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          Abstract of Thesis  

 

 

Twitter as a Tool:  

Public Perception of Race After the Police-Involved Shooting Death of Stephon Clark 

     

The purpose of this thesis is to understand Twitter users’ reactions and their 

discussions on race after the shooting death of Stephon Clark. The study examines the 

#BlackLivesMatter, #BlueLivesMatter, and #StephonClark hashtags in the six weeks 

following the killing of Clark. The data yielded 513 tweets that included a variation of all 

three hashtags, while only 29 tweets were found including the #BlueLivesMatter hashtag. 

Taking a grounded theory approach, the study utilizes content analysis to code the 

Twitter data. The results of the data were reflective of the Black Lives Matter 

movement’s narrative to stop anti-Black racism and end the police-involved killings of 

unarmed Black men and women. Through the examination of the hashtags, the study 

demonstrates how Twitter may be a powerful tool used by social movements in their fight 

to address social issues. 
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Introduction  

Stephon Alonzo Clark was a 22-year-old Black man who was shot dead by police 

in his grandmother’s backyard in Sacramento, California on 18 March 2019. Police 

officers responded to a call regarding a man hiding out in a backyard after breaking car 

windows in a residential neighborhood (Egel, Chavez, & Chabria, 2018). The suspect 

was described as being a thin, 6’1” Black man wearing a black hooded sweatshirt and 

dark pants. Minutes later, Sacramento County Sheriff’s deputies in a helicopter spotted a 

man fitting the description where the caller identified seeing the potential suspect. They 

told police officers on the ground that this particular individual had just shattered a 

window with a toolbar and then ran towards a house located on the 7500 block of 29th 

Street (Stephon Clark’s residence). The Department’s public outreach spokesman, Vance 

Chandler, later stated that the individual being followed by the helicopter and the one the 

officers confronted on the ground were the same person. The officers spotted a man, later 

identified as Clark, near the side of this home. The officers Terrance Mercadal and Jared 

Robinet told Clark to stop and show his hands; however, Clark ran from the officers 

towards the backyard of the home. The officers then claimed that Clark immediately 

turned around and bolted towards them with an object in his hands. Mercadal and 

Robinet stated that they were “fearing for their safety” and, as a result, fired multiple 

shots into Clark (Egel et al., 2018, para. 12). Clark was declared dead at the scene. The 

officers said that they fired 20 rounds at Clark because they believed he was pointing a 

gun at them; however, it was later determined that Clark was holding a cell phone.  

My research highlights the focus on Stephon Clark’s death since it was highly 

publicized by media outlets. The shooting of Stephon Clark, an unarmed Black man in 
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America, was a pivotal moment for the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement and their 

agenda of race-related social reforms. Consequently, this event leads me to ask: how did 

people respond to this incident? To answer this, I turned to reactions of a small 

population of Twitter users who expressed their opinions about Clarke’s death on the 

social media platform. Furthermore, my thesis also seeks to answer the following 

questions: How did #BlackLivesMatter and #BlueLivesMatter hashtag users on Twitter 

address the shooting of Clark? Are the tweets in line with the Black Lives Matter (BLM) 

and Blue Lives Matter social movement’s narratives on race? Lastly, are the Twitter posts 

captured in this study reverberating the perceptions of race in America and if so, how?  

The purpose of this study is to understand the different reactions of Twitter users 

who used #StephonClark, #BlueLivesMatter, or #BlackLivesMatter when addressing the 

shooting of Clark. Lastly, this thesis elucidates whether the conversations happening on 

Twitter after the shooting of Clark have stayed consistent and continue to address the 

narratives of the Black Lives Matter and Blue Lives Matter social movements. Analyzing 

the data this study adds another layer of understanding to how a portion of the population, 

specifically Twitter users, perceive race in America.  

To address these questions based on the Twitter responses of the 

#BlackLivesMatter, #BlueLivesMatter, #StephonClark hashtags following the death of 

Clark, my thesis covers the following: first, I explain why the shooting of Stephon Clark 

was chosen as the essential piece for this thesis. Next, I present Twitter demographics and 

explain how Twitter is a vehicle for social change. Then, I describe the literature on 

social media, the Black Lives Matter movement, and Twitter users’ reactions to past 

highly publicized shootings of unarmed black men. After that, I delve into the 
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methodology before presenting an analysis of the themes grounded in the data using the 

symbolic interactionist theory. Finally, I close with the conclusion and present 

suggestions for future research.  

 

Twitter at Large 

Twitter, a social media platform, is a way in which people can express their views 

and interpret the world around them. In the first quarter of 2019, the number of monthly 

active Twitter users in the US was 68 million (Clement, 2019, para. 1). Among platforms, 

Twitter has some of the most news-focused social media users. According to a recent 

study by Pew Research Center (2019), among adult Twitter users in the US, about one in 

five say they use their Twitter accounts, and over 70% report obtaining their news 

through the platform. Generally, 42% of respondents used Twitter to “discuss politics at 

least some of the time” (para. 9). Once news is obtained, Twitter users access the site to 

engage in conversations over the news they are seeing.  

Aside from accessing social media sites to gather news and discuss opinions, 

social media has transformed into a platform where individuals can come together to 

advocate for specific political or social changes they wish to see in their communities 

and/or governments.  Social movements have emerged on social media platforms such as 

Facebook and Twitter, and have been effective in tackling political and social issues 

within various communities and governments around the world. For example, social 

media assisted in the 2011 Arab Spring uprisings, where there were a string of anti-

government protests and armed rebellions as a response to the oppressive regimes in 
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many Middle Eastern and North African (MENA) countries (Bruns, Highfield, & 

Burgess, 2013).  

Social media can be a method for understanding how users view and interpret 

ideologies and critical events that take place in the world. Therefore, by understanding 

these desires and goals, social movements gain traction and propel their agendas forward. 

Social movements like the BlackLivesMatter and BlueLivesMatter movements also turn 

to Twitter to spread their messages and advocate for their goals. Tweeting as activism is 

seen as building on the aggression that exists because of anti-Black racism. Therefore, by 

speaking out about these events and creating an online movement to bring to light the 

systemic racism happening in the streets, more individuals are not only aware but 

consequently may find themselves taking action to address these issues. The activism that 

occurs on social media to address and combat issues such as societal racism and the 

unjust treatment of Black men and women by the media and law enforcement leaves 

scholars to question what becomes of these online social movements. For some 

researchers, Twitter activism portrays “fleeting moments of awareness,” whereas others 

believe that such activism is transformative (Bonilla & Rosa, 2015, p. 10). For example, 

Twitter allowed for short-term mobilization during the Arab Spring Uprisings, but did not 

end with tangible lasting impacts. Therefore, the question remains whether these social 

movements can succeed and survive by implementing lower thresholds for people to 

engage under, perhaps incorporating street-level activism, in addition to social media 

mobilization.  
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                                                                Literature Review 

Twitter as the Public Sphere  

             Twitter is a social media platform that gives anyone with access to the internet 

the opportunity to create an account and express their thoughts and opinions in 280 

characters or fewer, and these messages are known as “tweets.” Twitter has about 326 

million monthly users, 67 million of which reside in the US. Five hundred million tweets 

are sent out on the platform daily.1 Twitter users also have the ability to retweet tweets 

posted by other users, either in agreement or disagreement with what the message states. 

Because Twitter does not allow users to have lengthy statuses and posts, they must 

choose their words carefully. Although users are confined to 280 characters, the act of 

trolling or “leaving incendiary comments with the intention of causing offense and 

eliciting a response, further amplifies the polarity of political conversations that unfold” 

(Carney, 2016, p. 193). As a result, social media platforms such as Twitter are an easy 

way for people to address social and political issues while allowing other users to either 

agree or disagree with ideas.  

The topic of race is one social issue that Twitter users accentuate. A study 

conducted by the Pew Research Center in 2015, identified that during a 15 month period, 

995 million tweets about race were posted on Twitter. Specifically, out of 500 million 

tweets that were posted on average each day in 2015, about 2.1 million were about race. 

                                                
1 For more statistics on Twitter users, refer to the appendix of this paper on p. 56 (Pew 

Research Center, 2016).  
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Furthermore, 60% of the 2.1 million tweets were in response to current events, while 

40% were linked to a broader conversation on racial discrimination (Anderson, 2016).  

Racial disparities amongst minority groups is one social issue that has long 

existed in American history. The realities Black men and women live within make way 

for people to perceive them in a negative light. Subsequently, individuals tend to turn to 

various social media platforms, such as Twitter, to expose and express their 

dissatisfaction of existing racial disparities. According to the Applied Research Center 

(2009), racial minorities are structurally and institutionally disadvantaged when it comes 

to education and income; therefore, Black and Hispanic Americans are more likely than 

White Americans to hold blue-collar jobs, an industry that is most vulnerable to an 

economic crisis (Fronczek & Johnson, 2000; Klemmer, 2010). While racial inequalities 

generally exist between White Americans and racial minorities, these disparities are 

exemplified during an economic crisis. For instance, during the economic recession of 

2007-09, median household wealth decreased by 53% for African Americans, while only 

decreasing by 16% for Whites (Taylor, Kochhar, & Fry, 2011). As a result, these 

inhibiting conditions for Black and Hispanic Americans feed into the development of 

racial disparities (Krosch & Amodio, 2014). As Black individuals navigate an 

environment of racial oppression, they often turn to social media to express their opinions 

over these existing disparities.  

Twitter provides an opportunity for private individuals to create content and share 

their perspectives on the topic of race. According to the Pew Research Center (2016), 

“Posting and sharing things about race on social networking sites is much more common 

among black users” (para. 7). Specifically, 68% of Black social media users state that at 
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least some of the posts they see on social media revolves around race or race relations, 

while 24% of these users say this “describes most of the content they see on social 

media” (para. 5). For example, the perception of Black people by non-Blacks is that they 

are typically unemployed, in poverty, live in the inner-cities, and unmarried, while White 

individuals are associated with living in suburban homes and being married (Penner & 

Saperstein, 2013). These existing situations pave the way for Black Americans to be 

perceived negatively and as a result, treated differently. Additionally, Penner and 

Saperstein point out that individuals that are married or live in the suburbs are more 

likely to be seen as “white,” while these factors do not affect people’s chances of “being 

classified as Black” (p. 333). A difference in perception when it comes to White and 

Black men and women also exists when looking into education. For example, obtaining a 

higher education is positively correlated with White individuals, while being negatively 

associated with Black men and women (p. 334). Black men and women have been and 

continue to be “overrepresented in lower ability and special education classes while they 

are underrepresented in higher-ability and gifted classrooms” (Horvat & O’Connor, 2006, 

p. 3). The realities Black men and women live within make way for people to perceive 

them in a derogatory light. Therefore, race is an issue that Twitter users draw attention to. 

Twitter can be used to address and confront such racist acts in a number of ways, which 

include but are not limited to posting a video of a racist act occurring or exposing hateful 

messages that oftentimes go viral, thereby reaching millions of users worldwide 

(Nakagawa & Arzubiaga, 2014, p. 103). Specifically, Twitter is more likely to be used as 

the social media platform where people go to respond to events and phenomena as they 

occur (Anderson & Hitlin, 2016). Real-time responses from users provide key tools in 
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establishing public perception of events or ideas (Ray et al., 2017, p. 1799). 

Consequently, those posts may even end up in the news, pushing the conversation outside 

of the Twitter platform.  

 

Twitter as a Vehicle for Social Action    

Social media serves as a platform for users to create and disseminate their own 

content. According to Caleb T. Carr and Rebecca A. Hayes (2015),  

 Social media are Internet-based channels that allow users to opportunistically  

            interact and selectively self-present, either in real-time or asynchronously, with  

           both broad and narrow audiences who derive value from user-generated content  

           and the perception of interaction with others (p. 50).  

As a result of having such capabilities, social media platforms such as Twitter are a 

method with which individuals can take collective action. Twitter can be a vehicle for 

movements and political organizations to get out and spread their agendas. One of the 

major ways that movements form is by bringing together individuals with similar 

viewpoints on the internet through indexing. Twitter allows their users to utilize hashtags 

(#) to index their content and use it as a tool for users to locate, organize, and sort various 

ideas and concepts on a platform that allows anyone, anywhere to share what they wish to 

share with the public. These collective identities often are created as a result of shared 

feelings of fraternal rather than personal dispossession (Ray et al., 2017).   

 Prior to social media, social movements relied on a number of methods to sustain 

their organizations and promote social change, in what is known as the resource 

mobilization theory (McCarthy & Zald, 1977). Resource mobilization is described as a 
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“process by which a group secures the resources needed for collective action,” (Jenkins, 

1983, p. 532). In order for a movement to function and accomplish their goals, they 

require funding and support from their members. As a result, organizations become 

dependent on resources and in order to obtain resources, they must gain and maintain 

public relationships. According to Broom, Casey, and Ritchey (1997), “relationships 

form in response to an organization’s need for resources” and that “satisfying the need for 

resources allow an organization to survive, grow, and achieve other goals” (p. 91). 

Resources are typically categorized as tangible, intangible, or coalition building 

(Sommerfeldt, 2011). Tangible resources are the material goods social movements need, 

such as money, space to hold events, and a tactile way to publicize the issues they are 

advocating for. Intangible resources revolve around people and their support for the 

organization, to include their involvement in activities that further the movement’s 

agenda. According to Sen Das and Taylor (2010), an example of an intangible resource 

includes information–dissemination tools, such as chat rooms or presenting people the 

opportunity to volunteer within their organizations. The third category for resource 

mobilization is coalition building, where movements work with other similar-issue 

activist groups to build momentum and further their advocacy goals.  

There are a number of ways in which organizations mobilize to increase their 

overall resources and utilizing the internet is one of those ways. According to a study 

completed by Erich Sommerfeldt (2011), one of the most utilized ways to mobilize 

resources is for movements to ask website visitors on the Internet to donate money to 

their causes. On the other hand, one of the main ways movements employed intangible 

resource mobilization was by asking website visitors to join their organization.  
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Another way in which movements have historically gained traction for their 

causes is with the assistance from celebrity endorsements. Literature suggests that social 

movements obtain success when influential leaders share the movement’s mission 

amongst their networks (Isa & Himelboim, 2018). These leaders are known as celebrities 

and are identified as individuals who contain influential power because they are well-

known by the public (Meyer, 1995). Celebrities are a resource for movements because 

with the right amount of fame,  they have “power through mass communication in 

persuading their audiences to adopt specific attitudes through endorsements” (Erdogan, 

1999 & Oden, 2019, p. 23). Historically, social movements relied on “the spread of word-

of-mouth communication to share their message” (Meyer, 1995 & Oden, 2019, p. 23); 

however, these movements are now leaning towards incorporating social media to spread 

their word and gain support for their causes.  

The use of Twitter as part of the Arab Spring uprisings is an example of how 

social media played a vital role in uniting people across the MENA region who sought 

regime change in their home countries by giving these protesters a platform to congregate 

and mobilize (AlSayyad & Guvenc, 2015). In Tunisia, social media was important from 

the moment Mohamed Bouazizi, a Tunisian street vendor, set himself on fire in 

December 2010. His actions provoked the need for the Tunisian Revolution and the fight 

against an oppressive regime. After this incident, relatives of Bouazizi posted a video on 

Facebook of Bouazizi’s mother leading a protest in Sidi Bouzid. The day after this post 

was released on social media, protesters began to rally via Facebook and Twitter. 

According to AlSayyad and Guvenc (2015), what started as a local issue in Tunisia 

became a national one due to social media, as the hashtags on Twitter went from 
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#Bouazizi to #SidiBouzid, then to #Tunisia (p. 2025). Rochdi Horchani, a relative of 

Bouazizi, stated, “We could protest for two years here, but without videos no one would 

take any notice of us” (p. 2025). Consequently, social media allowed for protestors to 

take action and enabled the creation of a social movement. This social movement was an 

indication of a collective attempt to achieve a political goal through protests and public 

campaigns that spread over social media (McAdam et al., 2001; Tilly, 2008). According 

to Tilly (2008), “[e]very social movement depends on a base of connections among 

potential participants in the collective claims forwarded by the movement” (p. 119). In 

Egypt during the Arab Spring, social media was crucial to activists who had been 

protesting against the government for 10 years. The emergence of Facebook and Twitter 

allowed for these activists to “articulate political claims, co-ordinate the actions of 

different groups and organize demonstrations” (AlSayyad & Guvenc, 2015, p. 2025). 

Furthermore, Twitter users used the #Jan25 hashtag to plan the mass protest that was to 

take place on 25 January 2011. The “Day of Rage” on 28 January 2011 was also arranged 

through Facebook and Twitter. Although the Egyptian government shut down the internet 

as a reaction to these uprisings, protestors had already flooded the streets of Cairo and 

Tahrir Square. The success of the Arab Spring uprisings that brought about regime 

change across the MENA at the time became an example of the power that a social 

movement can have when using social media as a tool for its advocacy.  

The power within the users of Twitter led to the creation of the Black Lives 

Matter movement. Individuals with the same outlook on police brutality and racial 

injustice came together, started a conversation about their mutual interest, and mobilized 

to get their voices heard. Sociologists Jelani Ince, Fabio Rojas, and Clayton A. Davis 
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(2017) argue that such indexing methods are a form of  “distributed framing” (p. 1827). 

They postulate that framing through hashtags permits movements to develop an 

understanding of problems and solutions, and a “larger audience can append their own 

meanings to the messages emanating from a movement and create communities focused 

around more specific issues” (p. 1818).   

The internet provided an outlet for societal issues to be discussed on a national 

level.  Jurgen Habermas’ theory of the public sphere allows for an understanding of the 

existence of the Black Lives Matter movement and its role in uncovering and addressing 

the issue of anti-Black racism. Habermas defined the public sphere as a virtual or 

imaginary community “made up of private people gathered together as a public and 

articulating the needs of society with the state” (Habermas, 1991, p. 176). The public 

sphere stood as the vehicle to put the governing body of the state in touch with society’s 

needs (p. 30–32). This idea of the public sphere lays out the arena where the current 

public can address issues of racism, and by extension, the targeting of unarmed Black 

men by law enforcement authorities. Furthermore, Habermas identified that the public 

sphere is composed of “private people engaged in public rational-debate” (p. 160). By 

placing Twitter as part of the public sphere, users’ discussions then can influence and 

shape political action. The utilization of Twitter allows individuals to question and 

confront the issues that they see around them in everyday life (Nakagawa & Arzubiaga, 

2014, p. 108). The #BlackLivesMatter, #BlueLivesMatter, and #AllLivesMatter online 

social movements that have operationalized offline are a result of the existence of 

Twitter. 
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Twitter can contribute to overall collective identity formation, which becomes a 

reflection of societal perceptions on various issues (Florini, 2017). Collective identity is 

seen as a process where the “‘sense of we’ is animating and mobilizing cognitively, 

emotionally, and sometimes even morally” (Snow & Corrigall-Brown, 2015, p. 175). 

These collective identities evolve as a group addresses the ever-changing world around 

them. According to Snow and Corrigall-Brown (2015),  

The shared perceptions and feelings of a common cause, threat, or fate that  

constitute the shared ‘sense of we’ motivate people to act together in the name of,  

or for the sake of, the interests of the collectivity, thus generating the previously  

mentioned sense of collective agency (p.175).  

For example, the Black Lives Matter movement ensued from individuals having the same 

belief in response to the shooting death of Trayvon Martin and utilizing their common 

stance to combat anti-Black racism. The use of Twitter played a role in people sharing 

their perceptions and feelings. Users’ ability to use hashtags allows for the progression of 

a collective identity, which refers to “the set of operations by means of which social 

movements define their collective sense of self, who they are and what they stand for” 

(Gerbaudo & Treré, 2015, p. 865).  

 

Social Movements and Twitter Activism  

#BlackLivesMatter and Its Counterpart 

On 26 February 2012, Trayvon Martin’s murder prompted Alicia Garza, Patrisse 

Cullors, and Opal Tometi to create the hashtag #BlackLivesMatter as a “call to action” to 

highlight racism aimed at Black men and women in America. This hashtag has been used 
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consistently throughout the years, especially when the shooting of another unarmed Black 

person is publicized. One example was in November 2014, when Darren Wilson, a White 

police officer in Ferguson, shot and killed Michael Brown with no indictment 

forthcoming. Consequently, this hashtag conceptualized the need to address anti-Black 

racism; to bring awareness to the lives of Black men and women, the Black Lives Matter 

movement was created. A counter-response arose, using the hashtags #AllLivesMatter 

and #BlueLivesMatter to reflect a "race-neutral" or "color-blind" view of the issues of 

race, especially involving police violence (Orbe, 2015).  

In a study on addressing race through Twitter posts following the non-indictments 

of the officers involved in the shooting of Michael Brown and Eric Garner in December 

2014, Carney (2016) found a collection of tweets that highlighted the public’s perception 

of these events. Carney stated that individuals utilizing “#BlackLivesMatter: Call to 

Action” in their tweets sought to dismantle the existence of institutional racism (p. 194). 

In particular, Carney points out that those who used “#BlackLivesMatter: Call to Action” 

were grasping onto the unjustifiable deaths of Michael Brown and Eric Garner to expose 

the oppression of Black men by law enforcement. The author also revealed that those 

who utilized the hashtag #BlackLivesMatter were not aiming to “invalidate the lives of 

non-Blacks, but rather to momentarily draw attention to the systemic violence and 

oppression that Black people in the United States face on a daily basis” (p. 194). 

However, not all Twitter users were supportive of the Black Lives Matter agenda. Further 

analysis of the Twitter data revealed that there was a “Struggle over Signs: Black Lives 

vs. All Lives,” and those who were threatened by the rapid spread of the Black Lives 

Matter movement started using the #AllLivesMatter hashtag (p. 194). Although the 
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#AllLivesMatter hashtag was started to state that all lives matter, not just Black lives, the 

spread of the hashtag proved that people were not understanding why #BlackLivesMatter 

was created in the first place. Those who utilized the #AllLivesMatter hashtag interpreted 

the #BlackLivesMatter movement as having been created to spread the message that only 

Black lives are important. As a result, race talk was a major theme on social media as a 

response to the shooting of Michael Brown in Ferguson, Missouri. Irfan Chaudry (2016) 

found that White Twitter users were more likely to side with the idea that the shooting of 

Brown did not have anything to do with Brown’s race, whereas Black Twitter users were 

more likely to claim that the riots that resulted after these events were justified (Chaudry, 

2016). Black Twitter users believed that Brown’s race was the reason why law 

enforcement used excessive force, whereas White Twitter users felt that the police were 

justified in their approach to Brown. This dichotomy between White and Black Twitter 

users’ responses to the shooting of Brown highlights the reality that not everyone 

believes that anti-Black racism exists. Specifically, according to a study completed by 

Norton and Sommors (2011), White individuals “think more progress has been made 

toward equality” and anti-Black racism is a thing of the past than do Blacks (p. 217).  

Some twitter users’ reaction was a push to “call attention to the arbitrary nature of 

racialized policing, the vulnerability of black bodies, and the problematic ways in which 

blackness is perceived as a constant threat” (Bonilla & Rosa, 2015, p. 8). After the 

shooting of Michael Brown, which allegedly occurred while he was holding up his hands, 

the hashtag #HandsUpDontShoot started trending on Twitter. This hashtag was utilized to 

spread the idea that even when a man holds up his hands and cooperates with police 

directions, law enforcement personnel may perceive that individual's actions differently. 
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The social media user reaction was a similar one to how individuals responded after the 

shooting death of Trayvon Martin. After shooting down Martin, his killer, George 

Zimmerman, called the 911 operator and during his reporting referred to Martin as a 

“suspicious” person wearing a “dark hoodie” (p. 8). This idea of the “dark hoodie” stoked 

outrage on social media, with the hashtags #HoodiesUp and #WeAreTrayvonMartin 

trending (p. 8). Individuals used this indexing tool to expose society’s perceptions that 

wearing a dark hoodie while being a Black man is an indication of someone who engages 

in criminal activities. Twitter users felt that just because a Black man is wearing a “dark 

hoodie” is not a justified indication that he is involved in something illegal.  

 Twitter users utilized their online platforms not only to expose how Black men 

are perceived by police officers before their shooting deaths in their own communities, 

but also to reveal how media portrays Black men following their deaths. These 

individuals shared how they felt about the photos mainstream media outlets, such as Fox 

News, were circulating of Michael Brown as a result of his death (Hoyt, 2016). One of 

these photos used by the media was of Brown making a hand gesture that, depending on 

one’s perception, could be interpreted as a peace sign or a gang sign. Depending on the 

race of the individual who was making the sign, this hand gesture can either be seen as a 

sign of nonaggression or criminality. Therefore, people felt that media outlets could have 

used Brown’s school photo or one of him in a more neutral position, but by presenting a 

photo of Brown holding up a hand sign that could be interpreted as a gang sign, 

mainstream media was sending a different message to the public. Some Twitter users felt 
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that the mainstream media2 was attempting to make Brown look like he was not innocent 

and therefore, the police officer’s actions the night of his death was justified. To address 

the photos that the media chose to display and the anti-Black racism that mainstream 

media outlets were engaging in, some Twitter users started using the 

#IfTheyGunnedMeDown hashtag (Prasad, 2016, p. 62). This hashtag was used in tweets 

containing two contrasting pictures of people of color to address which picture media 

outlets would use if these individuals were shot by law enforcement. The goal of the 

individuals using #IfTheyGunnedMeDown was to prove that anyone can be positioned to 

look either innocent or guilty. Furthermore, by spreading this hashtag, these Twitter users 

wanted to expose the media for choosing a photo that portrayed the Black man as a 

threat. 

 In addition to #HandsUpDontShoot and #IfTheyGunnedMeDown, Yarimar 

Bonilla and Jonathan Rosa (2015) found that #NoAngel was the final hashtag utilized as a 

part of the Black Lives Matter movement to speak about anti-Black racism. The 

#NoAngel hashtag was spread as a response to a New York Times article on Michael 

Brown that expressed that Brown was, in fact, not an angel. The article suggested that 

Brown dabbled in drugs and alcohol, and even engaged in “at least one scuffle with a 

neighbor” (p. 9). The users including the hashtag #NoAngel believed that the NYT’s 

portrayal of Brown was a smear campaign started by the police to taint the teenager’s 

reputation. The choice mainstream media outlets, such as Fox News,  made to share 

Brown’s typical teenage past, such as drinking or getting into scuffles, positioned him to 

                                                
2 Mainstream media - a term used to refer to the various forms of news media, especially 

traditional forms such as newspapers, television, and radio rather than the internet, which 

influence large numbers of people (Cambridge Dictionary)  

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/especially
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/traditional
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/form
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/newspaper
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/television
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/radio
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/rather
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/internet
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/influence
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/large
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/number
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/people
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look guilty and deserving of what happened to him. Specifically, Bonilla and Rosa 

unraveled that #NoAngel was employed to “highlight the mainstream media’s inability to 

acknowledge black victimhood or innocence” (p. 9). The overall societal perception on 

social media over the shooting of unarmed Black men shows that people are aware of the 

inaccurate and unfair portrayals of Black people in mainstream media.  

 The Black Lives Matter movement did not stand only to expose police brutality 

and activism; its existence also provoked counter-narratives to emerge. Ray, Brown, 

Fraistat, and Summers (2017) noted that within the year following Michael Brown’s 

death, the hashtag #TCOT, which stands for Top Conservatives on Twitter, was the 

second most utilized hashtag on the platform. The #TCOT hashtag operated as a counter-

narrative to the #BlackLivesMatter. The study found that #BlackLivesMatter was indexed 

in 381,834 tweets and #TCOT was used in 331,439 tweets ( p. 1803). The contextual 

themes for the tweets that included the #TCOT hashtag were categorized into five 

concepts: validating justifiable homicides, White victims of Black criminality, Black 

Lives Matter protesters as radical terrorists, tokenizing examples of Blackness, and 

humanizing police officers. The tweets that fell into the categorical theme of “Validating 

Justifiable Homicides” aimed to portray Black men and women as “predators who 

deserve to be killed by the police” (p. 1806). The second set of code was “White Victims 

of Black Criminality,” which justified the killing of Black men and women by showing 

images and sharing stories of Black individuals who allegedly murdered White 

individuals. The third category identified with these tweets was “#BlackLivesMatter as 

Radical Terrorists.” These tweets aimed to portray supporters of the Black Lives Matter 

movement as “radical and engaging in terrorist-type activity” (p. 1806). The fourth theme 
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set was “Tokenizing Examples of Blackness,” which was utilized in tweets to set an 

example that if all Black men were to engage in “respectable types of behaviors, the 

racial gap in crime and justifiable homicides would be non-existent” (p. 1806). The last 

identified theme of tweets that included the #TCOT hashtag is “Humanizing Police 

Officers.” These tweets were used to fight off the negative portrayal of police officers 

who are engaging in acts that show clear racial bias and police brutality. In conclusion, 

this study found that the reaction to the shooting of Michael Brown was not only in 

support of Black men and women and the addressing of racial bias on the part of police 

officers, but that there was a quick and aggressive backlash to the Black Lives Matter 

movement all together. This further proves that multiple collective identities can exist on 

a social media platform such as Twitter.  

 

Methodology  

For this research, I use data from Twitter, which provides users the opportunity to 

search for the data they want through a Streaming API. This stream of API is one of the 

main ways in which users can collect raw data, where the “data is constantly flowing 

from the requested URL (the end point)” (Gaffney & Puschmann, 2014, p. 56). Then, the 

user employs tools to maintain the connection to the stream of data, while processing it 

simultaneously. This Streaming API allows for data to be collected in three bandwidths: 

“spritzer,” “gardenhose,” and “firehose” (p. 56). The “spritzer” bandwidth is 1% of all 

the tweets on a specific topic that the system has, and this data is available to the average 

user. The “gardenhose” bandwidth is 10% of all the tweets on a specific topic that the 

system has, and this data is occasionally given to users who are able to justify their 
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reason for needing such data. Lastly, the “firehose” bandwidth is 100% of all the tweets 

on a specific topic that the system has, and this data is only given “as a component of a 

business relationship with Twitter directly” (Chaudhry, 2016). Most data that is utilized 

for analytical research belongs in the “gardenhose” bandwidth and can be purchased 

through third-party service providers. For this study I used the “gardenhose” bandwidth.  

I collected the Twitter data through the George Washington University’s 

STEMworks program to track the #BlackLivesMatter, #BlueLivesMatter, and 

#StephonClark hashtags in the six weeks following the shooting death of Stephon Clark 

in Sacramento, CA. I pulled the data from 18 March 2016 - 30 May 2018 using 

STEMworks’ Social Feed Manager tool, an open-source software that generates social 

media data.3 The results revealed that 519 tweets in total included the hashtags 

#BlackLivesMatter, #BlueLivesMatter, and #StephonClark. Out of these 519 tweets, 322 

included #BlackLivesMatter, 182 included #StephonClark, and 29 included 

#BlueLivesMatter. Then, I employed grounded theory to code the data thematically 

linking categories back to my research questions. Strauss and Corbin (1990) defined 

grounded theory as a “method that uses a systematic set of procedures to develop an 

inductively derived grounded theory about a phenomenon” (p. 24). Consistent with the 

grounded theory, this study follows a data-driven coding, or open coding, system, 

whereby I looked for themes/concepts in the tweets as I read them rather than coding 

through preset concepts.  

                                                
3 Information such as the Twitter user’s ID number, tweet URLs, a tweet’s time stamp, 

the username of the Twitter account that posted the tweet, user’s location, user’s account 

description, user’s favorites count, user’s follower count, user’s friend count, user’s status 

count, the text itself, the type of tweet it is (original, retweet, quote), hashtags, and media 

links included in the tweet can be examined. 
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One of the main limitations of this study is that the data only shows the 

perceptions of those who utilize Twitter, which is not a representation of the entire 

population. Not every individual in America has access to Twitter, uses it actively, and is 

aware of every event that is broadcast on the platform. Therefore, this data is not a 

representative sample of the entire public’s perception on the idea of race as it relates to 

the shooting of unarmed Black men and women.  

For the purposes of this thesis, Twitter was treated as a document and qualitative 

content analysis was utilized allowing me to “practice participation, reflection, 

description, and interpretation” of the data (Lindlof & Taylor, 2019). According to 

Altheide (1996), content analysis relies on the assessment of ‘‘numerous documents in 

order to become familiar with formats and emphases, while suggesting topics and 

themes’’ (p. 70). Lasswell (1948), posed the question, “Who says what, to whom, why, to 

what extent and with what effect?” thus, laying the groundwork for content analysis (p. 

216). This analytical method affords the researcher the opportunity to collect information 

to explain patterns and messages from specific content in a reliable way (Oden, 2019). 

An original assessment of each tweet was completed in order to collect an initial list of 

pertinent themes. A second round of coding was then conducted to collapse repeated 

themes. During the second round of coding, as I collapsed themes, I finalized the tweets 

into main categories. A third round of coding was then performed within each category 

separately, resulting in specific subcodes. Finally, the accuracy of each subcode was 

confirmed by reading every tweet in the data sample one last time.  

After coding, I turned to theories to make sense of the data collected. For 

example, I use Herbert Blumer’s theory of symbolic interactionism to analyze the 
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conversation around race on Twitter after Stephon Clark’s death. According to Blumer 

(1962), symbolic interactionism is “the peculiar and distinctive character of interaction as 

it takes place between human beings” (p. 179). Blumer stated that society is a continuous 

process that is constantly evolving through the interactions individuals have with one 

another (Collins, 1994). This viewpoint operates on the idea that individuals react to the 

world around them on their own accord and, in order to understand social life, one must 

consider the independent additions of each individual (Carter & Fuller, 2016; Shibutani, 

1988). Specifically, Blumer’s theory on symbolic interactionism is confined to three 

components (Blumer, 1969): 1. Human beings act based on the meaning they have given 

something; 2. The meaning people give things stems from the social interactions 

individuals have with one another; and 3. These meanings are changed based on people’s 

individual interpretations. Ultimately, to understand social behavior, one must 

incorporate “an interpretive perspective that examines how behavior is changing, 

unpredictable, and unique to each and every social encounter” (Carter & Fuller, 2016, p. 

933). Twitter users’ individual tweets stand as their own ideas, and the more Twitter 

users interact with one another through hashtags, likes, retweets, and responses, the more 

we are able to interpret their perspectives on the phenomenon. Therefore, symbolic 

interactionism stands as a conceptual foundation for understanding Twitter users’ 

conversation on race as a result of the shooting of Clark.  

 

Results  

 In an analysis of the themes addressed using the #BlackLivesMatter, 

#BlueLivesMatter, and #StephonClark hashtags on Twitter, five categories were 



 

23 
 

identified: Lack of Police Accountability, Acknowledging Race, Blaming the Black 

Community, Flawed Institutions, and Time for a Change, with each category having two 

subcategories. The Lack of Police Accountability theme derived from approximately 50 

tweets, Acknowledging Race stemmed from nearly 20 Twitter posts, Blaming the Black 

Community concluded from around 20 tweets, Flawed Institutions was located through 

19 posts, and Time for a Change emerged from 65 tweets.  

 

Lack of Police Accountability 

The first category identified while analyzing the Twitter data following the 

hashtags #StephonClark, #BlackLivesMatter, and #BlueLivesMatter after the shooting of 

Stephon Clark is Lack of Police Accountability. Twitter users utilizing the 

#BlackLivesMatter and #StephonClark hashtags were outraged at the lack of 

accountability the officers received for allegedly having murdered Clark. According to a 

study by Weitzer and Tuch (2014), out of 1,792 White, Hispanic, and Black participants, 

70% of Whites, 80% of Hispanics, and 90% of Blacks expressed that stronger 

punishments for officers who engage in police misconduct would improve policing (p. 

404). Additionally, the study found that when “misconduct involves excessive force, 

members of all three racial groups are nearly unanimous in their belief that some 

punishment is warranted—perhaps” (p. 404). The data revealed one Twitter user tweeted, 

“blue lives should be held accountable #blacklivesmatter.”  

 

An Unjustified Shot is the first subcode in this category. Forty one tweets with the 

#BlackLivesMatter and #StephonClark hashtags indicated that the police officers 
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involved in the shooting of Clark were not held responsible for using deadly force. These 

users were upset because the two officers who shot Clark said he was holding an object in 

his hand, which was later identified as a cell phone. Twitter users did not see the cell 

phone in Clark’s hand as a gun. The symbolic interactionism theory does not address 

when individuals interact on the basis of assigning the same meaning to something. This 

analysis shows that when a number of individuals assign the same explanation to 

something, it strengthens the existance of that meaning. For example, because more than 

one Twitter user expressed that the cell phone in Clark’s hand did not resemble a gun, 

this interpretation of what Clark was holding is reaffirmed.  

Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) such as the National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) also tweeted about the shooting. The NAACP 

is a civil rights group based in the United States whose goal is to focus on and remedy 

social or political issues revolving around POC. When an NGO such as the NAACP 

contributes to the conversation around the shooting of Clark, they recognize that there is 

a social issue associated with the incident that needs to be addressed. Found as an 

attachment in a Twitter user’s tweet, the NACCP stated,  

How many more mistakes have to happen before they get it right? Shot to death in  

your own backyard? Sleep peacefully #StephanClark his life mattered.  Being   

armed with only a cell phone can cause you to lose your life. 

This tweet was retweeted 1,471 times and was liked 1,905 times, indicating that 1,905 

Twitter users agreed with the NAACP’s message. Twitter users questioned how the 

officers could possibly mistake a cell phone for a gun, with one user tweeting,  

The details on the death of #StephonClark are awful. Shot in his own backyard.  
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Police claimed he had a gun- this was a lie - then they changed it to a crowbar –  

then later revealed it was his cell. I'm no tech expert but I never seen a cell that  

looks even remotely like a crowbar.  

This tweet was retweeted 583 times and liked 1,351 times. Some Twitter users were upset 

over the officers’ claim of a weapon that turned out to be a phone. However, they were 

also outraged about inconsistency in the officers’ stories on how the night unfolded. One 

Twitter user wrote, “Maybe our first step in training police officers should be teaching 

them what a gun looks like. #BlackLivesMatter #StephonClark.” Those Twitter users 

believed the police must be held accountable for the death of Stephon Clark. Another 

user tweeted, “So, how many bullets do you need to fire to stop a man with a cell 

phone?,” which claims that the officers’ actions are also not justified because it should 

not take twenty rounds of shots to the back to neutralize a presumed threat.  

No Justice is the second subcode in this category. Nearly 10 #BlackLivesMatter 

hashtag users’ reactions on Twitter exemplified their outraged over the lack of justice for 

Clark and his family due to the fact that the officers involved in the shooting were not 

held accountable for taking someone’s life. In a response tweet, a Twitter user posted, 

Another thing you can’t do is be in your own backyard apparently as a black 

person Where is the accountability for not only lying but taking Stephon’s life? 

Causing a case where he can’t speak yet again. This is a systemic issue. 

That tweet received 37 likes from other Twitter users. Although there is power in the 

voice of the average Twitter user, celebrities on Twitter have the opportunity to reach a 

broader audience. Therefore, their opinions can have a bigger impact on the issue at hand. 
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For example, celebrity singer Lauren Jauregui, who has 4.18 million followers on 

Twitter, tweeted,  

#BlackLivesMatter #StephonClark should not have been shot once in his  

backyard, let alone 20 times. When are we going to stop pretending that these  

types of attacks are an accident and acknowledge the danger of police  

continuously getting away with cold blooded murder of POC? 

This tweet alone was retweeted 3,282 times by other users and liked 13,466 times. 

According to Muntean and Petersen (2009, para. 19), direct tweets from celebrities play a 

crucial role in the flood of information, because their followers interpret these tweets as 

the “authentic celebrity voice” and a “privileged channel to the star him/herself.” As a 

celebrity, Jauregui has a large number of followers who view her tweets and can decide if 

they support her position by liking it. The number of likes her tweet receives thus 

demonstrates the number of individuals supporting her stance. Furthermore, followers 

who support the message can retweet it, reaching more people on Twitter. This method of 

retweeting can start conversations on the issue and further the agenda of the social 

movement (Hellmueller and Aeschbacher, 2010, p. 23).  

Another Twitter user wrote,  

how come when cyntonia brown kills her captor to save herself from sex  

trafficking she gets a life sentence...but when the police shoot stephon clark 20  

times because they ~thought~ he had a gun (which was really just a cellphone)  

they aren’t even charged Interesting…  

Although the “Lack of Police Accountability” concept was found in the data for this 

study, this idea is not unique to the conversation on Twitter about race after the shooting 
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of Stephon Clark. The concept of not holding the police accountable for their actions was 

also present in Twitter users’ reactions after the death of Trayvon Martin by George 

Zimmerman, which became highly publicized and led to the creation of the Black Lives 

Matter movement. A Washington Post-ABC News poll reported that 87% of Black 

individuals and 33% of White individuals thought that Zimmerman’s actions were 

unjustified (Cohen, 2013). Furthermore, the idea of police officers taking unjustified 

actions against Black people followed after the death of Eric Garner, a Black man who 

was choked to death by an officer in NYC. Some Twitter users took to the social media 

site and used the #BlackLivesMatter hashtag to organize “die-ins,” where individuals lay 

on the ground to symbolize the unjust killings of Black men and women (Eversley, 

2014). Overall, similar to how Twitter users felt after Clark’s shooting, users expressed 

that justice was not being served for the shootings of Michael Brown and Eric Garner 

because their killers were never charged (Carney, 2016). As a result, it appears that the 

conversation on race regarding Black people who are shot without justification has not 

shifted since the start of the Black Lives Matter movement.  

 

Acknowledging Race 

 The second category identified is Acknowledging Race. The reaction from 

#BlackLivesMatter and #StephonClark hashtag users on Twitter acknowledged that race 

is a key factor in the events that unfolded on the eve of 18 March 2018. Law enforcement 

often target Black men and women in the streets with the suspicion that they are engaging 

in criminal activity. A study conducted by Ayres and Borowsky (2008) revealed that of 

more than 700,000 pedestrian and/or driver stops in Los Angeles between 2003–2004, 
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Black people were three times as likely to be stopped by law enforcement than White 

people. Additionally, according to Fridell and Lim (2016), law enforcement personnel are 

1.49 times more likely to use Electronic Control Devices, such as a taser, against Black 

people compared to Non-Black individuals.  

 Being Black is the first subcode in this category. Twelve Twitter users using the 

#BlackLivesMatter and #StephonClark hashtags took to Twitter to express their opinions 

that Clark was shot and killed due to the color of his skin. One user addressed the role of 

race by tweeting, “To think, being black and in your own backward will get you six 

bullets to your back #StephonClark #BlackLivesMatter,” which then received 60 likes. 

This same user wanted to ensure that her followers understood that this was not the first 

time deadly force had been used against Black men for being perceived as a threat 

because of the color of their skin. She stated, “To think, being black and standing on a 

street corner will get the life sucked out of you #EricGarner #StephonClark 

#BlackLivesMatter,” which received 56 likes. The Twitter data shows that users agreed 

with the opinion that being a Black man is a reason to not only be targeted by law 

enforcement, but also to be linked to criminality, ending in the use of deadly force against 

them.  

This finding is consistent with evidence found from a study conducted by 

Gelman, Fagan, and Kiss (2007) on the rates at which law enforcement personnel in New 

York City stopped people based on race (p. 819–820). The researchers found that in 

violent crime investigations, Black individuals were stopped and questioned 2.5 times 

more than White individuals. Furthermore, when an officer was investigating a weapons 

violation, the study found that Black men and women were stopped and questioned 1.8 
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times more than their White counterparts. Targeting Black men and women goes being 

minor vehicular stops and may have deadly consequences for POC. “ProPublica’s 

analysis of fatal officer-involved shootings of civilians indicates that young Black males 

are 21 times as likely to be fatally shot by police relative to their White peers” 

(Charbonneau, Glaser, & Spencer, 2017, p. 747).  Research on the long-term trends of 

male deaths between 1960 and 2010 by police officers concluded that 55%  of those 

killed were White and 42% were Black, with the percentage for Blacks being 3.5 times 

the overall population of Blacks in the US during this time frame (Krieger, Kiang, Chen, 

et al., 2015). This study found that Twitter users claim Black individuals continue to be 

targeted by police officers; therefore, adding to the existing literature.  

Moreover, one Twitter user posted, “Police a/k/a Slave Patrol have been reduced 

to weapons against black males by white racists. #BlackLivesMatter.” This post 

expresses the idea that Twitter users believe that being Black is dangerous because 

officers, also identified as “white racists,” will take deadly measures against them. 

Furthermore, the Twitter data shows that some individuals on Twitter feel that the police 

target Black men and women, as one user wrote, “Black nation we need to stick and fight 

these racist bastards backs they killing our kids##BlackLivesMatter.” Over 2,800 Twitter 

users felt that Black men being targeted for the color of their skin is the reason why the 

Black Lives Matter movement exists, as one Twitter user received 2,804 likes on a tweet 

that stated, “Yooooo white people are magic, they can resist arrest, attack a police officer, 

try to steal their car and not be inflicted with deadly force ... y’all wonder why we say 

#BlackLivesMatter.” Twitter users felt that White folks can get away with the same 

actions that Black people get shot over. Consistent with the findings of this research, a 

https://twitter.com/hashtag/blacklivesmatter?src=hash
https://twitter.com/hashtag/blacklivesmatter?src=hash
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study by Dottolo and Stewart (2008) on the intersectionality of race, class, and gender 

when encountering law enforcement revealed that more than half of Black men in the 

study claimed that they experienced discrimination when encountering the police (p. 

360). 

Interpretations Linked to Race, a hierarchical code to Being Black, is the second 

subcode in this category. Five individuals took to Twitter to express the fact that some 

people, just like the officers, interpreted Clark’s cell phone as a gun because they chose 

to associate a Black man with criminality. One Twitter user chose to respond to a post 

stating, “Please watch this video, clearly showing him fleeing from police, then holding 

his phone alike to a weapon,” by replying with, 

 I don't see him holding it as a weapon. You are seeing what you want to see 

@Dillpick88. Even if he was the suspect, they were following him for breaking  

car windows, young white kids do things like this ALL the time, and they don't  

end up dead at the hands of the police.  

This individual's post claims that people interpret anything the way they want to see it. 

The symbolic interactionism theory is amplified between these two Twitter users. One 

user identified the way in which Clark was holding his phone to looking like a gun, 

whereas another user did not see it as a weapon. Because these individuals assigned two 

different meanings to the same situation, their differing interpretations highlight the 

potential existence of implicit bias. Why does one user see the phone as a potential gun, 

whereas another merely sees a cellular device? Implicit bias plays a role in how 

individuals interpret the world around them. Implicit bias exists when people associate 

individuals to stereotypes linked with their groups (e.g., race, gender, etc.) and 
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consequently, these “stereotypes can impact perceptions and behavior” (Fridell & Lim, 

2016, p. 38). However, implicit bias generally operates outside of an individual’s 

consciousness, as a “discriminator is not consciously aware of his or her own bias,” (Hall, 

Hall, & Perry, 2016, p. 176). According to the Preliminary Report on Race and 

Washington’s Criminal Justice System (2012), implicit racial bias contributes to the 

disproportionality of Black and White individuals in the criminal justice system (p. 6).  

Racial bias research claims that Black men are implicitly viewed as subhuman, 

superhuman, criminal, and violent (Correll et al., 2002, 2007; 

Duncan, 1976; Eberhardt et al., 2004; Sim et al., 2013). According to this Twitter user, 

race is the issue at the heart of this situation as he claims that Clark’s actions that night 

were no different or more dangerous than the actions of a White man doing the same, but 

because he was Black, he was taken down. This finding adds to the literature on race and 

criminality, in which Black men and women have been seen “especially by whites, as 

lazy and prone to violence and crime” (Epp et al., 2016, p. 172). According to Epp, 

Maynard-Moody, and Haider-Markel (2016), these implicit biases “contribute directly to 

such things as a police officer’s suspicion that a young black man seems out of place or 

poses a risk” (p. 173).  

 

Blaming the Black Community 

The third category identified while analyzing Twitter is Blaming the Black 

Community. Twitter users using the #BlueLivesMatter hashtag showcased the idea that 

the Black community is incorrect in claiming that they are being specifically targeted by 

law enforcement because they are Black. White individuals are more likely to be in favor 
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of law enforcement because “they perceive this social institution as a critical and scarce 

resource to which they are entitled” (Wu, 2011, p. 138).  Additionally, stereotypes about 

Black men and women being violent, as perceived by White individuals, adds to their 

support for aggressive policing against Black people (Holmes & Smith, 2008). Twitter 

users took to the site to acknowledge the good work law enforcement officials are doing 

by targeting and taking down Black men and women.  

 Praising Law Enforcement is the first subcode in this category. Ten Twitter users 

who used the #BlueLivesMatter hashtag expressed their support for law enforcement as a 

reaction to the shooting of Clark. One Twitter user wrote, “@SacPolice Thank you 

@SacPolice for everything your men and women do. You are appreciated beyond 

words.” This post also shows that Twitter users who used the #BlueLivesMatter hashtag 

appreciated the work that the Sacramento Police did the night that Stephon Clark was 

shot, and they are thanking them for their hard work. Because these #BlueLivesMatter 

hashtag users are praising the work of the Sacramento Police, their posts potentially 

suggest that they support the actions taken against Clark. According to Blessett (2017), in 

opposition to the Black Lives Matter movement, the All Lives Matter and Blue Lives 

Matter crowd overwhelmingly support police officers in times of highly publicized 

police-involved shootings against Black men and women. Blue Lives Matter movement 

activists preach the narrative that the Black community is a threat (Solomon & Martin, 

2019) and these activists acknowledge that officer lives are at risk due to this threat. Blue 

Lives Matter supporters continue to stand by law enforcement because they “connect the 

suffering of families and officers in the line of duty (the targeting, complaints, frivolous 

suits, and physical attacks mentioned above) to the Black Lives Matter movement, its 
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supporters, and the media whom they believe has continually misportrayed them as the 

victimizers rather than victims” (p. 13). 

Additionally, another user states, “thanks u nypd for keep us safe from blacks . 

#MAGA #BlueLivesMatter.” This tweet identifies the idea that law enforcement is doing 

a good job and their work is appreciated specifically because they are taking down Black 

individuals. Falling in line with the symbolic interactionism theory, this Twitter user is 

assigning the #BlueLivesMatter hashtag as a symbol of safety. Therefore, based on this 

#BlueLivesMatter hashtag user’s behavior as he or she interacts on Twitter, the concept 

that law enforcement exists to protect people emerges. Specifically, the #BlueLivesMatter 

hashtag user thanked the police for protecting them against “blacks,” which indicates that 

this Twitter user believes Black individuals are a threat to other people’s safety. This 

analysis validates the literature revolving around the #BlueLivesMatter hashtag and 

various opposing hashtags to the #BlackLivesMatter hashtag. Similar to the use of the 

#TCOT hashtag after Michael Brown’s death, Ray, Brown, Fraistat, and Summers (2017) 

found that White Twitter users felt the actions of law enforcement were justified because 

Black people engaged in criminal activity and White individuals oftentimes fell victim to 

Black criminality.  

Blind to Anti-Black Racism is the second subcode in this category. One theme that 

was grounded in the data was that 10 #BlueLivesMatter hashtag users did not see race as 

the reason why Clark was targeted and shot by the police. A Twitter user posted, 

“#BlackLivesMatter would rather you not know about the real number of POC4 that are 

arrested peacefully without being shot. There is no "genocide against blacks" or "open 

                                                
4 Person of color - (formal) any non-European, non-White person (Webster Dictionary).  

https://www.webster-dictionary.org/definition/formal
https://www.webster-dictionary.org/definition/any
https://www.webster-dictionary.org/definition/non-European
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season",” claiming that Black people are not being targeted by law enforcement because 

there are also a number of Black men and women who are arrested without shots fired. 

Another Twitter user wrote, “When #BlackLivesMatter says "why is it white people can 

be arrested and not shot" or "it's open season on blacks" with an attachment to a news 

article on two Black men arrested for armed robbery.” This Twitter user believed that the 

actions taken against Black individuals are justified because of their engagement in 

criminal activities. In support of the Blind to Anti-Black Racism subcode, this tweet 

highlights the idea that Black people are not targeted for being Black; they are only dealt 

with the way they deserve to be handled. This finding adds to the evidence that White 

people are dismissive of the Black experience because of their inability to understand 

anti-Black racism. Noel (2018) coined the term “deflective whiteness” to highlight White 

people’s role in diverting their fear and discomfort when it comes to addressing systemic 

racism. Deflective whiteness exists to conceal “an individual’s investment in white 

supremacy” by labeling Black people as despicable and “generally minimalizing the 

experiences of people of color” (Noel, 2018, p. 327; Bonilla-Silva, 2014, p. 77). 

According to a study completed by the Pew Research Center on a nationally 

representative survey of law enforcement, two-thirds of the respondents indicated that 

they believed the officer-involved shootings were isolated events and not reflective of 

racist police practices (Morin, Parker, Stepler & Mercer, 2017). Consequently, the 

#BlueLivesMatter hashtag users in this study revert the blame unto the Black community 

in the aftermath of Clark’s shooting, indicating that Clark was not shot because he was 

Black, but because of his actions.  
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Flawed Institutions  

The fourth category identified is Flawed Institutions. The #BlackLivesMatter and 

#StephonClark hashtag users’ perception after news broke about Clark was that the 

criminal justice system in its entirety is broken, as one user tweeted, “This Justin system 

is so backward brush I tell you.” The #BlackLivesMatter and #StephonClark hashtag 

users on Twitter felt that the laws that govern law enforcement activities and the justice 

system are limiting and inhibit communities from seeking justice. Claiming that the 

justice system is backward indicates that it is not serving the people or pushing them 

towards progress. This finding reflects the theory because the data itself states that the 

justice system is backwards; therefore, a backward justice system is a flawed one.  

Addressing Issues with Law Enforcement is the first subcode in this category. 

After the shooting of Clark, 8 Twitter users using the #BlackLivesMatter and 

#BlueLivesMatter hashtags perceived that the training and education law enforcement 

personnel are receiving is inadequate. One user expressed, “California, let’s clean this 

shit up. More police education. More restraint. Lead the way. #BlackLivesMatter.” 

Others also believed that the ways in which law enforcement personnel approach people 

need to be addressed and changed. One Twitter user expressed,  

Tying in to #StephonClark -The police’s lack of background & refusal to ask qs  

BEFORE acting is a danger to the [POC] communities they police. I really want  

to know how to reimagine a police force- what jobs they do and what they don’t. 

Twitter users indicated that officers need to change the way they operate and to be more 

courteous in how they approach people of color because their current methods left Black 

bodies dead. Furthermore, some were so outraged by law enforcement’s actions during 

https://twitter.com/hashtag/stephonclark?src=hash
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and after the shooting that they went online to express their desire to get rid of law 

enforcement in its entirety by stating, “Cops are now running over those who protest 

killer cops. Time to shut it down and abolish police. #acab5 #StephonClark.”  

After Clark’s death, California legislators were positioned to try to loosen "some 

of the nation’s strictest prohibitions on the release of officer shooting and misconduct 

investigations" (Dillon, 2018, para. 1). California State Senator Nancy Skinner planned to 

introduce the Skinner Bill, which would allow access to personnel files and disciplinary 

records in excessive force investigations. A #StephonClark hashtag user tweeted 

“Support the Skinner Bill! #StephonClark,” with an attachment to a tweet by The 

Marshall Project, a non-profit, non-partisan newsroom covering America’s criminal 

justice system. The Marshall Project’s tweet, stating: “We may never know the histories 

of the officers who killed Stephon Clark. That’s because California law keeps police 

personnel files confidential, even instances of previous misconduct,” was retweeted 176 

times and liked 154 times by other Twitter users.  

This analysis adds to the existing literature on the public’s desire for police reform, 

specifically reform that works on the transparency between police departments and the 

public. A study conducted by Weitzer and Tuch (2004) revealed that out of 1,792 White, 

Hispanic, and Black participants, 75% of Whites and 80% of Blacks and Hispanics are in 

favor of an early warning system to assist in identifying officers who receive citizen 

complaints (p. 404). The study also disclosed that 65% of White participants and 80% of 

Black and Hispanic participants supported the installation of video cameras in police 

                                                
5 ACAB is an acronym meaning “All Cops Are Bastards” (Dalzell et al., 2014).  
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vehicles to further observe officer behavior (p. 404). In addition to Twitter users, the 

public wants legislative change to address police misconduct in America.  

Addressing Gun Violence is the second subcode in this category. Nine 

#BlackLivesMatter and #StephonClark hashtag users went on Twitter after Clark’s death 

to express their outrage over gun violence and the increasing number of Black lives that 

are lost because of it. Receiving 78 retweets and 217 likes, one Twitter user tweeted, “I 

have so much rage over racism and guns and the deadly combination of the two. 

#BlackLivesMatter Heartbroken for this life cut short #Stephonclark.” Twitter users were 

also combining the existence of gun violence in America with the Black Lives Matter 

movement, as one user posted, 

 When we talk about gun violence in America we must include  

#BlackLivesMatter and the use of deadly force by police in communities  

of color, as well as student, school, & campus safety. We can't fix what we won't  

confront.  

This tweet was retweeted 24 times and received 50 likes, indicating that others also 

acknowledge and agree that gun violence is an issue that also impacts Black lives. 

According to Merry (2018), the Black Lives Matter movement continues to address the 

racial dimension of gun violence. Specifically, when advertising a Black Lives Matter 

protest in 2016, the group proclaimed, “Let’s continue to talk about how we fit into the 

bigger fight against police brutality and gun violence toward people of color and/or 

queers. #altonsterling #blacklivesmatter #howmanymorehavetodie” (p. 759).   

 

Time for a Change  
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The fifth category identified is Time for a Change. After the shooting of Clark, 11 

Twitter users within the data set used the #Enough hashtag to indicate that they had had 

enough of the violence and that it was time for a change. A photo taken on March 24, 

2018 of protesters at a Black Lives Matter protest, along with the #Enough and 

#BlackLivesMatter hashtags, was retweeted 82 times and liked 311 times. Embodying the 

symbolic interactionism theory, Twitter users who incorporated the #Enough hashtag in 

their posts all assigned a similar meaning to the symbol. The supporters of this tweet, 

along with those who used the #Enough hashtag, claimed to be ready for a change. 

Another Twitter user exclaimed, “This has to stop! #blacklivesmatter - Sacramento police 

shot unarmed black man in his yard 20 times.” The #StephonClark and 

#BlackLivesMatter hashtag users on Twitter demanded an end to the violence against the 

Black community. Black Lives Matter organizers see putting pressure on their 

communities, local governments, and law enforcement as a course of action. This finding 

is consistent with evidence that social movements like BLM have the ability to attract the 

attention of political elites through social media (Freelon et al., 2018).   

Protests as a Reformation Tool is the first subcode in this category. To create 

change, 33 Twitter users expressed their ambition to protest against the issues that Black 

people face in America. One tweet included the hashtag #BlackLivesMatter along with a 

video of a woman speaking out about Stephon Clark’s alleged murder. The message said, 

“let’s take our outrage, but let’s use it for something positive. He will not be another 

name added to a list. We are too strong. We are too united. It is time for things to 

change.” The data shows that some Twitter users are ready to mobilize online, using their 

voices to stand up to anti-Black racism.  
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 In an effort to mobilize and take action, some Twitter activists came together and 

set up protests across cities in the United States, primarily in Sacramento, the location of 

the shooting death of Stephon Clark. “Join us on I street. My city is angry. They want 

answers. They want change. They will shut shit down. #stephonclark,” a Twitter user 

posted on his page, where the tweet was retweeted 20 times and liked 58 times by other 

users. The post included an image of a Black man with one raised fist6 while holding up a 

“F*ck White Supremacy” sign with the other. Others who joined the movement tweeted, 

“Blocking the freeway on ramps to I-5, 80, 99 in protest of the Sac PD killing 

#StephonClark #Justice4StephonClark #JusticeForZoe #Sacramento” in an effort to keep 

getting people to mobilize and stand together against police brutality. Consistent with the 

symbolic interactionism theory, Twitter users symbolized the word protest with a fight 

for change. Therefore, as Twitter users interacted with one another and gave the same 

meaning to the word protest, they were able to mobilize. This finding is consistent with 

evidence displayed on Twitter after the shooting of Michael Brown and Eric Garner 

where #BlackLivesMatter hashtag users had a “Call to Action” and asked individuals who 

supported their movement to act against the anti-Black racism that was being exercised 

by law enforcement (Carney, 2016). The Black Lives Matter movement in itself was 

created in protest against police brutality. However, others are beginning to exert policy 

demands in addition to protests (Rickford, 2016, p. 39). De Choudhury et al. (2016) 

analyzed Twitter posts in conjunction with data on police killings of Black people and 

attendance at Black Lives Matter protests. The study revealed that individuals located in 

areas with recent or historically higher rates of police killings of Black men and women 

                                                
6 The raised fist is a symbol of support, solidarity, and resistance (Gibson, 2011). 

https://twitter.com/hashtag/StephonClark?src=hash
https://twitter.com/hashtag/StephonClark?src=hash
https://twitter.com/hashtag/Justice4StephonClark?src=hash
https://twitter.com/hashtag/JusticeForZoe?src=hash
https://twitter.com/hashtag/Sacramento?src=hash
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were involved in more online activity. Moreover, the locations with more online activity 

had a greater number of individuals present during Black Lives Matter protests.  

Sticking Together is the second subcode in this category. The Twitter data 

analyzed highlighted the concept that 21 Twitter users including the #BlackLivesMatter 

and #StephonClark hashtags in their posts felt the urgency to band together and not allow 

for anti-Black racism to tear them apart. One user tweeted, “#StephonClark We will not 

be divided,” proclaiming that police shootings against unarmed Black men will not 

separate the people. Another #BlackLivesMatter hashtag user on Twitter explicitly stated 

that the Black community needs to stick together because racism is killing members of 

their community, with the post, “Black nation we need to stick and fight these racist 

bastards backs they killing our kids##blacklivesmatter.” Twitter users incorporated the 

words not be divided and stick together in their messages online. The concept of Sticking 

Together is present in literature on the creation of social movements, such as the Black 

Lives Matter movement. According to Freelon et al. (2018), when measuring the power 

of Twitter in relation to unity, numbers, and commitment amongst BLM, a 

countermovement, and an unaligned party, BLM ranked highest in all three categories. 

This finding exemplifies the concept that members of BLM are unified and committed to 

making a change.   

The Twitter data utilized for this study showed that the majority of 

#BlackLivesMatter hashtag users supported the Black community and stood alongside 

them in their fight against anti-Black racism. The tweet “to my black mutuals, 

followers,— i see you, I hear you, and will continue to fight by your side. 

#blacklivesmatter” was posted and retweeted 10 times. Twitter users engaged the 
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#BlackLivesMatter hashtag in their posts to acknowledge that the pain the Black 

community is going through is recognized and understood.  

 

Conclusion  

The overall conversation on the issue of race is reflective of the narrative of the 

Black Lives Matter and Blue Lives Matter movements and their supporters. Twitter users 

that included the #BlackLivesMatter hashtags in their posts were generally outraged at the 

continued unjustified use of deadly force enforced by police when engaging with Black 

men and women. The data revealed that individuals turned to Twitter to post on their 

intolerance of the lack of officer accountability.  

Since this study only followed three hashtags and may have missed a prominent 

hashtag utilized by Black Lives Matter and Blue Lives Matter supporters, a conclusion 

cannot be drawn as to whether or not there is a decrease or increase of Black Lives 

Matter and Blue Lives Matter support on Twitter following the death of another Black 

man. However, the study yielded 513 tweets following the six weeks after the shooting of 

Clark and after three weeks, the usage of the #StephonClark hashtag started to decrease 

tremendously. One of the potential reasons for these low number of reactions on Twitter 

may be due to the decreased media attention the event received. As coverage of Clark’s 

story dwindled, Twitter users were potentially immune to this phenomenon and did not 

feel the need to respond. For future research, I recommend studying the tweets of Twitter 

users that use the #BlackLivesMatter hashtag by doing a comparative analysis from the 

aftermath of police-involved killings that initiated the social movement to Twitter users’ 

reaction to killings of unarmed Black people today.  
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Another point for future research may be to assess whether these tweets and the 

conversations on social media translate to street level action. Often engagement on social 

media is a combination of collective identities that are created as a result of shared 

feelings. Consequently, this poses a limitation because people are able to connect to a 

cause as a result of shared feelings, but the connection to the social movement itself may 

be weaker. Therefore, even though more people are able to access social media to 

contribute to movements online, that does not necessarily mean they are dedicated to the 

movement itself. Further analysis into the transfer of engagement within a social 

movement online to offline could present a means to understanding whether social media 

can impact a movement’s potential for sustenance and ultimately, success.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

References 

 

AlSayyad, N., & Guvenc, M. (2015). Virtual Uprisings: On the Interaction of New Social  

           

          Media, Traditional Media Coverage and Urban Space during the ‘Arab Spring.’  

          

          Urban Studies, 52(11), 2018–2034. https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098013505881 

 

Altheide, D. L. (1996). Qualitative Media Analysis. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE.  

 

Anderson, M. (15 August 2016). Blacks more likely than whites to see – and post – race- 

 

https://doi-org.proxygw.wrlc.org/10.1177/0042098013505881


 

43 
 

           related content on social media. Retrieved from https://www.pewinternet.org/201 

 

           6/08/15/blacks-more-likely-than-whites-to-see-and-post-race-related-content-on- 

 

           social-media/. 

 

Anderson, M., & Hitlin, P. (15 August 2016). Social media conversations about race. 

Retrieved from https://www.pewinternet.org/2016/08/15/social-media-

conversations-about-race/  

Anderson, M., & Hitlin, P. (15 August 2016). 2. Twitter conversations about race. 

Retrieved from https://www.pewinternet.org/2016/08/15/twitter-conversations-

about-race/  

Applied Research Center (2009). Race and recession: How inequity rigged the economy  

           and how to change the rules. Retrieved from    

           http://arc.org/downloads/2009_race_recession_0909.pdf   

Ayres, I., & Borowsky, J. (2008). Racial profiling & the LAPD: A study of racially 

disparate outcomes in the Los Angeles Police Department. American Civil 

Liberties Union of Southern California. Retrieved from: 

https://www.aclusocal.org/en/racial-profiling-lapd-study-racially-disparate-

outcomes-los-angeles-police-department 

Blessett, B. (2017). To imagine a world where all lives truly mattered, Public Integrity, 

19(3), 191–195, DOI: 10.1080/10999922.2016.1270103  

Blumer, H. (1969). Symbolic interactionism: Perspective and method. Berkeley: 

University of California Press. 



 

44 
 

Bonilla, Y., & Rosa, J. (2015). #Ferguson: Digital protest, hashtag ethnography, and the  

racial politics of social media in the United States. American Ethnologist, 42(1), 

4–17.   

Bonilla-Silva, E. 2014. Racism Without Racists. 4th ed. New York: Rowman and  

 

 Littlefield. 

 

Broom, G. M., Casey, S., & Ritchey, J. (1997). Toward a concept and theory of  

 

           organization public relationships. Journal of Public Relations Research, 9(2), 83– 

 

           98. 

 

Bruns, A., Highfield, T., & Burgess, J. (2013). The Arab Spring and Social Media  

 

          Audiences: English and Arabic Twitter Users and Their Networks. American  

 

         Behavioral Scientist, 57(7), 871–898. https://doi.org/10.1177/0002764213479374 

 

Cambridge Dictionary. Retrieved from https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/ 

 

 english/mainstream-media.  

 

Carney, N. (2016). All Lives Matter, but so does race: Black Lives Matter and the  

 

           evolving role of social media. Humanity & Society, 40(2), 180–199.  

 

Carr, C. T., & Hayes, R. A. (2015). Social media: Defining, developing, and divining. 

Atlantic Journal of Communication, 23(1), 46–65.  

Carter, M. J., & Fuller, C. (2016). Symbols, meaning, and action: The past, present, and 

future of symbolic interactionism. Current Sociology, 64(6), 931–961. DOI: 

10.1177/0011392116638396 

Charbonneau, A., Glaser, J., & Spencer, K. (2017). Understanding Racial Disparities in  

 

              Police Use of Lethal Force: Lessons from Fatal Police-on-Police Shootings.  

https://doi-org.proxygw.wrlc.org/10.1177/0002764213479374


 

45 
 

 

              Journal of Social Issues, 73(4), 744-767.  

 

Chaudhry, I. (2016). “Not So Black and White”: Discussions of race on Twitter in the  

 

             aftermath of #Ferguson and the shooting death of Mike Brown. Cultural Studies  

 

             ↔ Critical Methodologies, 16(3), 296–304. DOI: 10.1177/1532708616634814    

 

Clement, J. (29 July 2019). Number of monthly active Twitter users in the United States  

 

             from 1st quarter 2010 to 1st quarter 2019 (in millions). Retrieved from    

 

              https://www.statista.com/statistics/274564/monthly-active-twitter- 

 

              users-in-the-united-states/  

 

Cohen, J. (22 July 2013). Zimmerman verdict: 86% of African Americans disapprove.  

 

              Retrieved from http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/post-politics/wp 

 

              /2013 /07/22/zimmerman-verdict-86-percent-of-african-americans-disapprove/ 

 

Collins, R. (1994). The microinteractionist tradition. Four sociological traditions. New  

 

           York: Oxford University Press, 242–289. 

 

Correll, J., Park, B., Judd, C. M., & Wittenbrink, B. (2002). The police officer’s  

 

           dilemma: Using ethnicity to disambiguate potentially threatening individuals.  

 

           Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 83, 1314. 

 

Correll, J., Park, B., Judd, C. M., Wittenbrink, B., Sadler, M. S., & Keesee, T. (2007).  

 

           Across the thin blue line: Police officers and racial bias in the decision to shoot.          

 

           Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 92, 1006–1023.  

 

           http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.92.6.1006 

 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/post-politics/wp


 

46 
 

Dalzell, T., & Victor, T. (2014). The concise new Partridge dictionary of slang and  

 

 unconventional English. United Kingdom: Routledge.  

 

De Choudhury, M., Jhaver, S., Sugar, B., & Weber, I. (2016). Social media participation  

 

            in an activist movement for racial equality. Georgia Institute of Technology §  

 

            Qatar Computing Research Institute, HBKU. Retrieved from http://www.mun  

 

            mund.net/pubs/BLM_ICWSM16.pdf  

 

Dillon, L. (2018, March 30). Lawmakers again take aim at California’s tight lid on police  

 

shooting investigations. Los Angeles Times. Retrieved from  

 

            https://www.latimes.com/politics/la-pol-ca-new-police-transparency 

 

           -legislation-20180330-story.htm 

 

Dottolo, A. L., & Stewart, A. J. (2008). "Don't Ever Forget Now, You're a Black Man in 

America": Intersections of race, class and gender in encounters with the police. 

Sex Roles. Berlin, Germany: Springer Science + Business Media.  

Duncan, B. L. (1976). Differential social perception and attribution of intergroup  

 

            violence: Testing the lower limits of stereotyping of Blacks. Journal of  

 

            Personality and Social Psychology, 34, 590–598. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0022- 

 

            3514.34.4.590 

 

Eberhardt, J. L., Goff, P. A., Purdie, V. J., & Davies, P. G. (2004). Seeing Black: Race,  

 

           crime, and visual processing. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 87,  

 

            876–893. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.87.6.876 

 



 

47 
 

Egel, B., Chavez, N., & Chabria, A. (5 April 2018). Black man shot by police was  

 carrying cellphone, not 'tool bar,' when he was shot, department says. Retrieved  

             from https://www.sacbee.com/news/local/crime/article205818424.html 

Epp, C. R., Maynard-Moody, S., & Haider-Markel, D. (2016). Beyond Profiling: The  

 

 institutional sources of racial disparities in policing. Public Administration  

 

            Review.  

 

Florini, S. (2017). This Week in Blackness, the George Zimmerman acquittal, and the  

 

            production of a networked collective identity. New Media & Society, 19(3), 439– 

 

            454. https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444815606779 

 

Eversley, M., & Jones, C. (2015, November 27). Protests sweep USA over Garner’s  

 

           death. USA Today, pp. A3.  

 

Freelon, D., McIlwain, C., & Clark, M. (2018). Quantifying the power and consequences  

 

            of social media protest. New Media & Society, 20(3), 990–1011.  

  

 https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444816676646 

 

Fridell, L. &  Lim, H. (2016). Assessing the racial aspects of police force using the  

 

            implicit- and counter-bias perspectives. Journal of Criminal Justice, 44, 36-48.  

 

 https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jcrimjus.2015.12.001 

Fronczek, P., & Johnson, P. (2000). Census 2000 brief. Occupations. Retrieved from  

https://www.census.gov/prod/2003pubs/c2kbr-25.pdf 

 

Gaffney, D., & Puschmann, C. (2014). Data collection on Twitter. Twitter and Society.  

 

Gelman, A., Fagan, J., & Kiss, A. (2007). An analysis of the New York City Police  

 

 Department’s “stop-and-frisk” policy in the context of claims of racial bias.  

 

           Journal of the American Statistical Association, 102(479), 813–23.  

https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444815606779
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444816676646
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jcrimjus.2015.12.001
https://www.census.gov/prod/2003pubs/c2kbr-25.pdf


 

48 
 

 

Gerbaudo, P., & Treré, E. (2015). In search of the ‘we’ of social media activism:  

  

 Introduction to the special issue on social media and protest identities.  

 

            Information, Communication & Society, 18(8), 865–871. 

 

Glaser, B. (1992). Basics of grounded theory analysis: Emergence vs. forcing. Mill  

 

           Valley: Sociology Press. 

 

Habermas, J. (1991). The structural transformation of the public sphere: An inquiry into  

 

           a category of bourgeois society. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.   

 

Haenfler, R. (2004). Collective identity in the straight edge movement: How diffuse  

  

 movements foster commitment, encourage individualized participation, and  

 

             promote cultural change. Sociological Quarterly, 45(4), 785–805.  

 

Hall, A. V., Hall, E. V., & Perry, J. L. (2016). Black and blue: Exploring racial bias and  

 

           law enforcement in the killings of unarmed black male civilians. American  

 

            Psychologist, 71(3), 175–186. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0040109 

 

Holmes, M., & Smith, B. (2008). Race and police brutality: roots of an urban dilemma.  

 

NY: State University of New York Press.  

 

Horvat, E. M., & O’Connor, C. (Eds.). (2006). Beyond acting White: Reframing the  

 

            debate on Black student achievement. New York, NY: Rowan & Littlefield. 

 

Hoyt, K. (2016). The affect of the hashtag:# HandsUpdontshoot and the body in peril.  

 

            Intellect, 15(1), 29-50. https:// doi:10.1386/eme.15.1.29_1 

Hughes, A., & Wojcik, S. (2  August 2019). 10 facts about Americans and Twitter.  

 

            Retrieved From https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/08/02/10-facts- 

about-americans-and-twitter/  



 

49 
 

Ince, J., Rojas, F., & Davis, C. A. (2017). The social media response to Black Lives  

 

            Matter: How Twitter users interact with Black Lives Matter through hashtag use.  

 

            Ethnic and Racial Studies, 40(11), 1814–1830.  

 

Isa, D., & Himelboim, I. (2018). A social networks approach to online social movement:  

 

             Social mediators and mediated content in # FreeAJStaff Twitter network. Social  

 

             Media + Society, 4(1). 

 

Jenkins, J. C. (1983). Resource mobilization theory and the study of social movements.  

 

                      Annual Review of Sociology, 9, 527–553.  

 

Klemmer, K. (2010). Job availability during a recession: An examination of the number  

 

           of unemployed persons per job opening. Issues in labor statistics by US Bureau of  

 

            Labor Statistics. Retrieved from https://www.bls.gov/opub/btn/archive/job- 

Availability-during-a-recession-an-examination-of-the-number-of-unemployed- 

persons-per-job-opening.pdf 

 

Krieger, N., Kiang, M. V., Chen, J. T., et al. (2015). Trends in U.S. deaths due to legal  

 

 intervention among black and white men, age 15-34 years by county income  

 

            level: 1960-2010. Harvard Public Health Review, 8(3), 1–5. 

 

Krosch, A. R., & Amodio, D. M. (2014). Economic scarcity alters the perception of race.  

 

Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America,  

 

111(25), 9079–9084. doi:10.1073/pnas.1404448111 

 

Lasswell, H. D. (1948). The structure and function of communication in society. The  

 

 communication of ideas, 37, 215-228. 

 



 

50 
 

Lindlof, T. R. & Taylor, B. C. (2019). Qualitative communication research methods (4th  

 

           ed.). Los Angeles: SAGE.  

 

McAdam, D., Tarrow, S., & Tilly, C. (2001). Dynamics of Contention. New York:  

 

          Cambridge University Press. 

 

McCarthy, J. D., & Zald, M. N. (1977). Resource mobilization and social movements: A  

 

          partial theory. American Journal of Sociology, 82, 1212-1239. 

 

Merry, M., K. (2018). Narrative strategies in the gun policy debate: Exploring proximity  

 

            and social construction. The Policy Studies Journal, 46(4), 747–770.  

 

Meyer, D. S. (2003). How social movements matter. Contexts, 2(4), 30-35.  

Meyer, D. S. (1995). The challenge of cultural elites: Celebrities and social movements.  

 

 Sociological Inquiry, 65, 181-206. 

 

Morin, R., Parker, K., Stepler, R., & Mercer, A. (2017, January 11). Behind the badge.  

 

            Retrieved from http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2017/01/11/behind-the-badge/ 

 

Muntean, N., & Petersen, A. H. (2009). Celebrity Twitter: Strategies of intrusion and  

 

           disclosure in the age of technoculture. M/C Journal, 12(5). 

 

Nakagawa, K., & Arzubiaga, A. E. (2014). The use of social media in teaching race.  

 

          Adult Learning, 25(3), 103–110.  

 

Noel, H. (2018). Deflective whiteness: White rhetoric and racial fabrication. Kalfou, 5(2),  

 

         322. DOI: 10.15367/kf.v5i2.219 

 

Norton, M. I., & Sommers, S. R. (2011). Whites See Racism as a Zero-Sum Game That  

 

           They Are Now Losing. Perspectives on Psychological Science, 6(3), 215–218.  

https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691611406922  

https://doi-org.proxygw.wrlc.org/10.1177/1745691611406922


 

51 
 

Oden, A. (2019). #TIMESUP: How celebrity endorsements on twitter impacted eWOM of  

 

           the 2018 women's movement (Order No. 13902538). Available from ProQuest  

 

            Dissertations & Theses Global. (2275186165). Retrieved from  

 

 http://proxygw.wrlc.org/login?url=https://search-proquest-com.proxygw. 

wrlc.org/docview/2275186165?accountid=11243 

 

Orbe, M. (2015). #AllLivesMatter as post-racial rhetorical strategy. Journal of  

 

             Contemporary Rhetoric, 5(¾), 90–98.  

 

Penner, A., & Saperstein, A. (2013). Engendering Racial Perceptions: An Intersectional  

 

             Analysis of How Social Status Shapes Race. Gender and Society, 27(3), 319-344.  

 

             Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org.proxygw.wrlc.org/stable/23486631 

 

Perrin, A., & Anderson, M. (10 April 2019). Share of U.S. adults using social media,  

 

            including Facebook, is mostly unchanged since 2018. Retrieved from  

 

 https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/04/10/share-of-u-s-adults 

 

 -using-social-media-including-facebook-is-mostly-unchanged-since-2018/  

 

Prasad, P. (2016). Beyond rights as recognition: Black Twitter and posthuman coalitional  

 

 possibilities. Prose Studies, 38:1, 50-73,   

 

            https://doi.org/10.1080/01440357.2016.1151763 

 

Preliminary Report on Race and Washington’s Criminal Justice System. (2012).  

 

              Washington Law Review, 87(1), 1-49. Retrieved from  

 

             http://proxygw.wrlc.org/login?url=https:// 

 

            search.proquest.com/docview/1008655723?accountid=11243 

 

http://proxygw.wrlc.org/login?url=https://


 

52 
 

Ray, R., Brown, M., Fraistat, N., & Summers, E. (2017). Ferguson and the death of  

  

 Michael Brown on Twitter: #BlackLivesMatter, #TCOT, and the evolution of  

 

           collective identities. Ethnic and Racial Studies, 40(11).   

 

Rickford, R. (2016). Black Lives Matter: Towards a modern practice of mass struggle.              

 

           New Labor Forum, 25(1), 34–42. DOI: 10.1177/1095796015620171  

 

Sen Das, S., & Taylor, M. (2010). Public relations and advocacy: Stem cell research  

 

 organizations’ use of the Internet in resource mobilization. Public Relations  

 

            Journal, 4(4). 

 

Shibutani, T. (1988). Herbert Blumer’s contributions to twentieth-century sociology.  

 

            Symbolic Interaction, 11(1), 23–31. 

 

Sim, J. J., Correll, J., & Sadler, M. S. (2013). Understanding police and expert  

 

            performance: When training attenuates (vs. exacerbates) stereotypic bias in the  

 

            decision to shoot. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 39, 291–304.  

 

 http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0146167212473157 

 

Snow, D., & Corrigall-Brown, C. (2015). Collective Identity. International  

 

 encyclopedia of the social & behavioral sciences (Second Addition).  

 

Solomon, J., & Martin, A. (2019). Competitive victimhood as a lens to reconciliation: An  

 

analysis of the black lives matter and blue lives matter movements. Conflict  

 

           Resolution Quarterly, 1–25. https://doi.org/10.1002/crq.21262 

 

Sommerfeldt, E. (2011). Activist online resource mobilization: Relationship building  

 

           features that fulfill resource dependencies. Public Relations Review, 37 (4), 429– 

 



 

53 
 

           431. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pubrev.2011.03.003  

 

Strauss, A. L., & Corbin, J. (1990). Basics of qualitative research: Grounded theory  

 

 procedures and techniques. London: SAGE. 

 

Taylor, P., Kochhar, D.R., & Fry, R. (2011).Wealth gaps rise to record highs between  

 

            whites, blacks and hispanics. Retrieved from  

http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/files/2011/07/SDT-Wealth-Report_7-26- 

 

11_FINAL.pdf  

 

Tilly, C. (2008). Contentious Performances. New York: Cambridge University Press. 

 

Webster Dictionary. Retrieved from https://www.webster-dictionary.org/definition/non- 

 

          White.  

 

Weitzer, R., & Tuch, S. (2004). Reforming the police: Racial differences in public  

 

           support for change. Criminology, 42(2), 391–416.  

 
Wu, Y. (2014). Race/ethnicity and perceptions of the police: a comparison of White,  

 

            Black, Asian and Hispanic Americans. Policing and Society, 24(2), 135-157.  

 

            DOI:10.1080/10439463.2013.784288 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

54 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix  

 

 

 

Percentage of 

Twitter Users (%) 

Gender of the 22% of US Adult Twitter Users 

Male 24 

Female 21 

Race of Twitter Users 

White 21 

Black 24 

Hispanic 25 

Age of Twitter Users 
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18-29 years old 38 

30-49 26 

50-64 17 

65+ 7 

Housing of Twitter Users 

Urban Areas 26 

Suburban Areas 22 

Rural Areas 13 

Income of Twitter Users 

Less than $30,000 20 

Between $30,000-$74,999 20 

75000+ 30 

Frequency of Twitter Usage 

Daily 42 

Weekly 29 

Less Often 29 

 


