 

religious cultures which operate on entirely different sets of logics, norms, and ideological 

beliefs. Because of this, #ChurchToo advocates must rely on rhetorical listening strategies to 

build bridges and facilitate dialogue between their progressive groups and their resistant 

Evangelical peers. The ways in which #ChurchToo advocates implement rhetorical listening 

into their dialogue frequently appears in comment threads and other moments in which they 

engage with resistant audiences. It usually involves the #ChurchToo activist identifying the 

perspective from which their opponent is writing, acknowledging where the two sets of 

beliefs align, and seeking to educate the opponent on why his or her belief is harmful or 

theologically incorrect. In these instances, rhetorical listening often results in the activist 

coding their language in ways that they know their audience will find familiar and safe, as a 

way to speak to (dis)identification and build ideological bridges between opposing 

ideologies.  
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Much of the current research looks broadly at the circulation of texts and the 

systems in which they circulate (Daniell and Gugliemo; Gries; Ryan, Myers, and Jones). My 

thesis applies the feminist ecological framework to social media activism while also 

narrowing the lens to analyze the invention of texts within these ecologies. My thesis 

proposes both a macro and micro level look at not only the ecologies of activism themselves, 

but also at how rhetors design their texts to effectively participate in specific ecologies. This 

research examines how circulation, coded language, disruptive imagery, and narratives work 

together to lend velocity to an online movement. It also examines how these strategies give 

authors the ecological feminist ethe needed to participate in conversations from which they 

were previously excluded.  
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

When I first started researching the #ChurchToo movement, the hashtag had not 

yet been associated with the movement and, because of this, I did not realize how extensive 

the movement really was. I intended to interview a few individuals from a local church 

whom I had seen speaking openly on social media about reforming conservative Evangelical 

thinking on gender and female identity. I imagined using the interviews to understand how 

online activism might impact change within churches on a local level. Although, I still think 

there is room for research in that area, this project became much bigger than that. 

Through interviews with a few activists from my home church, I became 

connected with other activists across the United States. I gained access to blogs, websites, 

and private social media groups run by activists around the world who are all speaking 

against the tradition of silence has dominated conservative Evangelical culture for decades. I 

realized that the problems with how churches handle cases of sexual, physical, and emotional 

abuse was far more widespread than I had originally thought, but I also realized that the 

movement to create change is far-reaching and powerful. The extent of the movement 

became apparent when it gained its own hashtag (#ChurchToo) in early 2018. When I saw 

the extent of the movement, I became interested in how activists had been using social media 

to reach new audiences and spread awareness of the pervasiveness of abuse in Christian 

communities. I was interested in how they had laid the foundations of the movement over the 



42 

course of several years and the strategies they use to maintain momentum, reach new 

audiences, and achieve their goals for ideological and political change.  

 

Research Questions 

 These interests led me to several research questions which have guided me 

throughout this project. These questions are listed below: 

1.) What is the difference between the type of activism that takes place in public 

online spaces versus private ones? 

2.) What strategies do activists use to engage their readers, overcome resistance, and 

reach new audiences? 

3.) Has social media activism translated into any concrete ideological or political 

change in how churches handle their approaches to domestic violence survivors and 

recovery? 

 

Definitions of Terms Used Throughout  

This Research 

 In the following sections, I provide my definitions of terms and concepts used 

frequently throughout this research. When possible, my definitions are drawn from 

interviewees’ descriptions and/or their patterns of usage.  

Activists 

Throughout this research, I use the term “activists” to describe my interviewees 

and others who do similar work. An “activist,” is defined as someone who “uses or supports 

strong actions in support of or opposition to one side of a controversial issue” (Meriam-

Webster). Interestingly, my interviewees did not identify as being activists; instead, they 

preferred the term “advocates,” since they see themselves as speaking for those who do not 
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have a voice. Although their work can be defined both ways, throughout this research I use 

the term “activist” to describe their work, because it has connotations that emphasize the 

public and political nature of their work and because I want to associate their work with that 

of other online activist movements such as #MeToo and #YesAllWomen.  

Public Ecologies of Activism 

My use of the terms “public ecologies” and “public ecologies of activism” 

imagines the public online space not as a single location or fixed space with definite 

parameters, boundaries, and norms (Edbauer-Rice). Instead, I use the word public to suggest 

a multiplicity of possible social connections, encounters, events, and discourse. A public 

ecology, then, becomes a space that is not composed of discrete elements, but is 

characterized by a series of processes, fluid interactions, and a constant state of flux. The 

online public space then “becomes decoupled from the notion of situs, or fixed (series of) 

locations, and linked instead to the in-between en/action of events and encounters” (Edbauer-

Rice 10). By adding “activism” to the phrase, I imply that ecologies, in their lived fluxes, do 

not exist autonomously, but are socially constructed and used for specific purposes by the 

rhetors that inhabit them, even if the ecology feels like an organic, natural environment to 

those that frequent it.  

Just as a traditional environmental ecosystem is composed of relationships among 

species, each with specific interdependent roles, so also, the public ecology is composed of 

complex relationships among the ecosystem’s rhetors and their texts. While I would like to 

emphasize the expansive nature of public ecologies and that they cannot be satisfactorily 

understood when they are constrained with the same language used to describe rhetorical 

situations as “conglomerated elements,” for the purposes of this research, I must construct 
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some parameters (Edbaue-Rice 9). This is necessary, not only to focus the analysis on how a 

rhetorical ecology of activism emerges from relationships among rhetors and texts, but also 

because this research makes the distinction between public and private ecologies.  

For the purposes of this research, public ecologies are characterized by two 

things. First, public ecologies are digital and social spaces in which texts are created, 

circulated, or interacted with on an individual’s personal social media profile or newsfeed. In 

these spaces, audiences beyond the author’s intended group have or potentially have access 

to view and/or interact with the texts and the author. Roles of rhetor and audience are fluid, 

often shifting from moment to moment in the space of a comment thread. Secondly, public 

ecologies are characterized by specific types of texts and relationships. The texts created and 

circulated in public ecologies of activism tend to speak about abuse in general or theoretical 

ways (Cynthia, Jenna, Nicole). These texts build on shared traumas, use language that is 

coded for specific audiences, and transform existing stories and theologies to spread activist 

rhetoric to wider ecologies. Additionally, in public ecologies, public interaction among 

activists tends to be intellectual and professional (Cynthia’s, Jenna’s, and Nicole’s Personal 

Interviews). The conversations within ecologies of activism are typically centered on either 

relating to or debating a concept in the author’s post or comment. In these situations, deeply 

personal stories rarely surface, and discussions of trauma and abuse are spoken of in general 

or hypothetical ways, keeping relationships somewhat distant and formal.  

Private Ecologies of Activism 

Perhaps more than public ecologies, private ecologies are in need of definition 

and examination. In fact, this definition of private ecologies is grounded in the data collected 

for this research, simply because rhetoricians have failed to distinguish private and public 



45 

rhetorical ecologies. Research like that of Edbauer-Rice, Hink, Gries, and others only 

examines activist rhetorics as they occur in highly visible, public spaces (online and 

otherwise). While public rhetorical ecologies are important, private ecologies are equally 

important to an activist movement—and much less understood. Perhaps the reason that they 

are less-researched than public rhetorical ecologies is that they are more difficult for 

researchers to access and because the rhetorical practices at work in them (i.e. questions, 

resource sharing, personal narratives and testimonies) look less like rhetoric than flashy 

artifacts like memes, images, videos, and comment threads that compose public ecologies. 

Still, the quiet, discursive nature of private ecologies are essential to an online activist 

movement for reasons that will be discussed in more detail later in this research.  

Like public ecologies, private ones are also characterized by the accessibility of 

texts within specific digital and social spaces and the type of content and relationships that 

occur in those spaces. However, there are significant differences to how those characteristics 

play out in public and private spaces. Private ecologies are digital and social spaces where 

privacy settings, group rules, or other security or privacy features restrict membership to a 

specific group of people who are united by a shared exigence. Although there are major 

differences between the rhetorical practices that occur in private and public ecologies, both 

environments and their participants are interdependent upon each other when part of an 

online activist movement.  

On Facebook, the social media site used throughout this research, private 

ecologies are typically found in closed groups, secret groups, or private messages. Closed 

groups require that prospective members request to join, sometimes requesting that members 

answer some questions about themselves as a informal application to the group. The 
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prospective member then must be approved by the group’s admin(s) in order to join. Even 

more secure, secret groups cannot be found through searches and they do not appear on 

members’ profiles. To find or join a secret group, one must be invited to it by a member or an 

admin, and then be approved by the admin. Additionally, posts from public ecologies can be 

shared into secret groups or closed groups but posts created within those groups cannot be 

shared outside of them. The discourse created in private ecologies is typically more personal, 

sensitive, and specific than that found in public arenas, largely due to the sense of security 

that characterizes a private ecology. This control over the audience and the sense of 

community created by shared exigence makes the private ecology a space where members 

can construct deep and meaningful relationships across time and space and share intimate 

stories, experiences, and requests for help.  

Post 

Posts are defined as any material added to one’s Facebook profile to appear in the 

newsfeed of others or any material shared in a closed or secret group. A post can be a picture, 

video, written text, a link to an article, or any combination of those items. Essentially, a post 

is anything that other Facebook users can engage with via comments or reactions. 

Comment Thread.  

A comment thread is how audiences engage with a post. It is composed of emoji 

reactions as well as text, video, picture, and GIF responses. Comment threads are where 

audiences can give the author feedback on his or her content and generate a discussion on the 

topic with other commentators. 
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Sample Population 

A case study of the online activity of several social media activists in the 

#ChurchToo movement, this research involved interviewing activists along with collecting 

samples of their social media activity. There were five participants in this study, four female 

and one male. All of them identify as being Evangelical Christians, though they all belong to 

different denominations. The participants are located around the United States are all white, 

hetero-sexual, middle-aged adults, meaning that any instances of discrimination they 

revealed in interviews or online is solely based on gender and is not complicated by gender-

identity, race, or ethnicity
7
. Each participant was invited to interview because they actively 

post on Facebook, blogs, and/or other sites about the need for ideological and political 

change in how conservative Evangelical churches address cases of abuse and treat survivors. 

The first two participants whom I will refer to as Michael and Michelle are 

married and they both lead a small church in rural Northern California. Both are friends of 

mine, and it was their online advocacy that inspired my research questions and led me to 

pursue this case study. Michael is the pastor of the church, although his ministry extends far 

beyond his local congregation. Using blogs and social media to pursue an online ministry for 

victims of abuse, Michael has developed a profound online presence. Similarly, Michelle is 

also active in online advocacy work. Less public than Michael, she typically supports and 

advocates for victims via private messages and private Facebook groups, since she prefers to 

engage with people one-on-one.  

                                                 
7
 Intersectionality, according to Tegan Zimmerman, is an essential component of 4

th
 wave 

Feminism (59). However, the #ChurchToo movement bears more resemblance to second 

wave Feminism in that it often generalizes the experiences of all Christian women and does 

not have a strong body of voices that have been marginalized due to race and gender identity. 

This is likely due to the fact that the conservative Evangelical demographic is primarily white 

and heterosexual.   
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Both Michael and Michelle became involved in online advocacy when they 

encountered cases of abuse in their own church and could not find any Christian resources 

discussing abuse or how to approach perpetrators and counsel victims. When they realized 

the lack of information on the topic, Michael and Michelle began reading works by secular 

psychologists and interpreting them in a Christian framework. These interpretations are a 

common theme is Michael’s sermons to his local congregation as well as his online work. He 

sees himself as a theological resource for other advocates. Michelle helps connect victims of 

abuse with Michael’s work by sharing his blog posts and sermons among her private groups. 

Michael has used his background in Christian theology and his membership in a highly 

conservative denomination to advocate for child safety policies mandating that churches 

report cases of child physical or sexual abuse to law enforcement.  

Michael and Michelle are both very well connected within the online advocacy 

network. Their connections proved invaluable as they referred me to the other participants 

interviewed for this research. Because they are so deeply immersed in both the public and 

private levels of the #ChurchToo movement and have been involved since its beginnings in 

2007, Michael and Michelle provide an interesting perspective on the evolution of the 

movement as well as the rhetorical strategies used by advocates within the movement. 

Jenna attends the same church in rural Northern California as Michael and 

Michelle. While she was homeschooling and raising her large family, Jenna was deeply 

involved in promoting highly conservative views of marriage. She ran a blog for seven years
 

and used her online presence to advocate for the patriarchal system of marriage. Similar to 

Michael and Michelle, she did not change her mind about equality in marriage until a case of 

abuse occurred in her previous church and was badly mismanaged and covered up by church 
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leadership. This caused her to rethink most of her fundamental beliefs and led her to reject 

patriarchal marriage and become a vocal advocate for egalitarianism
8
. During this pivotal 

time, Jenna became a member at Michael and Michelle’s church, enrolled in a university to 

become a sex therapist and marriage counselor, and was one of the founding members of the 

Facebook group, Women at the Well, which is part of this case study. Jenna lends valuable 

insight to online ecologies because she has been involved in blogs, social media groups, etc. 

since 2002 and has observed and participated in the #ChurchToo movement from its infancy. 

Additionally, her training in psychology and counseling provided the research with a intimate 

understanding of victims, abusers, and neutral or uninformed bystanders and the rhetorical 

strategies that are necessary to reach each audience. 

Cynthia is a vocal advocate and she uses her powerful online presence to raise 

awareness about sexual, physical, verbal and spiritual abuse that occurs within Christian 

communities. She lives in Idaho and attends a large, non-denominational Evangelical church 

that is very involved in supporting survivors of trauma and providing them with the programs 

necessary for recovery. Cynthia has been involved in the movement for about five years. Her 

online presence takes the form of a personal advocacy page
9
 which functions as blog in 

which Cynthia makes sense of her readings and study of abuse in Christian communities. In 

2017, she helped launch a non-profit called AwakenNetwork
10

 which is intended to raise 

awareness about domestic violence in churches and to design and implement “a set of 

                                                 
8
 Egalitarianism in reference to Christian marriages is the belief that men and women are 

created equally and should therefore have equal power in a relationship. It stands in contrast 

to Biblical Patriarchalism which is the belief that women are subordinate to men and are 

expected to live their lives in deference to their fathers, husbands, and other male authorities. 

 
9
 As of 9/26/18 her personal advocacy page had 712 followers. 

 
10

 As of 9/26/18, AwakenNetwork had 181 followers. 
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coordinated community response protocols for dealing with DV [domestic violence] in a 

church and counseling context” (AwakenNetwork Facebook Page). She also holds an annual 

Awaken, Awareness Matters conference for advocates and survivors of abuse to provide 

resources and training for those involved in advocacy. Additionally, she uses her private 

Facebook page as an advocacy platform and is a member of private Facebook groups for 

survivors of abuse as well as private groups for advocates to share resources. Cynthia also 

applies the knowledge gained online to help with support groups and counseling at her local 

church. Cynthia brings a unique perspective to this research because she has such a variety of 

platforms from which she works and because she bridges the gap between online advocacy 

and “real life” change in a variety of ways. Her work helps inform my discussion of the 

differences between public and private spaces and the types of rhetorical activity that take 

place in each. Her work has also influenced my ideas about where the movement is headed 

and how online activism translates into “real world” change.  

An active blogger and Facebook advocate, Nicole lives in Minnesota and attends 

a Baptist church, although she grew up in an Evangelical Free church. She runs a large blog 

called Flying Free and an accompanying private Facebook group for women to support each 

other and recover from abusive relationships
11

.  She blogs twice a month and shares her blog 

on a Facebook page by the same name. Nicole uses her blog as a way to recruit members to 

her private groups. Unlike some of the other private groups mentioned in this research, her 

groups have an entrance fee as a way to keep the membership intimate and limited to 

individuals who are serious and will actively and constructively participate. These groups are 

very active; in fact, she has one group that has been active for nine months and is still going 

                                                 
11

 As of 9/26/18, Flying Free had 4,717 followers. 
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strong. Nicole’s work is a blend of activity in public and private ecologies; therefore, her 

perspective has been helpful in constructing an understanding of the differences between the 

rhetorical activity that occurs in each space. Nicole’s network of abuse survivors through her 

blog and groups has given her insight into the “epidemic” of abuse within churches. Her 

knowledge about the extent of the problems and her ideas about where the movement is 

headed have partially informed the parts of my research that discuss the specific ideologies 

and practices that #ChurchToo activists are advocating against.  

 

Limitations 

One of the obvious limitations of this research is its small sample size. With only 

five participants, I was able to collect detailed data about the individual participants’ 

backgrounds and relationships to the movement. While this research only includes examples 

of activists’ work that I believe represented common threads and patterns among many 

#ChurchToo activists (even those not participating in this research), a larger data set and 

perhaps one with a more quantitative angle would be useful in determining widespread 

rhetorical patterns and would provide a foundation for more generalized claims about activist 

rhetorics.  

 Another limitation is the fact this case study is limited to a very specific cultural 

group and therefore involves specific types of rhetorical practices. While some of the 

rhetorical practices included in this thesis can be found in other activist and feminist groups, 

others may be unique to the religious community covered in this research. Further research 

that diversifies the population by including activists in other types of religious circles and/or 

secular circles would be necessary to determine whether the findings from this research can 

be generalized to explain the practices of other populations.  
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Data Collection 

Data for this research was collected through interviews with the five activists 

mentioned previously and by taking samples of social media activity from the participants 

between February 2018 and September 2018. The interviews and samples of activity focus 

exclusively on the #ChurchToo movement’s Facebook presence and do not touch on the 

movement’s presence on other websites or social media platforms. This is not because the 

movement does not have an online presence on other websites, but is because Facebook has 

the affordance of both public and private spaces where #ChurchToo activists can circulate 

texts from other websites, form specialized groups, and carry on discussions with both 

friendly and resistant audiences. Another reason that Facebook is the headquarters of the 

movement is because the activists’ intended audience is already occupying the Facebook 

space (Cynthia’s Personal Interview). One of the #ChurchToo activists’ primary goals is to 

educate and recruit Christian women who have or are experiencing domestic violence or 

other forms of abuse. These women already use Facebook frequently to share pictures of 

their kids and interact with friends and family, making it a place where the intended 

audiences will stumble across the work of their friends who are activists and be able to 

covertly read the materials in their newsfeed without attracting the suspicion of an abusive or 

controlling individual. 

This thesis is composed of empirical, qualitative research grounded in the 

methodology and philosophy of Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA). IPA is 

composed of two main goals. The first is to approach qualitative data collection with a 

phenomenological emphasis on the experiences and claims of participants (Larkin, Watts, 

Clifton 104). This first goal is centered on constructing the participant’s experience in an 
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informed and insightful way (Larkin et. al. 104). The second goal of IPA is to interpret the 

data within the context of larger social, cultural, and theoretical contexts—in this case, 

rhetorical ecology and velocity combined with the Evangelical Christian cultural context 

(Larkin, Watts, Clifton 104). In my research, IPA functions as both a method and a stance 

towards approaching qualitative data analysis. This methodology is a natural fit for my 

research because it emphasizes the voice of the participants and allows theoretical 

approaches to emerge from the data while still contextualizing the data within the 

participants’ own religious beliefs. As I interviewed participants, the theories of rhetorical 

ecology and rhetorical velocity emerged from the data as natural interpretations of the 

participants’ online activity. IPA allows me to approach the topic delicately through detailed 

interviews, giving priority to participants’ voices and experiences both with discrimination 

and with advocating for equality. By using IPA to construct a thorough picture of my 

participant’s experiences with online activism, I will be able to more effectively situate their 

advocacy within theories of rhetorical ecology and velocity. 

To initiate the interviews, I emailed each participant asking them for permission 

to screenshot any social media activity that was relevant to their activist work, and I also 

requested a 60-90 minute interview
12

. Although I had a list of questions to guide the 

conversation, the topic was allowed to drift to each participant’s area of expertise. Only 

Michael and Michelle’s interview was conducted face-to-face. Skype and Facebook video 

chat were used for the other interviews due to distance. The interviews were all recorded and 

transcribed. At the end of each interview, I asked participants if they could refer me to any 

                                                 
12

 Interview questions are listed in the appendix. 
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other activists who might be willing to talk with me about their work. This allowed me to 

network with activists and their websites across the United States. 

The interviews are a helpful explanation and rationale for the participants’ 

decisions in composing their digital texts. The interviews offered an opportunity for me to 

follow up with participants about the rhetorical choices they made in their posts and 

comments. My questions were designed to explore the author’s inventive processes and 

conscious or unconscious rhetorical strategies and goals. The interview questions also focus 

on exploring moments where participants’ writing reflects underlying identity work, as they 

attempt to re-define what it means to be a Christian woman. In line with IPA methodology, 

the interview questions are designed to create a robust understanding of each participant’s 

experience within the #ChurchToo movement as well as their motivation and strategies for 

attempting to change Christian ideologies and policies regarding the permanence view of 

marriage, the female body, and approaches toward domestic violence survivor’s recovery.   

The screenshots of social media activity were collected to provide a visual 

depiction of the concepts and strategies discussed in the interviews, as well as to highlight the 

relationships among texts, authors, and audiences. The screenshots are included to provide an 

excerpt of what public and private ecologies look like what “strategies of rhetorical 

production and circulation” are used by activists in each space (Edbauer-Rice 20). 

Additionally, the screenshots also illustrate the ways in which activists comment on and 

share each other’s work as a way to construct a feminist ecological ethe, strengthening their 

position against strongholds of theological and religious power (Ryan, Myers, and Jones). 

Screenshots were taken from postings in both a secret Facebook group and Facebook’s 

public newsfeed, but all identifying information has been hidden to protect the identities of 
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the participants. The screenshots included in this research were chosen because they are 

representative of consistent trends and patterns of activity among #ChurchToo activists as 

well as the fluid nature of exchanges among rhetors, audiences, and texts (Edbauer-Rice 19).  

The data presented in this thesis was collected between March 2017 and 

September 2018. This time period happened to coincide with a pivotal time in the movement, 

when the hashtag ChurchToo first came into use and the movement began to gain national 

attention from both Christian and secular media sources. Additionally, collecting data over 

the course of seven months afforded me the opportunity to see recurring patterns of activity 

and rhetorical strategies. The extensive data collection period also allowed me to see the ebbs 

and flows of the movement over the course of half a year. While much research looks at 

social movements after they have occurred, forcing the researcher to do archival work and 

reconstruct the timeline of events, I was able to analyze the birth and growth of a hashtag 

movement moment by moment, as it occurred in my Facebook newsfeed each day. This 

allowed me to preserve each post and comment thread in its historical and lived fluxes 

(Edbauer-Rice). 

While conducting interviews and reading social media posts, I looked for 

moments and processes where rhetor, audience, and text overlapped, transformed, or 

conflated. Rather than examining each aspect as a discrete element within the online activism 

environment, I designed the interview questions and social media sampling process to 

highlight moments of interdependency among the elements of the digital rhetorical 

environment as well as moments when rhetors used ecological approaches to create a 

collective ethe or design texts in ways that allowed them to participate in specific ecologies 

Ryan, Myers, and Jones; Ridolfo). I also looked for ways in which public and private 
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ecologies of activism supported each other and how the rhetorics in each space functioned to 

forward the #ChurchToo movement (Morales; Butler). Throughout this research, it has been 

my intention to craft a survey of the rhetorical practices of social media activists that 

investigates not only individual elements of activism, but the rhetorical practices and 

relationships of the movement as a whole, interdependent ecosystem.  

This research comes in the wake of the #MeToo movement and at a time of 

tremendous tension surrounding women’s rights and equality, not only in Christian circles, 

but in the United States as a whole. In composing this research, I felt a sense of urgency to 

not only craft an understanding of the ecological rhetorics of a digital activism movement, 

but to also convey the raw, risky, and intimate experience of participating in public and/or 

private ecologies of activism. The following analysis provides insight into the affordances of 

ecological rhetorics of online activism along with the affective rhetorics of trauma-based 

narratives and consciousness raising. This research illustrates how both public and private 

spaces are necessary to give an online movement momentum and to build meaningful 

connections among activists.  

Throughout this research, I have done my best to represent conservative 

Evangelical theologies as fairly as possible. All claims about Evangelical Christian beliefs 

are based on my own 20-year education within a conservative Evangelical church as well as 

the testimonies and descriptions of this study’s participants. It was my intention throughout 

this research to let the experiences of my participants guide the theoretical frameworks and 

interpretations applied to this data, and to let their voices shape my depiction of what 

conservative Evangelical Christianity is, and what it could/should be. 
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS AND RESULTS 

Introduction 

This chapter is broken into three sections, each one building on the one before. 

The purpose of this chapter is to combine the data collected from both interviews and 

samples of Facebook activity to create a picture of ecologies of activism in both public and 

private social media spaces. In the first section, “Theorizing Participants in Ecologies of 

Activism,” the chapter begins with an interpretation of the three roles that activists play 

within an online ecology. This section focuses on how each role works to sustain and 

increase the movement’s momentum and expand the ecology of texts. The second section, 

“Rhetorical Strategies Used by Activists in Public Ecologies,” focuses on matters such as 

coding language, establishing ethos, and circulating texts, in order to analyze the strategies 

activists use when writing for public ecologies. This chapter is centered on analyzing the 

techniques activists use to lend their texts velocity and design them to be effective for their 

desired audience(s). Finally, the third section, “Private Ecologies of Secret Facebook 

Groups,” builds on the ideas in the first two sections and illustrates areas where the shift from 

a public to private ecological environment creates changes in the inventive and consumptive 

practices of individuals in the group. I intend to explore the ways in which private ecologies 

of texts inform the activity that occurs in public spaces. It is my intention that these three 

sections will provide a detailed examination of the intricacy of online ecologies of activism 

and how all of the moving parts--from authors to text to privacy settings to word choice--

affect the growth and effectiveness of an online activism movement.   
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Theorizing Participants in Ecologies of 

Activism: Content Creators, 

Circulators, and  

Consumers 

One of the primary factors in an ecology of activism is the variety of ways in 

which activists use social media. Conducting this research involved spending a significant 

amount of time reviewing the Facebook and blog posts of participants, looking for patterns in 

word choice, rhetorical strategies, etc. However, in reviewing their posts for their rhetorical 

value in the larger system of activism, I realized that my participants maintained patterns in 

the type of content they posted or consumed. My participants can all be categorized into one 

of three groups based on their patterns of social media usage: content creator, circulator, and 

consumer. The first two roles, content creator and circulator, describe the work that those 

who identify as activists or advocates contribute to the movement. Those who are victims of 

domestic violence and are searching for information and resources typically fall into the 

category of content consumer and become a large part of the audience for whom content 

creators and circulators write. Of course, there is always overlap among these categories, but 

each role helps keep the ecology of activism alive and productive. 

Content Creators 

Content creators are those who blog frequently either via a site specifically 

designed for blogging or by using Facebook’s posting feature as a mini-blog. The individual 

process for creating or inventing texts varies greatly. For some, content creation involves 

posting personal stories or narratives about past experiences. For others, it involves being a 

watchdog and calling attention to instances of abuse or misconduct in churches and 

advocating for change. Still others write Facebook posts or blog posts that remix existing 

religious or secular texts or apply existing theological or psychological concepts to cases of 
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abuse and domestic violence within religious communities. This often involves writers 

consuming large quantities of literature from books and other bloggers, and then reinventing 

the ideas for their audiences.  

The role that content creators play in the online ecology of activism is expansive. 

However, it is important to note that the creation of content never occurs in a vacuum. In 

fact, crafting a text that can survive in the ecology of activism requires that the creator 

participate in the existing community. Creators frequently reference other activists or 

advocates and build on the ideas of others. For example, a content creator may write a blog 

applying a theological concept to a real or hypothetical case of abuse, but in that blog, they 

will link to or reference an article written by another author as a way to build an ethos 

grounded in collective experience (Ryan, Myers, and Jones). In order to effectively 

participate in a community, a content creator must consume vast quantities of both secular 

and religious texts, remix existing texts, and apply old religious and theoretical frameworks 

in new ways (Ridolfo). I will analyze these ideas in more depth in the section on public 

ecologies of texts. For now, I will provide a general example of what content creation can 

look like.  

In Figure 5, one content creator, Michael, writes a post in response to those who 

blame victims for sexual assault. In this post he creates a text that is short and to the point. 

He situates his argument in the context of a Biblical passage in order to contextualize his 

argument in language and ideology with which his intended Christian audience will be 

familiar. This type of language use is a rhetorical strategy that I will discuss in more depth in 

the section “Rhetorical Strategies Used in Public Ecologies.” For now, I would like to draw 

attention not to the rhetorical choices made in the text itself, but to the broader function of  
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Fig. 5. Michael’s Facebook post. 1 September 2018. 

 

this post within an ecology of texts advocating for change in how Christians approach sexual 

and domestic violence.  

As a content creator, the author of this post created an original text and shared it 

to his Facebook friends and followers. His post clearly resonated with his audience because it 

generated significant traffic, eventually resulting in 212 reactions, 20 comments, and 44 

shares. This post and its activity illustrate the relationship between content creators, 

consumers and circulators. Michael created this post, and it was consumed by at least 212 

people. It was circulated (shared) by at least 44 people. It could have potentially been 

circulated among more people if others read or shared it from a version of the post shared by 

one of the creator’s friends. This post illustrates how content creators add new ideas or 

remixes of old ideas to the ecology of texts. The invention of new content, in turn, creates a 

body of texts for circulators to share and consumers to read. Without new content to 
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stimulate conversations, generate ideas and controversy, and to help activists, survivors, and 

even resistant audiences work through difficult concepts, the #ChurchToo movement would 

lose momentum and not be able to gain visibility and effect change.  

Content Circulators 

While content creators are busy writing blogs, Facebook posts, and remixing 

ideas for new audiences, content circulators play the equally essential role of distributing the 

content created by others. Content circulators typically consume vast quantities of texts 

across various blogs, vlogs, websites, and social media accounts, then they select content that 

they have found valuable or informative and share it on their social media accounts. Content 

circulators often add a little of their own commentary to the shared post or select a poignant 

quote from the text and place it at the top of the post to catch readers’ attention. The defining 

characteristic of this group is that they do not create their own works or maintain regular blog 

activity. They simply share the works of others. Circulators do the heavy work of reading and 

selecting content so that their followers do not have to navigate many different sites and sift 

through large quantities of information. Content circulators use their expertise in the field and 

extensive knowledge of other writers and activists to keep the ecology of texts alive. They 

accumulate the works of other writers and share them on their Facebook pages, distributing 

those texts to audiences who may not ordinarily have the time or desire to search for them. 

See Figure 6 for an example of a post shared by Jenna. 

This post is representative of the type of work that content circulators typically 

do. Jenna described her work as involving nearly daily reading on all different kinds of 

websites ranging from watchdog groups to private bloggers to non-profit organizations to 

posts created by activist friends. Jenna then shares texts that she believes her Facebook  
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Fig. 6. Jenna’s Facebook post sharing another activists’ blog.  

31 August 2018.  

 

friends would find relevant, challenging, or useful. Posts like the one featured here are 

centered around education others about how to approach victims of abuse and how to guide 

them through recovery. When sharing posts, Jenna typically selects a poignant quote from 

the article or blog and places it at the top of her post in an effort to engage the reader enough 

to read the full text. At the very least, she hopes that the reader will gain some insight 

through the selected quote, even if they do not read the full article. Jenna’s primary goal is to 
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educate others on problematic ideology within conservative Evangelical circles and to 

engage others in conversation by sharing posts like this one. 

 However, beyond engaging in conversation in the comment threads and spreading 

ideas to new audiences, regularly circulating posts regarding topics of domestic violence and 

sexual assault in Christian communities has another important function in the ecology of 

activism: establishing safe-persons for victims of abuse to talk to. One interviewee described 

the work of both content creators and circulators as “sending up a flare” to those who are still 

trapped in abusive relationships and patriarchal churches (Nicole’s Personal Interview). Each 

advocate interviewed, whether a circulator or a creator, emphasized that victims of abuse 

read their posts and often sent them private messages asking for help or answers to questions. 

By regularly sharing advocacy posts, circulators mark themselves as not only a safe person to 

talk to, but also as someone with access to resources that victims of violence need. So, even 

though circulation takes place in the public space, it generates important rhetorical activity 

and activism work in private spaces such as messages and closed Facebook groups. Through 

these private conversations, circulators can direct victims of abuse to the resources they need 

to get more help and escape from their harmful marriages and churches. Circulators function 

as the bridge between content creators and consumers by helping victims of abuse connect 

with literature, recovery groups, legal resources, etc.  

Content Consumers 

Although content creators and circulators can be audience members for the 

writings of other activists, activists largely write or circulate content in the hopes that new 

people will read it and become educated on alternative views. In fact, several interviewees 

noted that their audience is largely composed of individuals who read their work, but only 
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react with it in limited ways. They described consumers as being those who seek out and read 

content produced by other activists, but without recirculating or reinventing the content. 

Consumers may or may not engage with the content by commenting on a blog or article, but 

do not forward the material to any new audiences. They usually read for their own interest or 

personal education, but do not wish to participate in the larger movement.  

Consumer’s lack of participation in the movement can be for a variety of reasons 

and their silence comes in degrees. Cynthia noted that many of her readers have experienced 

or are experiencing abuse and suggested that their silence may be due to the pain involved in 

revisiting traumatic memories, especially in public spaces. Alternatively, Michael and 

Michelle suggested that the social stigma that often arises from taking a stance on issues of 

abuse in the church prevents many individuals from speaking up publicly. As noted in the 

introduction to this research, simply sharing a post in support of victims of abuse can have a 

stigma attached to it and can earn one the label of “heretic,” “blasphemer,” or “unbeliever” 

from many conservative Christian audiences. Publicly participating in activism can even 

result in social ostracization from friends, family, and church communities due to the stigma 

associated with contesting traditional beliefs and practices of the church. These consequences 

are things that each interviewee has experienced. Many consumers are either not emotionally 

ready to handle that type of conflict or are simply looking for resources for themselves and 

are not interested in publicly taking a stance on controversial issues.  

Depending on the reason behind their silence, their silence comes in degrees. 

Some are uncomfortable showing any engagement at all on posts about abuse. They may 

read an article, blog, or status update, but they will not “react” to it or comment on it. Instead, 

they may private message the author in search of more information or resources. Others may 



65 

publicly “react” and/or comment, but do not feel comfortable sharing the post on their own 

personal Facebook page. Victims of violence are the primary consumers of texts in public 

spaces. However, they frequently feel more comfortable becoming content creators and 

circulators once they are in private spaces, as will be discussed later in this research. 

Although the scope of this research is focused on analyzing the creation and 

circulation of texts within an ecology of activism and does not spend much time analyzing 

the activity among consumers of texts, I think it is important to acknowledge the rhetorical 

nature of the extent and degrees of silence among consumers. The fact that so many voices 

are missing from the #ChurchToo conversation speaks to the sensitive nature of activist’s 

work and the real social consequences that activists face when they decide to publicly take a 

stand on issues of abuse in the church. Audre Lorde addresses the rhetorical nature of this 

type of mass silence when she associates silence with moments of fear (Lorde 42). She writes 

that writes that “the transformation of silence into language and action is an act of self-

revelation, and that always seems fraught with danger” (Lorde 42). For many survivors of 

abuse, the danger that comes with transforming silence into words in public spaces is a 

greater risk than they are willing to take. Further research could be conducted into the 

practices of content consumers and what type of environment or context would be necessary 

in order for them to become circulators or creators in public spaces.  

This conceptualization of content creators, circulators, and consumers is something 

that will be applied throughout the rest of this research as a way to explain the actors and 

patterns of usage within the online activist ecology. Of course, there is always overlap among 

the roles that individuals play in an ecology. Sometimes creators circulate content and vice 

versa. However, these roles are a helpful way to understand what roles are necessary to keep 
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an online ecology active and productive. If one of the roles was missing, the ecology would 

suffer. For example, should creators stop producing new ideas, circulators would have 

nothing to share and consumers would be stuck with the same information. No progress 

would be made in defining what counts as sexual abuse and domestic violence in Christian 

communities, and victims would have difficulty encountering new resources to help them 

recover and escape abusive relationships. Similarly, if the ecology had an abundance of 

content creators, but no circulators, the content would keep reaching the same population of 

consumers and would not recruit new members to the movement. Victims of violence would 

not be connected with the resources they need to escape and recover. Similarly, should 

individuals cease to consume the content that is produced and circulated within the ecology 

of activism, the lack of readership would cause the movement to lose its sense of purpose and 

momentum. Each role, therefore, is essential in the success and sustainability of any online 

ecology of activism.  

 

Rhetorical Strategies Used by Activists in 

Public Ecologies 

 

Throughout interviews with members of the #ChurchToo movement, several 

rhetorical strategies emerged as patterns that the advocates use to disseminate information 

and help the movement reach more people. The activists’ strategies are centered around 

infusing their ideological positions with an ethos that will have currency among audiences 

who are resistant to or uninformed about the position (Ryan, Myers, and Jones). Because the 

activists often find themselves locked in theological combat with other Christians who hold 

highly conservative and restrictive beliefs about marriage and gender roles, the activists’ 

main challenge is crafting their arguments with vocabulary and ideology that will feel 
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familiar and safe to their resistant peers. One interviewee mentioned that the biggest 

roadblock to changing the ideologies of conservative Evangelicals is that they are incredibly 

resistant to any texts written by secular authors; they only trust the Bible or texts produced by 

Christian authors (Michael’s Personal Interview). Because of this, many conservative 

Evangelicals remain ideologically isolated from developments in science and psychology.  

#ChurchToo advocates use three main strategies to overcome these roadblocks 

and reach new audiences. The first is to code secular ideas in Christian language, thereby 

giving texts the velocity to penetrate conservative Evangelicals ideologies, allowing resistant 

audiences to engage with secular ideas and expand their thinking without feeling threatened 

by “secular psychobabble.” The second strategy is to disrupt long-held Evangelical beliefs 

about the female body, marriage, and interpretations of theological texts, and encourage 

conversations reimagining those things is ways that promote equality and make room for 

female voices. The third strategy is to circulate texts written by allies in the #ChurchToo 

movement in order to expand the movement to new audiences of both survivors of domestic 

violence and conservative Evangelicals who are resistant to ideological change.  

When activists are composing or circulating texts online, their imagined audience 

plays a significant role in the rhetorical choices that they make. Participants mainly viewed 

their work as being for two types of audiences: resistant audiences and sympathetic 

audiences. The resistant audience opposes #ChurchToo’s advocacy for greater female agency 

in marriage and in the church, the acceptance of divorce in cases of abuse, and their desire to 

change procedure on how churches counsel victims of abuse. The resistant audience is 

composed of men and women who are deeply embedded in conservative Evangelical 

Christianity and actively enforce restrictive gender roles and theology. Members of this 



68 

audience come from several different backgrounds. They can be conservative Evangelicals 

who are uninformed about the destructive nature of abuse and hold firmly to the view that 

abuse, even life-threatening abuse, is just another type of sin that can be fixed with 

forgiveness and reconciliation. However, members of this audience can also be abusers 

themselves who are seeking to attack ideologies that threaten their haven within churches. 

Even victims of abuse themselves can be members of the resistant audience, simply because 

the cruelty they endure has been normalized and their suffering is lauded as part of their 

spiritual journey. Many victims are so firmly embedded in a belief system that justifies abuse 

that they reject all other theologies and ideologies that threaten to strip away their identity as 

a suffering Christian. Regardless of which background members of the resistant audience 

belong to, they are typically the ones who comment on the posts of #ChurchToo activists, 

denouncing the new ideas, calling other readers to return to traditional interpretations of 

scripture, and seeking to maintain the status quo.  

The second type of audience is the sympathetic audience, typically composed 

of men and women who are allies to activists. This audience genuinely seeks information 

about how best to help victims of abuse or how to recover from destructive relationships. 

Members of this audience either have rejected or are beginning to reject conservative 

Evangelical beliefs about gender and marriage. This audience is typically composed of both 

activists and victims of abuse who are seeking resources to leave and recover from marital 

and spiritual abuse. Members of this group often frequent the pages and websites of other 

advocates in order to obtain more information, encounter new ideas, and have meaningful 

conversations with other advocates as well as those who oppose their work. When advocates 

write and circulate information publicly on social media, they usually share content with 
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resistant audiences or other activists. The intended audience has a significant impact of the 

rhetorical strategy that goes into not only the creation of the post, but also the circulation of 

the post and the interactions on the post’s comment thread. Whether coding language, 

disrupting dominant ideologies, or circulating information, activists’ strategies are grounded 

in the audience with whom they anticipate interacting. 

Accelerating the Velocity of Texts Through  

Coded Language 

For many activists, language use varies based on the target audience of their text. 

Activists tend to use language in rhetorically significant ways, particularly when writing for 

resistant audiences. As mentioned before, many conservative Christians are wary of language 

that is not strictly biblical, which means that they will often reject helpful resources from 

secular psychologists, counselors, and legal authorities at face value simply because the 

secular and scientific word choices seem threatening to them. When interviewing Michael 

about the strategies that he uses to get resistant audiences to read his blogs and Facebook 

posts, he mentioned that his main strategy is to interpret secular psychology within Christian 

frameworks using Christian language. When Michael and Michelle noticed that there was 

little discussion among members of their Christian circles about how to handle cases of 

marital or child abuse in churches, they decided to do their own research and share that 

knowledge with others. Many of their friends on social media did not have the time or desire 

to read books about abuse, counseling, and recovery, particularly if the books were written 

by secular authors. Michael and Michelle found this frustrating because the concepts and 

practices contained in secular books on psychology and counseling are essential for survivors 

of abuse to understand if they want to escape their abusers and begin healing. To get these 

ideas out to their resistant audiences, Michael and Michelle began condensing the ideas from 
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their reading list into short Facebook posts or blogs. These posts and blogs were initially 

intended for their small group of Facebook friends to read and discuss, but over time, 

Michael’s friend group expanded and his posts began to be circulated by his friends to other 

audiences. 

However, even with the ideas condensed into short social media posts, Michael 

and Michelle found that they still encountered resistance to those ideas when they used 

vocabulary like “abuse,” “abuser,” “trauma,” “depression” etc. Determined to get others to 

engage with the ideas, Michael began coding the concepts from secular psychology into 

vocabulary that he knew his conservative Evangelical audiences would respect. Instead of 

using “abuse,” Michael began using words found in the Bible like “reviling.” Instead of 

“abuser,” Michael used “son of belial” or “oppressor.” “Trauma” became “suffering,” or 

“anguish” and “depression” became “despair.”   Similarly, as illustrated in figures 6 and 7, 

other advocates writing for public ecologies use “sheep” to describe victims of abuse and 

“wolves” to describe abusers, because the sheep/wolf dichotomy is a recurring metaphor 

throughout the Bible. The examples in Figures 7 and 8 were posted publicly on Facebook and 

were directed towards both resistant and supportive audiences.  

 

 

Fig. 7. A post by a #ChurchToo activist page using the wolf/sheep metaphor 

to protest the friendly attitude many churches have towards abusers. 26 April 

2017. 
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Fig. 8. A meme shared by A Cry for Justice using the wolf/sheep 

metaphor to draw attention to the widespread problem of abusive 

practices among church leaders themselves. 29 September 2014. 

 

After reviewing Michael’s Facebook and blog posts, it became evident that 

Michael adjusted his language use depending on the audience he was writing for. On 

Facebook posts, Michael tended to use coded language like “oppressor” and “son of belial” 

more frequently because he was writing to an audience that includes many friends who 

maintain very conservative beliefs. However, on his blog, Michael tended to be more free in 

his language, speaking openly with words like “abuse,” “abuser,” etc. Although there is some 

overlap between his Facebook and blog audiences, Michael primarily intends his blog to be a 

theological resource for counselors, advocates, and victims of abuse—groups who are 
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typically more familiar and comfortable with secular language. By using vocabulary that is 

common in Christian circles and evokes specific Bible passages, activists like Michael 

establish ethos for themselves and create a discursive space in which those who are normally 

resistant to secular psychology can engage with those ideas without feeling threatened or 

rejecting the ideas outright because of unfamiliar language. Coding language in traditional 

Christian terminology allows activists to connect their work to an ecology of Christian 

literature and theology that spans centuries of religious thought. By using language to 

strategically connect their work to this existing ecology, activists establish an ethos for 

themselves as being members of this in-group, allowing them remix old ideas and introduce 

new concepts to an audience that would normally resist new ideas.  

Similarly, by adapting their language to include more secular terms when writing 

for less conservative audiences, Michael and Michelle are able to expand their readership and 

make their work equally accessible to both secular and religious audiences. By understanding 

the concepts that are roadblocks for their audiences and using linguistic strategies that are 

appropriate for each audience, Michael and Michelle give their texts the velocity to penetrate 

and survive in ideological ecologies where such work would normally be rejected. Using 

coded language also creates ethos for the activists by demonstrating their knowledge of the 

in-group’s values, ideologies, and practices. Texts gain velocity and are able to travel farther 

and participate in different ecologies more effectively when language-use does not alienate 

potential audiences and instead encourages dialogue and circulation (Ridolfo). 
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Creating Discursive Spaces Through  

Disruptive Imagery 

Like Michael, Jenna also seeks to reach as many potential audiences as possible. 

Although Jenna does use coded language to reach audiences, Jenna described her particular 

rhetorical strategy as being “winsome.” Jenna stated that her primary goal is to educate 

others on the prevalence of abuse within Christian churches and marriages. She seeks to 

write in a way that is friendly and open to dialogue. Rather than condemning others for 

beliefs that she sees as being problematic, she seeks to engage others in a genuine 

conversation and to present her progressive views in a way that is informative and accessible 

to those who hold extremely conservative views about marriages and gender roles. To 

accomplish this, she shares articles, blogs, and social media posts that she thinks will start 

conversations, either in comment threads or private messages. However, even though she 

seeks to be “winsome,” Jenna is not afraid to post pictures and articles that she knows her 

audience will find controversial. In fact, she sometimes uses blatantly controversial texts as a 

way to initiate conversation and dialogue in the hopes that she can politely inform resistant 

audiences about the ideas that #ChurchToo activists are advocating for.  

One example of Jenna’s strategy is evident in the moment when she uploaded this 

temporary profile picture (Figure 9) in protest to a viral, controversial post from conservative 

Evangelical blogger, The Transformed Wife (Figure 10). In this moment, Jenna uploaded an 

image that she knew would disrupt the image that her conservative Evangelical audience has 

about what a Christian woman should look like. But her post was also intended to be shared 

and circulated by and among her friends and other activists. She then used this disruptive 

moment to educate resistant audiences in the comment thread, situate herself  
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Fig. 9. Image of resistance shared by Jenna and other women opposed to The  

Transformed Wife’s post. 20 July 2018. 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 10. Original image on The Transformed Wife’s viral blog post “Men Prefer  

Debt Free Virgins Without Tattoos.” 16 July 2018. 
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within the larger #ChurchToo movement, and enable the circulation and movement of an 

ideologically disruptive text. 

The post that Jenna responded to with her changed profile picture was a viral post 

written by The Transformed Wife, a conservative Evangelical blogger who has 85,000 

followers. This post stated that Christian women should be debt-free virgins without tattoos if 

they want to find a good, Christian husband and live lives honoring God. Her blog is themed 

on giving Christian women advice about how to be a wife and mother, often going so far as 

to recommend that women avoid pursuing college or careers because such things could 

detract from their ability to be devoted mothers and wives. She also frequently expounds the 

theme that women be obedient and unquestioning in their submission to their husbands. So, 

her post recommending that women should be debt-free, virgins, without tattoos was not out 

of character with the overall content of her blog. However, it became viral in a way that her 

previous posts had not, gaining over 7,800 shares and thousands of comments. The image in 

Figure 9 showcases a stock photo of a young, white, apparently un-tattooed woman who is 

presented as the ideal model of Christian femininity. 

In response to this viral conversation about Christian femininity, Jenna and many 

others in the opposing camp temporarily changed their profile pictures to the image in Figure 

9 as a way to create a visual protest. Jenna chose Figure 9 as a profile picture because it 

juxtaposes sharply with Figure 10. Figure 9 features a woman with an unclear ethnicity, 

heavy makeup, tattoos, and piercings. Additionally, Figure 9 features Latin text written over 

the image. The text translates to “Image of God. Faith alone.” Each woman who either shared 

the image or changed her profile picture to the image lent velocity to the idea the image 
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represents (Ridolfo). They posted the image with the intention that it would be reposted by 

their friends and circulated among new audiences. 

By updating her profile picture with an image that she knew would be 

controversial to her audience and putting religious text over the image, Jenna disrupts the 

expectations that her audience has of what the Christian female body should look like. She 

argues that tattooed women are still made in the image of God and should therefore be valued 

and treated with respect. By grounding a woman’s value in her status as the creation of God, 

Jenna is situating her argument in an ideological framework that will be familiar to her 

conservative Evangelical audiences. By doing so, she applies Imago Dei (Image of God), a 

familiar Christian concept, to an image that disrupts the concept traditionally associated with 

the text. The contrast between text and image is designed to catch the reader’s attention and 

start a conversation. Because the image, though disruptive, is situated within Christian 

theology, it has the velocity to reach Christian audiences and participate in the existing 

ecology of texts on the topic of what a Christian woman’s identity should or shouldn’t be 

grounded in. In using an image of the female body that she knows her readers will find 

disruptive, Jenna seeks to establish a new female ethe that deviates from the dominant 

“normalizing female ethes that are inherently tied to religion, history, family, agency, and 

place” (Ryan, Myers, Jones 1-2).  

By changing her profile picture to that of Figure 9, Jenna not only disrupts 

expectations about Christian femininity and suggests an alternative perspective, she also 

makes a political issue personal and stands in solidarity with other women who do not 

believe in the traditional female mold. By making the woman in Figure 9 her profile picture, 

Jenna creates identification with the individual in that image. This works because a profile 
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picture on Facebook is typically a very personal thing. It is intended to display an image of 

the user, and it allows the user to visually represent themselves to their friends in whatever 

way best fits their identity. Therefore, changing one’s profile picture to support a cause is a 

deeply personal act and invites friends to comment on the picture and start a conversation 

about the cause. When one updates their profile picture on Facebook, Facebook 

automatically generates a post featuring the updated pictures and circulates it into the 

newsfeeds of one’s friends, making a personal feature of one’s Facebook page into a public 

and potentially political event. Because a profile picture is simultaneously personal and 

public, it provides the perfect borderland for discussion about issues that are important to the 

user.  

The personal connection to a public issue is important because Jenna was not the 

only one to change her image to that of the tattooed woman in Figure 9. Many other women 

also temporarily changed their profile pictures to that same image and, in doing so, formed a 

counter-public to the dominant Christian trope of a Caucasian, clean-skinned, “wholesome” 

looking woman. By doing so, these women were able to create a different visual narrative 

and represent an alternative version of femininity to their Facebook friends and followers. 

Their goal was to challenge the clean-cut, visually conservative version of female bodies that 

typically dominates Christian narratives and expectations, and to suggest that Christians and 

their churches need to be more inclusive of those whose appearances do not fit the traditional 

mold. By changing their profile pictures to that of Figure 9, en masse, these activists also 

created a visual and ideological connection with each other across Facebook, creating an 

ecologically-based ethos for Christian women who do not subscribe to traditional stereotypes 

about Christian femininity. Their collective stance on this issue gave velocity to the argument 
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that tattooed, debt-laden, non-virgins also have value that is not based on their sexual or 

financial history, and that Christian churches should seek to engage these populations, rather 

than exclude them.  

As intended, this temporary profile picture stirred up a number of conversations in 

the comment thread. Jenna received many comments supporting and expanding on her 

position that tattoos do not devalue a woman. But she also received a handful of comments 

contesting her argument. The picture she posted received thirty comments in total, mostly 

from friends who were supportive of the gesture and asked if they could join Jenna by 

“stealing” the picture for their profiles as well. However, one individual (Frank) expressed 

his resistance to the idea that tattoos could be acceptable, and his comment generated a thread 

of eighteen comments on the topic. The comment thread on this post serves as evidence that 

Jenna’s use of disruptive imagery was effective in creating a discursive space in which she 

could engage with those who disagree and embolden those who support her position. For the 

purpose of this research, however, I will only focus on Jenna’s use of the discursive space to 

confront resistance from her audience. Although the ensuing discussion between Jenna and 

Frank was quite extensive, there is not space to discuss the rhetorical value of each comment. 

Instead the rhetorical strategies employed by Jenna in Figure 11, listed below, serve as a 

generalization of her rhetorical style and help to conceptualize patterns used by her and other 

advocates.  

Jenna’s comment in Figure 11 is a response to an ongoing conversation about the 

place of tattoos in a Christian woman’s life, and more broadly about the policing of women’s 

bodies in conservative Evangelical circles. Jenna’s comment is significant for two reasons: 1) 

she uses rhetorical listening to create identification with her opponent and 2) she strategically 
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Fig. 11. Jenna’s comment on her own “Imago Dei”  

post. 21 July 2018.  

 

Jenna’s comment in Figure 11 is a response to an ongoing conversation about the 

place of tattoos in a Christian woman’s life, and more broadly about the policing of women’s 

bodies in conservative Evangelical circles. Jenna’s comment is significant for two reasons: 1) 

she uses rhetorical listening to create identification with her opponent and 2) she strategically 

deploys an ecological ethos as a way to validate her stance and educate her opponent about a 

more progressive ideological framework. To do this, Jenna first thanks Frank for his 

comment and concedes some ground to him in an effort to be what she describes as 

“winsome.” By beginning with an approachable demeanor, she establishes a common ground 

from which to further her argument. From there, Jenna acknowledges that she and Frank 

have shared beliefs and backgrounds by using inclusive pronouns like “we.” By including 
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herself in the same group as her opponent, Jenna establishes her credibility as a member of 

the same in-group as Frank meaning that she shares theological knowledge, a love for 

Christianity, etc. Additionally, Jenna uses several words and phrases common within 

Christian circles. Phrases like “repenting of my legalism” and “trying to connect with 

people’s hearts rather than judge by appearance” are From a position of common ground, 

Jenna then attempts to show Frank how beliefs like his can end up alienating others. 

Towards the end of Jenna’s comment, she links her ideas to the viral blog post 

that started the whole conversation about debt-free virgins without tattoos. By including a 

link to the original blog and situating her stance in opposition to that blog’s ideas, Jenna 

positions her changed profile picture and ensuing comment thread within a larger ecology of 

texts on the topic. She seeks to illustrate that she is not acting alone, but is participating 

alongside others in an online ideological battle. By doing so, she implicitly acknowledges the 

power of the existing ecology of texts on the topic and draws on that strength to support her 

own position and justify the existence of the conversation at hand. Additionally, by situating 

herself within an existing ecology, Jenna draws on the collective ethos of other women 

writers to support her position in the argument. 

Analysis of Jenna’s use of a controversial post and her response to a resistant 

reader reveals some of the strategies that activists use to start conversations and engage 

resistant audiences. Jenna purposely posted an image that merged secular and conservative 

Evangelical rhetoric in order to visually disrupt the restrictive ideas conservative 

Evangelicals have about the female body. Jenna used this disruption to engage with resistant 

audiences and protest and advocate for an alternative stance. By approaching the 

conversation as an opportunity to educate, she was able to maintain an extensive comment 
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thread with one resistant individual and create a meaningful dialogue. In this dialogue. Jenna 

deployed strategies of identification to construct ethos and build a connection between 

herself and audience. To do this, she established her own past as a vocal conservative 

Evangelical and emphasized her changed stance and her current membership in the 

#ChurchToo movement.  

These strategies illustrate some common approaches that #ChurchToo activists 

use to construct an ethos that their audiences will respect and trust. Activists in this 

movement rely heavily on their own history as members of conservative Evangelical schools 

of thought in order to create identification with those who still hold extremely conservative 

beliefs. This is important because conservative Evangelicals have such a strong in-group that 

they rarely trust information and perspectives from those with secular or even more liberal 

Christian views. Activists are acutely aware of this which is why they tend to construct their 

ethos not on their knowledge, skills, or credentials, but on their own prior membership in the 

conservative Evangelical in-group. The use of controversial posts like the one described in 

this section function as a hook to incite readers to dialogue and challenge their definitions of 

femininity. Ultimately, the goal for many #ChurchToo activists is to engage in dialogue, not 

anger or isolate potential audiences.  

Circulating Texts to Expand Public  

Ecologies of Activism 

While the two previous sections of this chapter have focused on the various ways 

that activists create texts and infuse them with coded language or challenging ideas in order 

to engage audiences, the third strategy used by activists is centered on taking those texts and 

pushing them out to increasingly wider audiences. The sharing of posts, images, links, etc. on 

social media is what I refer to as “circulation.” This strategy is essential to keeping an activist 
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movement alive because it is through circulation that ideas are spread and refined, new 

activists are recruited, and the movement attains the level of publicity and visibility that is 

necessary to rally people to the cause and create meaningful change. Circulation is the 

phenomenon that sustains an ecology of activism by distributing exigencies to audiences that 

would not normally encounter them and providing opportunities to rhetors and audiences to 

engage with and expand o current events, issues, and ideas. Circulation is what adds the 

dimension of movement into rhetoric’s public (and, I would argue, private) situations 

(Edbauer-Rice 9). Additionally, the circulation of texts allows activists to see that they are 

not alone in their beliefs and connects them with other activists. This, in turn, helps activists 

internalize an ecological ethe—an identity that is grounded in experiences, traumas, and 

ideologies that are common to those with similar beliefs and histories (Ryan, Myers, Jones; 

Morales) 

Although the process of circulation does not necessarily require that the circulator 

share personal information or make a direct connection between themselves and the issues 

discussed in the text they are sharing, circulating texts that discuss controversial or sensitive 

topics can be very risky and triggering for advocates. When an activist shares a post that 

contains content they know many of their social media followers will not agree with, they are 

demonstrating that they identify with the controversial ideas on some level and therefore 

have to be prepared to defend their position and encounter personal attacks for their beliefs. 

For women who come from conservative Evangelical circles where they are shamed for 

talking about abuse and “gossiping” about their husbands, sharing an article that covers 

something as intimate and personal as marital abuse can be very scary, especially when they 

know that many of their social media peers will be offended by it. Although many women 
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are not ready to write about their own experiences publicly, they are able to find allies by 

sharing articles and blogs on the topic and seeing who responds favorably.  

For others who are farther along in the healing process and have already 

established support networks, circulating texts is less about finding allies than it is about 

educating outsiders and helping other victims find resources. For example, Jenna explained 

that she actively reads and seeks out content created by small-scale bloggers and writers in 

order to distribute their ideas to a larger audience. She has a relatively large body of 

Facebook friends and followers, therefore she utilizes her established audience as a place to 

share content created by those with smaller audiences. Her goal is to help those who are just 

starting their advocacy work gain a following and encourage them to continue their work.  

Others like Michael vacillate between functioning as a content creators and 

circulators. Michael runs a blog which he primarily writes as theological resource for victims 

of abuse and professional advocates. Whenever he writes a new blog, he shares it to his 

personal Facebook page to help it reach those who may not actively check in on his blog’s 

website. From there, his blogs are frequently shared by his Facebook friends on the site. His 

blog is also regularly picked up by the large advocacy site A Cry for Justice and posted on 

their official blog site. His posts regularly generate comment threads with 40 or more 

comments. The circulation of posts like Michaels is important because it is a way for victims 

of abuse who are trapped in circles of silence find safe people to talk to. Michael mentioned 

that as his online presence has grown he noticed that people will send out “nibbles” via 

comments or private messages to see if anyone is listening to them and if those people are 

safe to talk to. These “nibbles” are the first steps to establishing trust between an advocate 

and a victim of abuse, and the initial comments often lead to larger conversations later where 
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advocates like Michael can connect the victim with resources and support networks that can 

provide them with both the emotional support and the concrete resources necessary for them 

to escape an abusive situation. 

Circulation of texts is an essential part of a social activism movement because it is 

the link between content creators and consumers and between victims and activists. It is 

through the circulation of texts that activists can learn about resources and exchange ideas 

with other advocates and professionals. By circulating texts, advocates establish an ecology 

of texts that build on and interact with each other, developing the movement’s ideology while 

also publicizing issues that were normally kept behind closed doors. It is also through the 

circulation of texts on social media that victims of abuse gain vocabulary to describe and 

validate their experiences and connect with individuals and organizations who can provide 

them with the resources necessary to escape from toxic environments and recover from their 

trauma.  

One of these resources is the development of a personal ethos through an 

understanding of abuse, trauma, and how one’s individual story is not an isolated incident but 

is part of a larger systemic issue. The circulation of texts on abuse in both public and private 

ecologies allows survivors of abuse to have their experiences validated and to see themselves 

as being capable of survival and recovery. Once victims are able to connect themselves to a 

larger ecology of survivance, they can imagine themselves as being capable and their voices 

as being credible testimonies to not only their own abuse, but the systemic problems within 

conservative Evangelical churches that enable abuse to occur. 

There are certainly other rhetorical strategies at work in the public ecologies of 

the #ChurchToo movement, however these three—coding, creating discursive spaces, and 
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circulating texts--are the three that give texts the greatest velocity and help the authors gain 

readership within these ecologies of activism. Each element builds on and enhances texts in 

ways that give them the velocity to reach wider audiences and thrive in ecologies of activism. 

If the movement did not have texts that actively worked to interact with other texts and 

extend the ecology of activism to ever wider audiences, the movement would likely not have 

grown as extensively as it has in the last ten years and certainly would not have exploded 

with momentum the way it has in 2018. It is no coincidence that the acceleration of the 

movement in 2018 occurred at the same time that the movement shifted from being a loose 

collection of conversations to having a hashtag under which activists could unite. The fact 

that a hashtag arose from a movement that previously had no name means that, prior to the 

hashtag, there was an existing body of texts that were united enough in theme and audience 

for a public, unified movement to form. The strategies that activists have used to give their 

texts velocity within ecologies of activism are a primary reason that the #ChurchToo 

movement was able to coalesce and that victims of abuse within conservative Evangelical 

circles are at last gaining visibility and humanity.  

 

Private Ecologies and Public Activism 

Public ecologies of activism are much more visible than private ones, and the 

work that they accomplish can have more obvious and tangible impacts than that of private 

ecologies, which is one reason why so little research has been done on the private aspect of 

social media activism. However, I believe that the work that occurs within private ecologies 

is equally important, if less visible, and is certainly deserving of more research into the 

relationship between the rhetorical work that occurs in private spaces and that of public 

spaces. In fact, after interviewing activists who participate in both private and public 
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ecologies, it is apparent that private ecologies are the backbone of the #ChurchToo activist 

movement. What I mean is that the texts that circulate within private ecologies fuel the work 

that occurs within public spaces. The stories, information, and discussions that can occur 

within the safety and privacy of a closed group are what motivate and inform the work that 

content creators and circulators do in the public arena. It is not my intent to imply that the 

relationship between private and public ecologies is somehow a one-way street. The 

relationship is reciprocal in many ways. However, the texts that are created within private 

ecologies are infused with a more intimate type of rhetoricity than public texts and this 

quality influences the invention of texts within public spaces—a point I will discuss in more 

detail later. 

To illustrate the rhetorical activity that occurs in private groups and how that 

activity influences public spaces, I will analyze a secret Facebook group that one of my 

interviewees invited me to join. Beyond this group, I know of four other groups that do 

similar work, though I am not a member of all of them. Since the #ChurchToo is an 

international movement, I am sure there are many other private Facebook groups for 

survivors of abuse and activists beyond the ones of which I am aware.  

Before discussing the rhetorical activity within the group, it is important to 

establish the mechanics of the group dynamics and how they enable the group to be a space 

where rhetorical activity can occur. Most importantly, the group’s status on Facebook is that 

of a secret group. This means that the group cannot be found through a search and no 

outsiders can see the activity of friends who are members nor can they request to join it. The 

only way into the group is to be invited by a member and then approved by an administrator. 

Once one is approved to join the group, she must comment on a pinned post agreeing to 
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follow the rules of the group. Women find the group by being invited by friends or 

administrators who are already members. This particular group is designed specifically for 

Christian women who hold to a fairly broad set of Christian theological beliefs that are 

described in the rules. The group is less concerned about theological nuances than it is about 

creating a space where each member feels comfortable sharing her story and concerns. The 

rules describe the group as “more a private living room than a debate hall,” and are primarily 

centered on ensuring that no one “participate[s] in any personal attacks” and that they 

“respect the liberty of other group members regarding matters such as dress, body art, music, 

education, health care, and other matters of private judgement and style.”  

The religious aspect of the group limits the membership in many ways and 

excludes those who do not identify as being Christian or do not have a history with Christian 

communities. However, it also works to create a space where members who do possess those 

identities feel secure and understood. Although groups lacking diversity of beliefs are more 

prone to groupthink, in this case, the cohesiveness of the members beliefs is beneficial in 

ensuring that members feel they can share their stories and concerns without being judged or 

having their decisions challenged by others, which is something they encounter from their 

social groups in “real life” quite frequently. For survivors of domestic violence, having a 

supportive community is a helpful step towards escape and recovery. This secret Facebook 

group functions as a community in which domestic violence survivors can find concrete 

resources and emotional support without risking judgement or rejection.  

The secret Facebook group analyzed here is a discursive space where Christian 

women can discuss challenges, ask questions, and seek advice on topics that are normally 

silenced in their home churches. The original name of the group was Reformed Women’s 
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Fellowship because it was just that: a place where women who identified as being Reformed 

theologically could come to talk about their beliefs. However, over time, the membership of 

the group became more theologically diverse, eventually including those from non-Reformed 

backgrounds. The membership and identity of the group came to be grounded in present or 

past experience with traumatic relationships and/or spiritually abusive churches, rather than 

membership in a particular denomination.  

Although the group had existed for about five years with new members being 

added in periodically, in early 2018, the activity within the group had slowed down 

significantly. The membership within the group had plateaued and most members were not 

posting actively anymore. To give the group a fresh start, the group’s primary administrator, 

Victoria, decided to open the group to new members. An active advocate publicly on 

Facebook, Victoria has a large following of readers. In order to recruit members to the group, 

Victoria posted publicly on her personal Facebook announcing the existence of the group and 

asking anyone who was interested in joining to either comment on the status or private 

message her. From there, Victoria invited responders into the group and they received a 

warm welcome from the existing members. Since then, about 20-30 additional women have 

been added into the group after being invited or referred by women who are already members 

in the group.  

In this moment of recruitment, the public and private ecologies of texts, 

consumers, and creators collided. Those who were primarily consumers in the public sphere 

gained access to an ecology of texts in which they could participate without fear of social 

consequences. For example, in her interview, Jenna noted that many victims are not 

comfortable talking about their experiences or even the topic of domestic violence as a whole 
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in public spaces like the Facebook newsfeed. Because of this, Jenna has many conversations 

via private messages and will invite interested individuals to private groups that she feels 

may be helpful for them. Once in a private group, members find themselves in a space where 

they can freely share questions and updates about everything from the abuse they have 

endured to their escape plans and divorce legalities to the rejection they have received from 

their churches, friends, and family. Once content consumers, hungry for knowledge and 

validation, these women have the opportunity to become content creators when they enter a 

private ecology of texts containing stories, questions, and support relevant to their own lived 

experiences. 

Symbolic Communication in Group Identity 

One important aspect of content creation inside of private ecologies is symbolic 

communication. Symbolic communication within the group unites members around a shared 

set of meanings and interpretations which, in turn, helps create a cohesive sense of group 

identity and enables members of the group to become empowered through the reclaiming of 

stories and identities that Christian theology typically uses to oppress and subjugate women. 

Symbolic communication takes on many forms in this group, but I will focus on two 

examples: symbolic naming and the re-interpretation of Bible stories in symbolic ways. Both 

of these examples are ways that group members establish an identity of survival and power. 

Symbolic communication in this group empowers women to inhabit and identify with 

Biblical narratives in new and powerful ways as well as the ethos to reinvent and reclaim 

narratives about Christian femininity. The use of familiar symbols in group identity and 

communication also helps create an in-group around a set of beliefs and religious identity, 

making the space feel like a safe place to those who hold to those beliefs. 
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Examples of symbolic naming and re-interpretation of Bible stories both occurred 

during one rhetorically important moment in early 2018, shortly after the influx of new 

members. At this time, Victoria decided that the group’s name, originally called Reformed 

Women’s Fellowship, no longer fit the purpose and identity of the members, since many 

were members of denominations that are not “Reformed” theologically. In an effort to create 

a more representative, inclusive name for the group, Victoria started a poll asking members 

to suggest and vote on a name. The comment thread beneath that poll revealed deep levels of 

collective identity work and symbolic language use at a kairotic moment when the 

composition of the group was growing and when the group was taking on a new purpose and 

mission. The comment thread also revealed the rhetorical strategies of members who are 

concerned with protecting the group from the [male] gaze of outsiders.  

Throughout the comment thread, both new and old members mentioned the 

sensitive nature of their group, referring to the frequent posts about highly personal marital 

issues and instances of domestic violence. They seemed to see the primary function of the 

group as being a place to share their experiences with abuse and trauma; however, they were 

reluctant to include words associated with abuse or domestic violence in the name of the 

group. This reluctance stemmed from a moment when several women expressed concerned 

that abusive spouses could scour their partner’s social media and become violent towards 

their victim should they discover that she is a member of a domestic violence support group. 

To avoid this issue, the members suggested completely innocuous sounding names like 

“Sunflower” and “Rubies and Roses” in the hopes that they would not draw attention from an 

abusive spouse. Others took a humorous approach and suggested names like “Feminine 
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Hygiene Product Reviews,” claiming that most men would not even consider looking at a 

group with that title.  

Still, many other women seemed intent on having a name that was symbolic or 

representative of the group in some way, without being suspicious to prying eyes. These 

women suggested names like “G.R.A.C.E” because, according to one member “it is 

innocuous enough, but it stands for something.” Another member suggested “Gardening 

Club” because it conveys “the idea of cultivating a piece of land so that beautiful things can 

grow” while also having the “double meaning for women of cultivating friendships and 

growing.” The intention was that either name would sound uninteresting and “womanly” to 

abusive spouses, keeping them from looking further into the activity of the group should they 

see the group’s name somewhere in their wife’s social media activity. The emphasis on 

symbolic names shows that the group was going through a time of collective identity 

formation. They sought a name that would reflect what they had been through and what they 

were trying to accomplish, while also maintaining the secrecy and privacy in which they took 

comfort and refuge. Figure 12 provides an excerpt from the comment thread, illustrating the 

identity work and rhetorical practices that members of the group took into consideration 

when deciding on a name for their space. 

In addition to inventing innocuous and symbolic names for their group, the 

members of Women at the Well also invented names that reinterpreted Bible stories in ways 

that empowered women. Another suggestion that several women were interested in was 

“Ezer,” which is the Hebrew word used to describe Eve in the creation story. This word is 

almost universally translated as “helpmate,” which can be reductive towards women by 

framing them as inferior to men. More recently, Bible scholars have suggested that Ezer can  
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Fig. 12. Comment thread discussing a name change for Reformed Women’s 

Fellowship (now Women at the Well). March 2018. 

 

also be translated as “strength” or “power,” suggesting that women should not see themselves 

as helpers for men but as strength for men, equalizing the relationship between men and 

women. Although “Ezer” was not chosen as the name for the group, another name with a 

similarly symbolic re-interpretation of scripture became the group’s new name and the focal 

point for its identity. 
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In the end, the majority of members elected to change the group name from 

Reformed Women’s Fellowship to “Women at the Well” in reference to the story of Jesus 

Christ extending love and compassion to a woman even though she had been through five 

marriages and was an outcast in her city, just as many of the group’s members are outcasts in 

their home churches. In the comment thread where “Women at the Well” was suggested for a 

group name (Figure 13), one member notes that the name came to mind when she thought 

about the women in the group “and their stories of hurt, abuse, [and] fear in relation to 

religious leaders and teachings, men using their power to control and pain them.” She then 

“thought of Jesus and the woman at the well and how he conversed with her so freely and 

told her the truth in spite of what the religious people of the day would think of that 

interaction.”  

The fact that the group chose this name to represent them is rhetorically 

significant not only because the members saw it as being symbolic of the values and identity 

of their group, but also because it reinvents and reclaims a story that is traditionally either 

overlooked in the Bible or is used to further the oppression of women. Often, when this story 

is told in sermons or Bible studies, emphasis is placed on this woman’s past, particularly on 

her five previous marriages and her status as a sinner and an outcast. The Woman at the Well 

is held up as an example of Jesus’s mercy towards an absolutely unworthy individual and 

Jesus’s condescension to save even the worst people. However, in choosing Women at the 

Well as a name for the group, members chose to emphasize the fact that the woman in the 

story was an outcast because the social and religious leaders of the day made her one, not 

because she was without value. By reclaiming a story that is often used to justify the 

religious oppression of women with complicated pasts, members of this group re-write their  
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Fig. 13. Comment thread discussing a name change for Reformed 

Women’s Fellowship (now Women at the Well). March 2018. 

 

history and claim power over systems of oppression. The name, Women at the Well, unites 

group members around a story with which they are all familiar and empowers them to create 

a fresh interpretation. This name for the group functions on many rhetorical levels because it 

provides a point where members can identify with a common need and goal in spite of 

theological differences, all while sounding innocuous enough to deter those with malicious 

intent from investigating the group’s activity.  
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Personal Narratives as Ethos and Affective 

Affiliation Work 

Sharing personal narratives about experiences with domestic violence and 

spiritual abuse is one of the most important rhetorical activities within private online 

ecologies. The role of personal narratives in the healing and sensemaking processes of 

recovery from trauma is something that Aurora Morales discusses in her book Medicine 

Stories. She notes that “the traumatic experience of being dehumanized and exploited strips 

people of their stories, of the explanations that make sense of their lives” (Morales 3-4). This 

implies that the reclaiming of stories and histories is an essential part of the healing and 

sensemaking processes. Morales goes on to say that “denial and amnesia, repression and the 

dissociation that keeps [victims’] perceptions fragmented so that they will not reveal the 

terrible whole...must be overcome in order for the stories of the traumatized to occupy public 

space” (16). Although Morales wrote those statements in 1998, twenty years before online 

activism movements like #MeToo and #ChurchToo, her ideas about the need for stories and 

narratives to be expressed privately in order for healing to take place and in order to initiate a 

public movement is still applicable to the private ecologies of the #ChurchToo movement 

and is something I will discuss in more depth later. Essentially, narratives serve two purposes 

in private ecologies: 1) they encourage healing and sensemaking among survivors of abuse, 

and 2) narratives help individuals make connections between local and systemic oppressions, 

paving the way for public activism to take place.  

In the group Women at the Well, personal narratives play an essential role in the 

healing and recovery of the group’s members. When first added to the group, most women 

post a detailed account of their history with abuse and trauma as their introduction to the 

group. Anyone who wants to share their story, but is uncomfortable doing so with their name 
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attached to it, is able to submit their story privately to Victoria, the group’s admin, and have 

her share it anonymously. However, the majority of women share their own stories under 

their own names. Many of the women note in their introductory stories that they have never 

before been able to speak in depth about their experiences without being shut down for 

gossiping or slandering their husbands. By telling their stories at the beginning of their 

membership in the group, each woman establishes her ethos within the group, showing 

herself to be an ally in that she has experience with trauma and will not reject the suffering of 

others. Each woman’s story typically receives comments of advice, support, and empathy 

from members of the group. The rhetorical nature of these comments is something that will 

be discussed later. 

Because trust in the purpose of the group and trust in group’s members is an 

essential feature of any support group’s environment, sharing personal experiences with 

trauma is a way for members to establish their ethos within the group and build affective 

affiliation networks with other members. Members who are farther along in the healing 

process share their stories as way to establish their ethos as a mentor who can give advice 

and encouragement to those who are just realizing the extent of their abuse or are just 

entering the separation and divorce processes. Others, who are still in the early stages of 

recognizing and addressing their own trauma share detailed accounts of their experiences, 

often emphasizing their emotional experiences and reactions. These narratives allow group 

members to build relationships with other members based on affective experiences and to 

establish a system of trust that is grounded in similar experiences and common goals.  

Beyond establishing ethos in the group, the sharing of personal narratives works 

on a deeper level to promote healing and to build meaningful relationships among members. 
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Morales writes that “healing takes place in community, in the telling and the bearing witness, 

in the naming of trauma and in the grief and rage and defiance that follow” (16). The texts 

that members of Women at the Well create are powerful and significant because they are 

laden with their own traumas and truths and are written in their own words. In the safety of a 

secret Facebook group, the raw pain that fills their narratives bonds women together across 

time and space. The network woven among members in different stages of the healing 

process can be compared to Lave and Wenger’s “communities of practice” (1991). By 

sharing stories, resources, and advice with each other, new members learn from older 

members about how to cope with trauma, find legal resources, and manage their relationships 

with abusive individuals. Because of the intimacy of the group as well as the personal nature 

of the texts that circulate within it, the ecology of texts in this private space constructs 

connections with other survivors in ways that do not occur frequently in public ecologies 

simply because aspects of mentorship and “legitimate peripheral participation” are not 

defining qualities of public online spaces as they are in private spaces. 

But what do those connections and mentorships between survivors of abuse look 

like in the online environment? The comment threads attached to one member’s story reveal 

how intimate connections commonly form between women who were once complete 

strangers. When a woman shares her story or an update on her situation, other members will 

usually comment with words of encouragement, validation, or advice. The comments in 

Figure 14 were in response to a post by a member of Women at the Well who had finally 

worked up the courage to share her story after being a member of the group for over six 

months. These comments illustrate a deep level of affective affiliation work that often occurs 

when one shares her narrative with the group. In these comments, two women validate the  
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Fig. 14. Comment thread on a post in Women at the Well.  

August 2018.  

 

original poster’s concerns about the social stigma that can come from speaking about 

domestic violence. In each comment, the individual relates to the original author by offering 

her own fears and insecurities surrounding sharing histories of abuse. In doing so, each 

commenter seeks to establish an emotional connection with the original author that is 

grounded in the shared experiences of trauma and social rejection. Patterns like this a very 

common in the comment threads. In such comments the responders construct their identity as 

that of a mentor who is knowledgeable and has experienced similar issues. Doing so invites 

the original writer to continue the discussion in the comments or via private message, should 

she wish to get more information or work through her own experiences with a safe person. 
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Through posts, comments, and private messages, many members of Women at the 

Well have formed lasting friendships and bonds. Although the members of Women at the 

Well vary in age, denominational membership, and are located all across the United States, 

many of them have formed meaningful relationships with each other because of the intimacy 

created by the ecology of narratives that circulate within their group. The sharing of stories 

and the resulting relationships help the group’s members heal from abuse and make sense of 

their traumatic experiences. In fact, one member wrote: “you women have been a life line for 

me the past 3 years. You are good listeners.” That statement gets to the heart of what the 

members of Women at the Well are looking for: a chance to speak and be believed instead of 

being silenced. Private groups like Women at the Well contributes to the ecology of activism 

by functioning as a space where survivors of trauma can construct meaningful relationships 

with one-another, heal from abuse, and collaborate to create new and healthier definitions of 

Christian femininity.  

In addition to fostering healing and affective networks, the sharing of narratives 

within private groups also works to support activists who are producing and circulating 

content in public ecologies. In the interviews, I asked participants what the relationship was 

between private groups and public spaces. I was interested in knowing in what ways the 

conversations occurring in private groups may be influencing the activism that is more 

visible in public spaces. One of the interviewees, Nicole who runs her own blog and a 

support group (a different one than Women at the Well), had an important insight to this 

because she actively participates in both public and private online spaces. She noted that 

through private conversations, women realize that they’re not alone and that there is support 

for them. Then, when they have grown stronger, they seek ways to help others. Nicole 
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noticed that many who start in private groups eventually get tired of their story being a secret 

and being a source of shame. When this happens, they become willing to publicly share 

either their own stories or articles and resources for survivors of abuse. Nicole noted that as 

more women are seeing the prevalence of these issues through places like Women at the 

Well and other support groups, they become more willing to say “me too” and join forces 

with other women publicly, no longer fearing they will be shut down by their conservative 

Evangelical peers.  

When I asked Cynthia, an activist who runs local support groups from her church 

and also participates in online support groups, about the relationship between public and 

private activism, she supported Nicole’s perspective while adding that private groups help 

connect victims and establish patterns. To her, private groups are a way to publicize 

conversations that used to take place behind closed doors and lessen the taboo surrounding 

the discussion of emotional, physical, sexual, and spiritual abuse within conservative 

Evangelical circles. By establishing patterns among survivors, activists like Cynthia are able 

to spread the idea that the pain of victims is not “a character flaw but a direct result of 

systematic injustice” (Morales 17).  

The common thread among each interviewee’s perception of public and private 

ecologies is that the testimonies that take place in private ecologies allow “the connections 

between conditions of oppression and their impact on the oppressed [to] be made explicit and 

public” (Morales 17). Even if an individual’s testimony never leaves the private group in 

which it was originally shared, its weight as a evidence of a larger problem is carried with 

those activists who do participate in public ecologies. The knowledge of the extent of 

domestic violence trauma and the mishandling of abuse by church leadership motivates 
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activists and encourages them to share resources, articles, and testimonies in public spaces, in 

spite of the resistance they encounter from their conservative Evangelical peers. When 

individuals share their stories, struggles, and questions in the private space, it helps activists 

better understand the needs of victims, allowing activists to construct the content they create 

and circulate in ways that will better assist consumers. Through this process, it is evident that 

narratives within private groups, although not visible in the public sphere do have a 

significant impact on public ecologies of texts and help inform the content that is created and 

circulated in the public arena. 

When members of private groups share their personal narratives in private 

ecologies, they establish credibility by showing that they have survived trauma and are able 

to empathize with others in the group who need support and validation. The sharing of 

narratives also helps group members build affective affiliations with other survivors through 

comment threads and private messages. The conversations that occur in these online spaces 

help victims of abuse find the legal and financial resources they need to escape, but they also 

provide the emotional support that victims of abuse need in order to realize that they can and 

should escape in spite of the rejection they may face from “real life” friends and family. I 

have witnessed victims of abuse using the private space as a place to work through ideas and 

plans for leaving their abusers. They write their ideas out in a post and then work through 

flaws and alternative ideas with the other women who comment on the post. This helps active 

commenters become part of the victim’s journey to freedom and builds a bond among them. 

It is through collaboration, support, and affective affiliations that the women in these groups 

become a “lifeline” for each other as they seek to leave and heal from abusive relationships.  
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Finally, when survivors of abuse share their stories, the affective weight of the 

accumulated narratives provides motivation and evidence for those who are also content 

creators and circulators in public spaces. In their interviews, both Cynthia and Nicole noted 

that the accumulation of personal narratives of trauma in private spaces informs their public 

work and motivates other women to become more public about their experiences. Although 

those who cross between public and private spaces do not publicly share the personal stories 

of others without their consent, the emotional weight of the private narratives informs the 

types of resources and texts that content creators and circulators share publicly. Through the 

stories shared in private groups, public activists gain a better understanding of the types of 

resources that will be helpful or encouraging for victims of abuse.  

Additionally, the emotional weight of the narratives that fill private spaces forms 

a body of evidence against the conduct of Christian abusers and church leaders. This 

evidence absolves victims of the guilt and blame that has been thrust upon them by their 

religious institutions and motivates many to share their experiences not only in private 

groups, but publicly as well. Although not all of those who are members of private groups 

will end up sharing their personal experiences publicly, I have seen many use their public 

Facebook profiles to share articles, blogs, and friends’ posts that discuss systemic abuse in 

Christian communities. By doing so, they refrain from disclosing their trauma to the world, 

but still lend their voices to the conversation and work to help #ChurchToo reach new 

audiences.  

Through these examples, it is evident that narratives are essential to both public 

and private ecologies and are an important element of activism. The writing of narratives 

helps the author recognize her own traumas and the publishing of those narratives in private 
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ecologies allows other survivors to connect with and support each other. Narratives help form 

bonds among survivors of abuse and show survivors that their traumas are not isolated 

incidents but are part of a system of oppression. Collectively, narratives build a bridge 

between public and private ecologies of activism. They help establish patterns of abuse and 

create a litany of evidence against the systemic problems within conservative Evangelical 

policy and practice towards cases of sexual abuse and domestic violence.  

 

Summary 

The findings from this research illustrate that digital ecologies of activism are 

composed of different types of spaces which can be categorized as public and private. The 

delineation of these types of spaces is important because the rhetoric and activism that occurs 

in each is dependent upon whether the audience is public or private and whether the audience 

will be supportive or resistant to the rhetor’s message. This case study illustrates a few core 

strategies that #ChurchToo activists use to craft a feminist ecological ethe which gives their 

texts the velocity to effectively participate and circulate in public and private ecologies of 

activism, educate resistant audiences, and transcend cultural and ideological barriers. 

Additionally, by using an ecological framework to analyze the rhetorical practices 

that occur in private and public ecologies, the relationships and connections between the two 

become apparent. The content created and shared in private spaces informs the content 

produced by activists in public spaces. Similarly, the activity in public spaces recruits new 

members to the movement and increases membership in private spaces. Applying an 

ecological framework to social media activism reveals the intimate connections between the 

activity that occurs in both the private and public elements of the movement. Together, 

public and private elements compose an ecology of activism.   
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

Introduction 

 As women gained rights and respect in secular American culture throughout the 

late 20
th

 and early 21
st
 centuries, women in conservative Evangelical communities have 

lagged behind, continuing to be restricted and silenced by their church leaders, fathers, and 

husbands. With the isolationist practices of many Evangelical communities combined with 

their normalization of abuse and discrimination, it is no coincidence that a movement for 

gender equality in Christian communities did not begin until 2008—the same time that social 

medias were rapidly expanding. With social media’s ability to connect people with new 

ideas, create private discursive spaces, and encourage dialogue, it has become a site of social 

change, advocacy, and activism. Social media activism often carries the stigma of being 

“armchair activism” where people express outrage and sign petitions, but do not do any of 

the difficult “real life” work to change policies or practices. However, this case study of the 

#ChurchToo movement shows means by which social media activism can have a real impact 

on organizations and ideologies. In the following sections, I assess what the movement has 

accomplished so far as well as what work still needs to be done. I also address the limitations 

of this study along with the areas in need of further research and development. 

 

Ideological and Political Results of 

#ChurchToo 

 The movement of Evangelical women and men advocating for greater gender 

equality and for better practices in handling cases of abuse in churches has had a tremendous 
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impact on the Evangelical community over the last ten years, but especially in the wake of 

the #MeToo movement. In her interview, Nicole described the last year (2017-2018) as a 

time when the “whole movement is cracking open.” She has seen a shift from Christian 

women putting up with abusive situations out of fear of being excommunicated from their 

churches to women saying “I don’t care if you excommunicate me; I’m going to turn around 

and encourage other women to divorce their abusers too.” Similarly, Michael and Michelle 

credit the growing body of activists online for normalizing conversations about abuse in 

Christian communities. Topics such as marital and child sexual abuse that were previously 

taboo or reserved for closed-door settings are now being spoken about more candidly both 

online and in local churches. Michael and Michelle note that when they first started writing 

about these topics in 2008, no one was joining the conversation. Now, they routinely 

participate in long comment threads on their posts and have their blogs shared dozens of 

times. This shows that the accepted parameters within conservative Evangelical communities 

is slowly shifting and becoming more willing to entertain progressive ideas about femininity, 

psychology, and trauma.  

 This ideological shift is one of the most important accomplishments of the 

movement because, if it continues, it will lead to vast improvements in the political, social, 

and theological place of women in conservative Evangelical churches and organizations. 

Some of these changes are already occurring. Nicole noted that she is already seeing a 

significant decline in membership of churches that are hostile towards victims of abuse 

and/or perpetuate discriminatory theology. She suggested that churches like these will either 

have to change their theology, practices, and approach towards women in general and victims 

of abuse in particular or they will die out.  
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 An example of churches implementing change can be found in the denomination 

of churches that Michael and Michelle attend. Michael and Michelle have spent close to ten 

years advocating for change in how churches in their denomination approach cases of abuse 

in their congregations. In 2017, Michael was successful in his goal of getting his local classis 

of churches to adopt a mandatory reporting policy for child sexual abuse. Although such a 

policy may seem like an obvious, indispensable practice to those outside of the religious 

community, many conservative Evangelicals find such a policy threatening because they 

wish to keep their issues away from secular courts and law enforcement. Therefore, 

Michael’s ability to instate a policy mandating that any church leader who becomes aware of 

child sexual abuse must immediately report it to law enforcement authorities shows 

tremendous progress. Such a policy would not have been possible ten years ago, and the only 

reason it was realized in 2017 is because of the ideological shift that has taken place. Similar 

to Michael and Michelle’s work, Nicole has helped her church implement survivor’s groups 

where women can learn to recognize red flags of abuse and get resources and information for 

escaping abusive relationships. Nicole also works closely with church leaders to help them 

develop and implement procedural responses to abuse within the organization. Such changes 

have been made possible by the conversations circulating on Facebook and thereby 

permeating the ideologies of conservative religious communities. 

 Another powerful accomplishment of the #ChurchToo movement is the 

establishment of Facebook groups designed to connect survivors of abuse with advocates and 

resources across the United States in a sort of Underground Railroad. One group in particular 

called “Reliance: Christians Working Together with Abuse Survivors,” functions as a hybrid 

of online and real-life activism. Groups like this one exist to help advocates coordinate 
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resources and expertise to help victims of abuse escape toxic marriages and churches. This 

group features resources such as a Google Map of the United States where members can 

make their name, contact info, and general location available to anyone looking for help in 

that area. It also works as a forum where activists can request recommendations from each 

other for legal, financial, and social services. Additionally, it is a place where survivors of 

abuse can be connected with activists who can temporarily house or assist them locally. 

Groups like this are important because they give advocates concrete ways to participate and 

make a difference beyond engaging in dialogue online. They are also effective ways of 

helping victims find safe people and places in their local areas when they have been 

excommunicated from their churches, shunned by their family and friends, and have no 

where else to turn.  

 Finally, #ChurchToo has been the driving force behind the deposition of high-

profile leaders within the Evangelical sphere. As mentioned at the beginning of this thesis, 

Paige Patterson, the president of the Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary (SWBTS) 

and leader of the Southern Baptist Church, was recently deposed from his forty-year position 

of leadership and stripped of his retirement benefits (Shellnut). His removal was largely due 

to the social pressure created by online activists and their petitions. Similarly, Andy Savage, 

a youth pastor who assaulted one of the members of his youth group, was forced to resign 

after his victim, Jules Woodson, spoke publicly about her assault in a video with The New 

York Times (“I Was Assaulted”). This video was circulated on Facebook and resulted in 

conversations about abuse cover-ups, the silencing of women, and other issues in Evangelical 

churches. Because Jules Woodson had a platform from which to speak, she was able to share 

her story eventually have her abuser removed from power. Another example is Rachel 
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Denhollander, attorney and #ChurchToo activist, who has been taking legal action on 

Sovereign Grace Ministries (a large and influential Evangelical denomination) for its thirty-

year history of covering up cases of sexual abuse in its midst (Galli). Her work seeks to bring 

justice to the individuals and families who have suffered at the hands of an organization that 

silenced their pain (Galli).  

 These examples show that the online #ChurchToo movements has, in fact, been 

successful in translating online activism into real world change. The dialogue, education, and 

exploration of ideas in digital spaces is resulting in powerful ideological shifts among 

audiences that are traditionally resistant to change. This ideological shift is in turn fueling 

political and social change. Church leaders are being called out for their years of misogyny, 

abuse, and cover ups. Churches are implementing programs to protect vulnerable 

populations. Most importantly, Evangelical women are gaining a space to voice their 

experiences and, as a result, they are able to gain status and respect in their social circles.  

 

Future Research 

 While I believe the feminist ecological framework with an emphasis on rhetorical 

velocity is a natural fit for analyzing #ChurchToo rhetorics and rhetorics in other ecologies of 

activism, there is certainly room to explore this case study through the lens of other theorists. 

There was no room in this project to discuss how digital spaces like online activist 

movements complicate theories about publics and counter-publics, but such a discussion 

could prove valuable since many theories delineating publics and counter-publics are 

grounded in and applied to cases of “real-life” activism. Since digital environments blur 

borders, boundaries, and identities, and have created spaces where new types of activism 

occur (i.e. public ecologies and private ecologies), it would be useful to extend theories of 
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publics to a case study like the one researched in this thesis. Based on the findings in this 

research and the different types of rhetorical practices that occur in public and private spaces, 

I believe reviewing this data through the lens of publics theory would complicate the field’s 

understanding what constitutes a public and counter-public and could progress the field’s 

understanding of rhetorics of resistance.  

 This research provides an in-depth qualitative perspective on social media 

activism, but future research could add a qualitative aspect to this project. I imagine a study 

that codes specific rhetorical strategies and practices and compares/contrasts their frequency 

and situation occurrence in public/private spaces as well as in #ChurchToo and other social 

media-based activist movements. Such research would help the field gain a better 

understanding of what rhetorical practices are common to all or most social media 

movements, which ones are effective, and how social media users approach activism.  

 Finally, it is my hope that further and broader research into digital rhetorics of 

activism will result in a concrete understanding of the effectiveness and ineffectiveness of 

different types of rhetorical strategies. Such knowledge would not only solidify academic 

theory on the subject, but would also prove useful to activists themselves as they seek to 

further their causes and pursue social justice. Further findings and case studies of successful 

digital activist rhetorics could potentially be written for the public as a guide for effectively 

composing and circulating texts in ecologies of activism. 
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INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

Interview Questions: 

 Do you belong to a church or denomination? If so, what church or denomination is it?  

o What is your role in the church? Tell me a little bit about what you do there. 

o How long have you been a member? 

 What social media platforms do you use? 

 What types of groups, people, organizations do you follow or engage with on social media?  

o How do the pages you follow impact the content you create/share? 

o In what ways does your membership/role in the church impact your choice in 

following pages and sharing content? 

 I’ve noticed that, in recent years, there is a growing movement of Christian men and 

women speaking out on social media about  issues of domestic violence and abuse. 

Can you tell me about the events that initiated this movement? When did it start? 

o How prevalent are issues of abuse in the church and in Christian marriages?  

o What initiated your own involvement in social media activism? 

o Would you consider yourself an activist, an advocate, something else? 

 Could you describe or show me a recent situation in which you used social media to 

address issues of domestic violence, abuse, and/or recovery from those situations? 

o Who is your target audience for these posts?  

o What do you want your readers to take away from your posts? 

o What types of strategies do you use to spark conversations and/or maintain 

discussion among your readers? 

 What role do you see hashtags playing in online activism? 
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o How do you get Christians to read/engage with topics like domestic violence 

that often make them uncomfortable? 

o What, in your experiences are the benefits of using social media to address 

these issues? What are the drawbacks? 

 What’s the difference between the conversations that occur in private 

groups vs. public posts? 

o What do you hope to accomplish by posting about these types of topics? 

 How has social media changed the way Christians approach survivor recovery and 

activism? 

o Who is paying attention to these problems? Church leadership? Individual 

advocates?  

 Can you describe the types of feedback you’ve received since you’ve become vocal 

about these issues? 

o What types of resistance have you encountered?  

o When do you encounter the most resistance? The most support? 

o What strategies do you use to overcome resistance to these topics?  

o Has the feedback that you’ve gotten changed at all over time? 

 Since women cannot hold leadership roles in the church, what measures do you take 

to ensure that your voice and experiences are represented to elders, pastors, and other 

authority figures?  

o What resources do women have to represent themselves to local church 

leadership? To denominational leadership? How effective are these resources, 

in your opinion? 
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o What sorts of solutions do you think would be effective at preventing or 

lessening domestic violence and abuse towards women in general and/or in 

the church?  

o Are there any changes that you’d like to see in the way that women’s 

experiences and voices are represented within the organizational structure of 

the church and/or denomination?  

o What role do you think social media has in enacting or encouraging these 

solutions or changes? 

 I’ve noticed the sources like Christianity Today, The Christian Chronicle, and even 

The New York Times have begun picking up stories about both spiritual and domestic 

abuse in Christian circles. What would you say is the connection between the 

conversations that are occurring on social media and the expansion of these topics 

into increasingly public arenas?  

o Have you noticed any correlation between social media activism and any 

policy or ideological changes in churches? 

 Could you direct me to some resources that have data/statistics on violence in 

Christian communities? 
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