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Raising
Awareness

In May 2020 George Floyd, an unarmed Black man, died af-
ter a Minneapolis police officer kneeled on his neck for nearly
nine minutes during an arrest. A viral video of Floyd’s death,

taken by a bystander, touched off the largest protest move-
ment in American history. Wherever people gathered, they held
signs with the phrase Black Lives Matter. Although the phrase
speaks for itself, its origins can be traced to social media. The
Black Lives Matter (BLM) hashtag motivated social justice pro-
testers who saw it on Twitter and Facebook. Millions rallied
under the BLM banner to protest police kilings in Kentucky,
Colorado, Georgia, California, New York, and other states.
And the movement quickly spread to nations throughout the
world; BLM signs could be seen in the hands of protesters in
Asia, South America, Africa, and the Middle East.

Black Lives Matter might be one of the best examples of
social media being used to organize protests and inspire posi-
tive change. The movement began as a simple hashtag after
the kiling of a young Black man in Sanford, Florida. In 2011,
seventeen-year-old Trayvon Martin was shot and killed by




George Zimmerman, a neighborhood watch coordinator. Zimmer-
man was acquitted of murder in 2013. Community activist Alicia
Garza learned of Zimmerman’s acquittal while watching the news
in a bar in Oakland, California. Garza said she felt like she had
been punched in the gut, and later, woke up crying in the middle
of the night. Garza channeled her pain into what she called a love
note to Black people: “Black people. | love you. | love us. Our
lives matter. Black Lives Matter.”® Garza posted her love letter
on Facebook, and it attracted immediate attention. In Southern
California one of Garza’s close friends, Patrisse Cullors, shared
the message and included a hashtag: #BlackLivesMatter. In New
York City another friend, immigration rights organizer Opal To-
meti, called Garza and offered to create a social media platform
called Black Lives Matter that would utilize the slogan to launch a
new civil rights movement.

In 2014 the phrase Black Lives Matter rose to prominence
when a White police officer in Ferguson, Missouri, shot a young
Black man named Michael Brown. Images of Brown’s body lying
in the street for more than four hours in the summer heat quickly
went viral on Twitter. BLM hashtags, including #HandsUpDont-
Shoot and #NodJusticeNoPeace, drove protesters into the streets.
One of the most popular slogans, Black Lives Matter, was seen on
dozens of protest signs. Few people had seen or heard that ex-
pression at the time, but in a matter of weeks the phrase provided
a unifying message wherever social justice protests were held.

Although some changes were instituted after the Ferguson pro-
tests, Black people were still too often the victims of police shoot-
ings. And social media continued to play an important role in high-
lighting these tragedies. In July 2016 a police officer shot and killed
a thirty-two-year-old Black man named Philando Castile in the St.
Paul, Minnesota, suburb of Falcon Heights. Castile was accompa-
nied by his girlfriend, Diamond Reynolds, who livestreamed the en-
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counter on Facebook. The graphic video shows Castile slumped
in the car, dying from chest wounds. Reynolds later explained why
she livestreamed the event. “| did it so that the world knows that
these police are not here to protect and serve us,” she claimed.
“They are here to assassinate us. They are here to kill us because
we are black.””

The Facebook post triggered large local protests within hours.
Black Lives Matter activists and others throughout the country
took to social media to protest Castile’s shooting. Within days,
112 demonstrations were held in eighty-eight American cities. In
Oakland, over one thousand protesters shut down Interstate 880
for several hours. In Minneapolis, activists blocked Interstate 94.

The BLM movement celebrated its fifth anniversary in 2018.
By that time the BLM hashtag had been used 30 million times on
Twitter alone. And the ongoing protests created a new generation
of activists who utilized social media to call attention to ongoing ra-
cial injustice and bring about change. After Floyd’s killing, teenage
organizers spearheaded protests across the United States and
in countries throughout the world. Singer Alicia Keys credits the

| On March 12, 2015, marchers take to the
streets to protest the police Killing of Tony

. Robinson, a young Black man. Their Black

. Lives Matter banner references the now-
famous movement, then just two years old. |




“Imagine if Martin Luther deft use of social media for BLM’s
King and Malcolm X had

Instagram. It would have

success. “Imagine if Martin Luther

been a whole other power King and Malcolm X had Instagram.

network.”8 It would have been a whole other
power network,”® she notes.
~AlicialKeys, singer This new power network

seemed to have changed public
opinion about BLM nearly overnight.
In a 2016 Pew poll of US voters, 43 percent of Americans said
they supported the movement, and 18 percent said they strongly
supported it. After the 2020 Floyd protests, Pew reported that 67
percent of Americans said they supported BLM, and the number
of those who strongly supported it more than doubled. Support
for BLM trended downward to around 55 percent in 2021. But the
BLM hashtag remains active and is used by organizers to get out
the vote, direct activists to lobby politicians, and organize protests
whenever necessary. And the phrase Black Lives Matter has be-
come embedded in American culture, appearing on bumper stick-
ers, T-shirts, and yards signs years after the Floyd protests.

Changing the Conversation on Climate

In 2020 Swedish environmental activist Greta Thunberg said
the BLM protests and the climate action movement were both
driven by the same forces: “There are signs of change, of awak-
ening. . . . The world has passed a social tipping point where
it becomes impossible to look away. We cannot keep sweep-
ing these things under the carpet,
these injustices. People are start-
ing to find their voice, to sort of
understand that they can actually
have an impact.”®

“People are starting to find
their voice, to sort of under-
stand that they can actually

have an impact.”® Thunberg found her voice
through the use of social media in
—Greta Thunberg, climate activist 2018, when she was a fifteen-year-

old student. She had little interest
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in the environmental movement until she discovered a climate
justice group called Zero Hour on Instagram. The group is dedi-
cated to slowing climate change while focusing on environmen-
tal justice for poor people who experience the greatest harm as
the planet warms. Zero Hour was cofounded in Seattle in 2017
by a sixteen-year-old Colombian-born student named Jamie
Margolin.

Like most successful activists, Margolin was a tech savvy orga-
nizer who used social media to recruit supporters, organize rallies,
and lobby politicians. Thunberg participated in a Zero Hour demon-
stration in Stockholm in 2018. This was part of a worldwide protest
that was organized through social media in about twenty-five other
cities, including London; Washington, DC; and Nairobi, Kenya. Af-
ter the protests, Thunberg and Margolin became friends through

The Trayvon Generation

Social media clearly changed the dynamics of the 2020 Black Lives
Matter (BLM) protests. Some of the young activists leading the BLM
marches are referred to as “the Trayvon generation”; they came of age
between the shooting death of Black teenager Trayvon Martin by a
vigilante in 2012 and the murder of George Floyd by a police officer
in 2020. These activists learned about systemic racism and organized
protests through Twitter, Facebook, and other sites.

In the wake of Floyd’s death, six Nashville high school students, who
met in a group text chat on Twitter, started a group called Teens 4 Equality.
The students, who did not previously know one another, used free graph-
ics, petitions, and educational materials available on the BLM website to
spread their message of racial justice. They made a flyer and shared it
on social media; ten thousand people showed up to their protest rally.
One of the organizers, Emma Rose Smith, described how anyone can
organize a demonstration: “If you want to make a protest, you can make
a protest. . . . We are a lot more aware than our ancestors because of
social media and | don’t think we’re going to make the same mistakes.”

Quoted in Katie Kindelan, “6 Teen Girls Were the Organizers Behind Nashville’s Massive Black
Lives Matter Protests,” Good Morning America, June 9, 2020. www.goodmorningamerica.com.
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. Quoted in Catherine O’'Donnell, “New Study Quantifies Use of Social
Media in Arab Spring,” UW News, University of Washington, Septem-
ber 12, 2011. www.washington.edu.

. Quoted in Victor Barreiro Jr., “Social Media Helped Radicalize Ameri-
cans, Fuel January 6 Insurrection—Roger McNamee,” Rappler, Janu-
ary 23, 2021. www.rappler.com.

. Quoted in Jamey Tucker, “What the Tech? How Facebook Makes You
Angry,” WRCB, October 6, 2021. www.wrcbtv.com.

. Heather Cox Richardson, Letters from an American, Substack newslet-
ter, October 23, 2021. https://heathercoxrichardson.substack.com.

. Quoted in Katie Canales, “The Most Powerful Person Who's Ever
Walked the Face of the Earth’: How Mark Zuckerberg’s Stranglehold on
Facebook Could Put the Company at Risk,” Business Insider, October
13, 2021. www.businessinsider.com.

. Quoted in Jamil Smith, “How the Movement That’s Changing America
Was Built and Where It Goes Next,” Rolling Stone, June 16, 2020.
www.rollingstone.com.

. Quoted in Eyder Peralta, “Philando Castile’s Girlfriend Speaks Out: ‘I
Need Justice, | Need Peace,” The Two-Way (blog), NPR, July 7, 2016.
WWW.Npr.org.

. Quoted in Cydney Henderson, “‘John Lewis: Good Trouble’: 5 Lessons
from the Documentary That Still Apply Today,” USA Today, July 18,
2020. www.usatoday.com.

. Quoted in The Federal, “Society Has Passed Tipping Point: Greta Thun-
berg on Anti-racism Protests,” June 20, 2020. https://thefederal.com.

. Quoted in Jamie Margolin, Youth to Power: Your Voice and How to Use
It. New York: Hachette, 2020, p. 3.

. Quoted in Carline Harrap, “Greta Thunberg’s Dad: How Fighting for the
Climate Changed My Daughter,” The Local, December 19, 2019. www.
thelocal.se.

. Quoted in Nadine Zylberberg, “Teens Around the World Are Skipping
School to Strike for Climate Action,” Medium, July 25, 2019. https://
medium.com.

. Quoted in Deutsche Welle, “Has COVID Changed Fridays for Future?,”
March 19, 2021. www.dw.com.
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Black Lives Matter (BLM)

https://blacklivesmatter.com

The BLM website features news about the movement and information
about the latest protests and other actions. Users can download tool
kits with learning materials about conflict resolution, race relations, and
COVID-19.

Centre for Information Resilience (CIR)

www.info-res.org

This British organization exposes and counters individuals and groups
that use social media to spread disinformation. CIR works with a global
network to counter these threats to democracy.

Girls Leading Others Wisely (GLOW)

www.glowprogram.com

GLOW was founded to help girls develop skills to enhance their self-
confidence and resist peer pressure on social media. The website fea-
tures over 12 hours of curriculum meant to empower girls by increasing

their strengths and abilities.

News Literacy Project

https://newslit.org

The News Literacy Project is a nonpartisan organization founded by edu-
cators to teach young people ways to become smart, active consumers
of news and information. The site offers an online learning platform, a free
app, podcasts, and shareable tips, tools, and quizzes aimed at increasing
media literacy.

Teens for Press Freedom (TPF)

www.teensforpressfreedom.org

This youth-led organization was founded to promote media literacy
among high school students. The group hosts twice-weekly online work-
shops about news consumption and misinformation and disinformation
on social media.
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Goali Saedi Bocci, The Social Media Workbook for Teens: Skills to Help
You Balance Screen Time, Manage Stress, and Take Charge of Your Life.
Oakland, CA: Instant Help, 2019.

Lori Getz and Mitch Prinstein, Like Ability: The Truth About Popularity.
Washington, DC: Magination, 2022.

Marcia S. Gresko, How Should Extremist Content Be Regulated on Social
Media? San Diego: ReferencePoint, 2020.

Jamie Margolin, Youth to Power: Your Voice and How to Use It. New York:
Hachette, 2020.

Bradley Steffens, The Dark Side of Social Media. San Diego: Reference-
Point, 2022.

Victor Barreiro Jr., “Social Media Helped Radicalize Americans, Fuel Janu-
ary 6 Insurrection—Roger McNamee,” Rappler, January 23, 2021. www
.rappler.com.

Sheera Frenkel and Davey Alba, “In India, Facebook Grapples with an Am-
plified Version of Its Problems,” New York Times, October 23, 2021. www
.nytimes.com.

Charlotte Hampton and Isabel Tribe, “Gen Z Needs to Get Our Act Togeth-
er Before We Vote in Next Year's Midterms,” Los Angeles Times, October
25, 2021. www.latimes.com.

Heather Cox Richardson, Letters from an American, Substack newsletter,
October 23, 2021. https://heathercoxrichardson.substack.com.
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