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A special issue of the magazine onthe
occasionof the opening ofthe Smithsonian’s
national African-American museum
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Ccontributors

John Lewis
Called the “conscience of the U.S. Congress,” Representative

Lewis of Georgia was a major figure in the civil rights movement of
the 1960s, serving as aleader of the 1963 March on Washington and the
1965 protest in Selma that became “Bloody Sunday” after Alabama state

troopers beat Lewis and others. As recently as June, he got into what he calls
“good trouble,” staging a sit-in in Congress to demand stricter gun control.

For Smithsonian he reflects on the segregation he experienced in the

South: “When children and adults grow up seeing these signs day in

and day out, it scars the soul.”

Isabel Wilkerson

As Chicago bureau chief for the New York Times, Wilkerson
received a Pulitzer Prize in 1994—the first African-American
woman to be awarded journalism’s highest honor. Around then
she realized that the Great Migration was “the backstory of
much of what | was writing about,” she says, “the connective
tissue between so many stories.” This led to her best-selling
book The Warmth of Other Suns: The Epic Story of Ameri-
ca’s Great Migration, winner of a National Book Critics Circle
Award. She revisits the phenomenon in an original reported
essay examining recent claims of a “reverse migration.”

Danny Clinch

As a director of music videos, Clinch has been nominated for three Grammy Awards and
worked with such artists as Willie Nelson and Pearl Jam. His images have appeared in
GQ, Esquire, Vanity Fair,on alobum covers and in his three books of photography. Though
a veteran of the music scene, he says the diversity of people at the International Blues
Challenge in Memphis blew his mind. “It opened my eyes to how far this music travels.”

Jesmyn Ward

Ward’s novel Salvage the Bones, which won the National Book Award, is set on the Gulf
Coast and tells the story of a family in the path of Hurricane Katrina—an experience
she could relate to directly. Ward and her family evacuated their home in coastal
Mississippi as it flooded after the hurricane. “Writing about my family’s experience was
even more affecting than writing about the family in Salvage the Bones,” says Ward.
She’s the editor of the new anthology The Fire This Time: A New Generation Speaks
About Race.

Oprah Winfrey
Publisher, television executive, actress, Broadway producer,
movie producer, philanthropist (she made a major financial

[ —

-_; -~ ,J donation to the national African-American museum),

\i_’a/ Winfrey is one of the most successful media figures in U.S.
history. We asked the famed interlocutor who inspires her.

“Harriet Tubman is a personal hero,” she says. “l look at my
ancestors and | consider her to be among them. Not directly,
but in the story of slavery and those who survived it.”

Jenna Wortham

A staff writer for the New York Times Magazine, Wortham previously covered
technology for the newspaper and for Wired. In this issue, she considers Twitter’s role
in African-American life. “| think Twitter has irrevocably changed how humans talk
to and see one another,” Wortham says. “It allows us to expand our worldview.” She’s
working on an art book called Black Futures and met her collaborator, Kimberly Drew,
through Twitter.

Jacqueline Woodson

Woodson is the author of more than 20 books for children and young adults. Her 2014
best seller, Brown Girl Dreaming, won a National Book Award, a Coretta Scott King
Award and a Newbery Honor. In this issue, she writes about the impact of black and
white dolls—on her as a child, and on history. “White dolls did not mirror the way |
looked, and white characters in books rarely mirrored my Brooklyn experience,” she
says. “Children need to see mirrors of themselves in the world as a means of feeling
legitimized and part of something bigger.”

Natasha Trethewey
The Mississippi native was the U.S. poet laureate from 2012
. to 2014. She’s the author of four poetry books, including
\ Native Guard, awarded the 2007 Pulitzer Prize, and a

- t nonfiction work, Beyond Katrina. To write about the 1963
bombing of the 16th Street Baptist Church in Birmingham,
Trethewey studied “newspaper articles, interviews,
survivors’ accounts and architectural descriptions of the
church and its directional orientation.”

Deborah Willis

A leading scholar of African-American photography and a noted photographer
herself, Willis is the chair of New York University’s department of photography and
imaging. She has specialized in studying depictions of black women—an interest
that she says was sparked visiting her mother’s beauty shop as a girl, where she was
introduced “to a world of women'’s stories, their activism and their images.” Among
the topics of Willis’ recent books are fashion and beauty, emancipation and the first
lady, Michelle Obama. “l see myselfin the tradition of Frederick Douglass, in that |
feel that not only must we create, we must also develop a more inclusive history of
American art by researching and writing about art that has been overlooked.”

Touré

A widely published journalist and former co-host of the MSNBC discussion show “The
Cycle,” Touré is the author of five books, including Who'’s Afraid of Post-Blackness?
He says his piece about the current state of the blues draws on his love of the genre:
“Muddy Waters’ ‘Mannish Boy’ is the song that means the most to me. It's a simple
song lyrically, but there’s so much there, talking about the masculinity, sexuality and
power of the young black man.”

Wendel A. White

Works by the acclaimed New Jersey-based photographer
— have been collected by the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston
= @AJ and the Museum of Contemporary Photography in Chicago.
=y b Though the things he photographs are quite varied—people,
i landscapes, still lifes—"“all of them,” he says, “are about the
history and foundations of the African-American experience
in the U.S.” Because of his renown for documenting African-
American artifacts (including, eight years ago, a lock of
Frederick Douglass’ hair), we asked him to go behind the
scenes of the National Museum of African American History
and Culture and render iconic objects in the collection. The
most poignant to him? The stained-glass shard from the
bombed Birmingham church.

Katie Nodjimbadem

Our staff reporter writes the Ask Smithsonian column each month and regularly
contributes to Smithsonian.com. For this issue, she interviewed several key figures.
“It was surreal to interview John Lewis about history within minutes of him leaving the
House floor in June, when he made history again,” she says.

OUR
SEPTEMBER
COVERS ;'

We created four
different covers for
this special issue. Each ¥

image showcases a

work by a leading artist

or photographer with

a fresh perspective on Collage art by Photographer xST/ Photo by Delphine Amy Sherald’s

what it means to be Lorna Simpson Shawn Theodore Diallo, face painting 2016 painting

black today. disrupts views of documents street life. by Laolu Senbanjo. Innocent You,
race, gender. Innocent Me.

SMITHSONIAN.COM ILLUSTRATIONS BYT.S. Abe
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A summer
Of C ]f' ]. S ]. S . n 2003, when officials finally approved
T h d f the idea of an African-American museum in
e en O Washington, they could not have foreseen
how fateful the timing would be. The opening
the Ob am a this month comes at the end of the first black
president’s eight years in the White House

e]f'a o _A_ new (a symbol of power built, not incidentally, by

slaves, the powerless). It also caps a historic

mu S eu m . summer of violence and anguish. “A racial

crisis flares around us,” the Georgetown professor

O ur n at]_on Michael Eric Dyson wrote in July after the nation

reacted in horror to the killing of black men by white

re aChe S a police officers in Louisiana and Minnesota and the

killing of white police officers by a black man in Texas.

deﬁ_ n ]_ ng Not in half a century have such momentous events

concerning black life in America converged with
mome nt such force. And that, simply, is the reason for this
special issue. We delve into this fraught but opportune
moment from multiple angles—from the discovery
of a previously unknown settlement of escaped
slaves, to a new chronicle of the Great Migration, to
the inside story of the National Museum of African
American History and Culture. This new feature of
our landscape is itself a historic achievement as well
as a place to better understand history, a place that
a presidential commission 13 years ago said was “the
only national venue that can serve as an educational
healing space to further racial reconciliation.” Long,
long overdue. And just in time.
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Children of civil rights leaders keep their eygs on the prize

UneasyLiesthe Crown

Martin Luther King Jr.'s message of peace might seemlike a
distantdream after this summer of violence—which iswhy his
daughter, Bernice King, believes it's more urgent thanever

BY MATTHEW SHAER
PHOTOBY MELISSA GOLDEN

SMITHSONIAN.COM

“My heart aches right now, because the next generation de-
serves a lot better”

Bernice King, the youngest child of Martin Luther King Jr.,, was sit-
ting on the top floor of the King Center, the Atlanta educational non-
profit she has run since 2013, staring down at her smartphone. The
screen pulsed with the news of the week: Protests in Baton Rouge.
Protests in New York. Five cops assassinated in Dallas. A Minnesota
man named Philando Castile fatally shot in his car by a police officer
while his fiancée streamed the encounter on Facebook Live.

King says she watched the video, all the more devastating because
of the woman’s young daughter in the back seat: “And she goes,
‘Mommy, I'm here with you, or something like that, and watching that,
| just broke down in tears. All | could think about was being at my fa-
ther’s funeral, sitting on my mother’s lap and looking up at her, and
being so puzzled, so troubled, so perplexed and confused, and, phew,
| will tell you: It brought me back.”

Five years old at the time of her father’s death, King has spent most
of her life grappling with his oversized legacy. As a young woman she
dodged the ministry, stumbled through law school—at one point, she
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says, she contemplated suicide—and clerked for a judge in Atlanta.
‘| wanted to feel free to be Bernice, to find myself amid all the trauma,
and not to get lost in all that Kingness,” she recalls. “But the whole time,
| was staying involved with the King Center”—which her mother, the
late Coretta Scott King, founded in 1968—"attending the conferences
on my father’s nonviolent philosophy, and eventually | decided that’s
where my heart was.”

Not that it's been easy. In 2005, then a member of the King Center’s
board, she was criticized for her use of center grounds for a march
against same-sex marriage legislation. And in 2006, she attempted,
unsuccessfully, to block the transfer of nearby historic buildings to
the National Park Service, only to fall into a series of spats with her
two brothers. (Her sister died in 2007.)

Now King finds herself at the helm of the King Center—with its mis-
sion to spread the gospel of nonviolent protest—at perhaps the most
fraught moment for American race relations in a generation. “I have a
lot of sadness about what'’s happening in our nation,” she says. “It just
seems like we've become so polarized. So focused on violence.” But
she takes solace in the work the center does: the educational semi-
nars the organization sponsors in the field, in places like Ferguson,
Missouri; the ongoing stewardship of the vast King archives.

‘| see a major part of my job as keeping Daddy’s words and phi-
losophy alive,” King says. “Because | think if we could get back to that
philosophy, to listening and not being afraid of exploring the informa-
tion on the other side, and finding ways to make connections without
compromising personal principles—well, wed move things forward.”
Then she offered a piece of wisdom from a different parent. “It’s like
my mother said: ‘Struggle is a never-ending process. Freedom is
never really won, you earn it and win it in every generation. That's how
| feel today, you know? The fight isn't over.” O
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AMBASSADORS, PATRONS, AND CHARTER MEMBERS

And a very special thank you to our

Grand Opening Sponsors
BANK OF AMERICA
KAISER PERMANENTE
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vingfor X

Herfather advocated using either“the ballot orthe bullet.”
Butllyasah Shabazz wants to show another side of Malcolm X

BY THOMAS STACKPOLE
PHOTOBY WAYNE LAWRENCE

SMITHSONIAN.COM

llyasah Shabazz was just 2 years old and sitting in the audience
with her pregnant mother and three sisters when her father was as-
sassinated onstage at the Audubon Ballroom in New York City in 1965.
Malcolm X, the magnetic and polarizing spokesman for the Nation of
Islam, had broken with the black nationalist group, and three Nation
members were convicted of the killing. The “apostle of violence as a
solution to the American Negro’s problems .. .was murdered today,”
the New York Herald Tribune reported, nodding at Malcolm X's exhor-
tation to use “any means necessary” to achieve equality. In his eulogy,
the actor Ossie Davis expressed a more nuanced view, lamenting the
loss of “our living, black manhood.”

As debate raged over Malcolm X's impact, llyasah Shabazz and her
five sisters were insulated from the firestorm by their mother, Betty
Shabazz, who moved the family from Queens to a big house on a tree-
lined street in Mount Vernon, New York. “I think my mother focused on
making sure that we were whole,” Shabazz says one morning in her
apartment not far from her childhood home as she recalls a suburban
upbringing of private schools and music lessons. Betty herself exem-
plified a quiet community activism, founding a program that helped
teenage mothers continue their education.

Though Malcolm’s coats hung in the hall closet and his papers were in
the study, it wasn't until Shabazz went away to college and took a course
on her father—reading his speeches and his autobiography—that his
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work came into focus. “My father was made to be this angry, violent,
radical person. And so | always say, look at the social climate. ... He
was responding to the injustice.” Her favorite speech of his is the 1964
Oxford Union debate, where he argued that when “a human being is ex-
ercising extremism, in defense of liberty for human beings, it's no vice.”

Like her father, Shabazz advocates for civil rights, but, like her
mother, a professor before her death in 1997, she stresses education.
“When young people are in pain, they don't say, I'min pain. Let me go
get a good education,” she says. A decade ago, she founded a men-
tor program that introduces teens to artists, politicians and educa-
tors who overcame hardship. Last year, she began teaching a class
at John Jay College of Criminal Justice on race, class and gender in
the prison system.

She has also written three books about her father, including one for
children, and co-edited a volume of his writings. While her books gently
echo his appeals for education and empowerment, she boldly defends
his legacy. When we learn African-American history, she says, “it's either
Malcolm or Martin, the bad guy and the good guy. But if you look at our
society and our history, we know about Thomas Jefferson and George
Washington, and we're taught to celebrate both of them.” O
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AheadoftheClass

Her family’s nameis synonymous withthe case thatended
segregationinschools. More than 60 yearslater, Cheryl Brown
Hendersonsayswestillhave alottolearn

BY KATIENODJIMBADEM
PHOTOBY JASONDAILEY

SMITHSONIAN.COM

In 1970, when Cheryl Brown earned a spot on the all-white

cheerleading squad at Baker University in Kansas, someone set fire
to her dormitory-room door. “People don't like change and power
concedes nothing without a fight,” she says.
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She would know. Few families in US. history are more closely tied to
the fight over desegregation. She was just 3in 1954 when the Supreme
Court ruled unanimously in the landmark case Brown v. Board of Edu-
cation that the nation's segregated schools were unconstitutional.

Her father, Oliver Brown, a pastor in the African Methodist Episcopal
Church, had joined the lawsuit on behalf of Cheryl’s sister, Linda, then
8, who was barred from attending the white elementary school in their
Topeka neighborhood. The case, organized by the NAACP, involved
more than 200 plaintiffs from three other states and the District of Co-
lumbia and, famously, was argued by Thurgood Marshall, who went on
to become the country’s first African-American Supreme Court justice.
Cheryl Brown says her father was hesitant to join the lawsuit, but her
mother convinced him so their children and others “would have access
to any public schools, not simply being assigned based on race.”

Cheryl Brown (pictured above at left with her mother, Leola Brown
Montgomery, center, and sister Terry Brown Tyler), whose married
name is Henderson, went on to work as a teacher and guidance coun-
selor for Topeka Public Schools and serve as a consultant for the
Kansas Board of Education. (Her sister Linda worked as a Head Start
teacher and a music instructor. Her father died in 1961.) In 1988 Brown
Henderson co-founded the Brown Foundation for Educational Equity,
Excellence and Research to inform the public about the historic lawsuit.

By providing scholarships for minority students to pursue careers
in education, Brown Henderson is trying to break down another edu-
cational barrier—the achievement gap. Overall, black and Latino stu-
dents have lower high-school graduation rates and lower standard-
ized test scores than white students. She acknowledges the need
for sweeping policy reform but also believes that educators of color
must play a significant role in the development of minority students.
“We have a lot of work to do,” Brown Henderson says. “We can’t keep
losing generations.” O
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gningthe Stars

Therenowned singer Harry Belafonterallied famous actors and
musiciansto the civil rights movement. His youngest child, Gina
Belafonte, activates anew generation of tech-savvy celebrities

BY JENNIE ROTHENBERG GRITZ

SMITHSONIAN.COM

Last year, Sankofa, the nonprofit organization founded by
Harry Belafonte and his youngest child, Gina, got a call from Usher’s
manager: The singer needed help. “He was angry about people get-
ting murdered by police officers,” Gina says. “So we sat down with
them and strategized how they could bring their message to the
masses.” The result was “Chains,” a video that forced viewers to
stare into the eyes of unarmed people who were killed by police. If
the camera detected a wandering gaze, the words “Don't Look Away”
appeared and the video stopped playing.

The short film epitomizes what the Belafontes had in mind when
they started Sankofa in 2014: It bridges the worlds of entertainment
and advocacy. The New York-based group—whose membersinclude
actors, professors, lawyers and community organizers—is a digital-era
continuation of Harry Belafonte’s longtime grassroots organizing.

It was in 1953 that Belafonte had his first meeting with Martin Lu-
ther King Jr. Both men were then in their mid-20s, and the civil rights
leader wanted the singer to join himin launching his movement. Their
45-minute appointment stretched to four hours, and Belafonte be-
came one of King’s most trusted allies. “l| respond as often as possible,
and as totally as possible, to Dr. King,” Belafonte told TV host Merv
Griffin in 1967. “And his needs and emergencies are many.”

It was a risky time to be so deeply involved in politics. The McCar-
thy hearings were silencing some of Hollywood’s most impassioned
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voices. Still, King and Belafonte were able to recruit celebrities such
as Sidney Poitier, Paul Newman, Sammy Davis Jr., Charlton Heston,
Joan Baez and Bob Dylan to attend the 1963 March on Washington.

Gina Belafonte, who was born in 1961, remembers many of these
artists passing through her family’s living room. “It was an open-door
policy,” says Gina, now an actress herself, with credits including the
1988 film Bright Lights, Big City and the soap opera All My Children.
“| was sitting on their hips, on their laps, on the chairs next to them,
and then, finally, stuffing envelopes and licking stamps, helping out
however | could.”

As an adult, Gina devoted herselfto the issue that was on King's mind
just before he died. “He was about to launch the Poor People’s Cam-
paign,” she says. For years, Gina was involved in reforming the prison
system and working with former gang members.

Now, at Sankofa, Gina is carrying on her father’s work with celebrities.
In October, the organization will host a two-day social justice festival in
Atlanta featuring singers such as Estelle, Dave Matthews, and Carlos
Santana and activists such as Cornel West. Harry Belafonte, nearing 90,
remains involved in Sankofa’'s meetings and planning. As he putitin Sing
Your Song, a 2011 documentary about him that Gina lead-produced,
“| tried to envision playing out the rest of my life almost exclusively de-
voted to reflection. But there's just too much in the world to be done” O
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Black Comedy

Dick Gregory wrote the book onhow to tackle racism with humor.
Inaone-woman show, hisdaughter Ayanna Gregory brings his story

toanew audience

BY JENNIEROTHENBERG GRITZ
PHOTOBY TOMWOLFF

SMITHSONIAN.COM

In the early 1960s, when Dick Gregory was working at the
Playboy Club in Chicago, he used to tell a joke about a restaurant that
refused to serve “colored people.” The punch line: “That’s all right, |
don't eat colored people. Bring me fried chicken.”

Gregory, who started performing in the 1940s, was one of the first
mainstream comedians to boldly highlight the absurdity of segrega-
tion in his routine. But at civil rights rallies, he was all business. “When
| went down to Selma, | wasn’t going there to entertain no goddamn
people,” he says now. “l went down to go tojail. | was ready to die.” What
do comedy and activism have in common? Timing, says Ayanna
Gregory, the second youngest of Gregory’s ten children. “In comedly,
if you don’t have the right rhythm, folks won't catch the joke,” she says.
“He had that rhythm in other parts of his life, too. It’s all about paying
attention and knowing what you need to do, in that moment.”
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It took Ayanna a while to find her own rhythm. After starting out
as a schoolteacher, she began performing for young audiences. In
a musical program called “| Dream a World”, she encourages kids to
imagine progress. “When you ask kids what they want, they tell you
what they don't want: ‘I want a world with no drugs and no violence!’ |
ask, ‘What about the world you do want? What does that look like?”

Last year, Ayanna debuted a one-woman dramatic tribute to her
father, “Daughter of the Struggle”, which recounts that her older sib-
lings were taken away in police wagons and faced down mobs in Mis-
sissippi. “Dad never told any of us what to do with our lives,” Ayanna
said. “But we grew up with his example—seeing someone who isn't
willing to kill for his beliefs but is willing to die for them. That made
all the difference.” O




BLACKIN AMERICA How technology is changing the world
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“Black Twitter” has become a powerful force for political
activism, lightning-fast cultural commentary—and
aplacetojusthangout

BY JENNA WORTHAM - [LLUSTRATION BY ADRIAN FRANKS

n July 2013, a 32-year-old writer named Alicia Garza was sipping bour-

bon in an Oakland bar, eyes on the television screen as the news came
through: George Zimmerman had been acquitted by a Florida jury in the
killing of Trayvon Martin, an African-American teenager. As the decision
sank in, Garzalogged onto Facebook and wrote, “Black people. I love you.
I love us. Our lives matter.” Garza’s friend Patrisse Cullors wrote back,
closing her post with the hashtag “#blacklivesmatter.”

Though it began on Facebook, the phrase exploded on Twitter, electri-
fying digital avenues where black users were already congregating to discuss the
issues and narratives that are often absent from the national conversation. A year
later Black Lives Matter had become a series of organized activist movements,
with Twitter its lifeblood. Since that first utterance, the phrase “Black Lives Mat-
ter” has been tweeted 30 million times on Twitter, the company says. Twitter, it
can be said, completely changed the way activism is done, who can participate
and even how we define it.

Black Twitter, as some call it, is not an actual place walled off from the rest of
social media and is not a monolith; rather, it’s a constellation of loosely formed
multifaceted communities created spontaneously by and for black Twitter users
who follow or promote black culture. African-Americans use Twitter in higher
concentrations than white Americans, according to the Pew Research Center on
American Life, which found in 2014 that 22 percent of online African-Americans
used Twitter, compared with 16 percent of online whites.

But there’s more, much more, to black Twitter than social justice activism.
It’s also araucous place to follow along with “Scandal,” have intellectual debates
about Beyoncé’s latest video or share jokes. “These were conversations that we
were having with each other, over the phone or in the living room or at the bar,”
said Sherri Williams, a communications professor at Wake Forest University
who has studied the impact of black Twitter. “Now we’re having those conversa-
tions out in the open on Twitter where other people can see them.”

It’s not controversial to point out that ever since Twitter was created in 2006,
it has changed the way people, millions of them, get their news, share informa-
tion—and launch movements, particularly during the opening days of the Arab
Spring, in 2010, and Occupy Wall Street, in 2011. While those early actions proved
the social network’s ability to organize or rally protesters, they also revealed the
difficulty of sustaining a movement after the crowds went away. The activism of
black Twitter, by contrast, is more continuous, like a steady drumbeat, creating
a feedback loop of online actions and offline demonstrations. Most important, it
has led to ways—if slowly—of translating social awareness into real change.

Take “#0OscarsSoWhite,” a thread started in January 2015—and re-
ignited this year—by an attorney turned journalist named April Reign, who noted
that the Oscar nominations did not include one person of color in the four major
acting categories. The hashtag became national news, and sparked action from
black directors like Spike Lee and actors like Jada Pinkett Smith, who boycotted
the event. Chris Rock made it a central theme of his opening monologue, and the
Academy pledged to double the number of minorities, including women of color,
in its ranks by 2020.
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consistent with Texas gun laws. Two hours after the Dallas Police Department
tweeted a photo of Hughes as a person of interest, users were posting photos and
videos that showed him without the gun when the actual shooting was underway.

In the past, sorting out such a dangerous official misidentification would have
taken days of separate individuals writing letters to newspapers and police, and the
wrong might not have been corrected even then. But with Twitter, the record was
set straight out in the open while TV crews were still covering the incident. Now-
adays, outraged citizens can simply tweet, and in no time thousands or millions of
comments are voiced, if not heard. These shifts may seem minor, but they are, in
fact, critical. The proximity of the once-powerless to the very powerful is radical.

When news outlets covering the fatal shooting of Alton Sterling in Baton Rouge
this July used a mug shot of him from several years before, black Twitter users
revived the campaign #IfTheyGunnedMeDown. The hashtag originated after
Michael Brown was killed in 2014 by a police officer in Ferguson, Missouri, and
outlets covering his death published a photograph of him snarling at the camera.
Horrified by the implication in that choice—that Brown may have deserved to be
shot—many black Twitter users sprang into action and began circulating a copy
ofhis high school graduation photo, a defiant rebuttal to the narrative taking form
around the 18-year-old college-bound kid. Soon, Twitter users were posting their
own paired photos—one wholesome, one menacing—speculating which image
the press would use “#IfTheyGunnedMeDown.” Likewise, the Twitter activism
after the Baton Rouge killing called out the media representation of black shoot-
ing victims, and the way black bodies are criminalized not only during their lives,
but in their afterlives as well.

Perhaps most significant, black Twitter—and the Black Lives Matter activists
who famously harnessed it—have created a truly grassroots campaign for so-
cial change unlike anything in history. Black Past, an online historical archive,
notes that while “Black Lives Matter drew inspiration from the 1960s civil rights
movement . ..theyused newly developed social media to reach thousands of like-
minded people across the nation quickly to create a black social justice move-
ment that rejected the charismatic male-centered, top-down movement struc-
ture that had been the model for most previous efforts.” #BlackLivesMatter has
emphasized inclusivity to ensure that lesbian, gay, queer, disabled, transgender,
undocumented and incarcerated black people’s lives matter too. This approach is
prismatically different from what the old era of civil rights activism looked like.
And the result has been to elevate the concerns of the people in those groups,
concerns often ignored by mainstream media outlets before the movement.

For all its power as a protest medium, black Twitter serves a great many users
as avirtual place to just hang out. There is much about the shared terrain of being
ablack personinthe United States that is not seen on small or silver screens or in
museums or best-selling books, and much of what gets ignored in the mainstream
thrives, and is celebrated, on Twitter. For some black users, its chaotic, late-night
chat party atmosphere has enabled a semi-private performance of blackness,
largely for each other. It has become a meeting place online to talk about every-
thing, from live-tweeting the BET Awards show to talking about the latest pho-
tograph of America’s first family, the Obamas. And a lot of this happens through
shared jokes. In 2015, the wildly popular #ThanksgivingWithBlackFamilies let
users highlight the relatable, often comical moments that take place in black
households around the holidays.

What Twitter offers is the chance to be immersed and participate in a black
community, even if you don’t happen to live or work in one. As Twitter allows
you to curate who shows up in your stream—you only see the people you follow
or seek out, and those they interact with—users can create whatever world of
people they want to be a part of. Black Twitter offers a glimpse into the preoccu-
pations of famous black intellectuals, academics and satirists. Where else could
you see the juxtaposition of comments from the producer Shonda Rhimes, the
critic Ta-Nehisi Coates, the actress Yara Shahidi (of “Black-ish”) and the come-
dian Jessica Williams, all in a single stream?

Still, it’s the platform’s nature to mix their observations with those of everyday
folk. Most social networks, including Facebook, Snapchat and Myspace, prioritize
interactions that are largely designed to take place among small handfuls of people
you just met or already know. Bridges between communities are few, which means
that randomness is rare, as is the serendipity that connects strangers in new
ways. “Most social networks are about smaller conversations,” said Kalev Lee-
taru, a senior fellow at George Washington University who studies social media.
“Twitter is the only one where everyone is in one giant room where people are
trying to shout over each other.” And this particularity of Twitter has made it an
ideal megaphone for its black users.

More often than not, the point is irreverence. In July, following the news that
Melania Trump had lifted portions of the speech that Michelle Obama gave in
2008 during the Democratic National Convention, the actor Jesse Williams
tweeted “Ain’t I awoman?”—the title of a famous speech by Sojourner Truth—to
his 1.6 million followers with
the hashtag #FamousMelania- S
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Though most users of black Twitter may revel in the entertainment, the
medium’s role in advancing the cause of social justice is the thing that most
impresses historians and other scholars. Jelani Cobb, professor of journalism
at Columbia University, said that it’s as vital as television was to the civil rights
movement of the 1960s. This newest generation of the movement is defined by
an inability to look away and a savvy about the power of images to effect change.
Long before we had the videos to prove it, we knew what happened when black
people came into contact with the police. Technology has made this actuality in-
timate, pushed it into our Twitter (and Facebook) feeds so that we are all forced
to bear witness. People watching the grisly videos can’t escape the conclusion
that if you are black, you are treated differently. Still, despite the power of those
images, if past cases of police abuse are any guide, there’s little reason to think
there will be official consequences.

Leetaru, the researcher, cautions against expecting too much from a social me-
dia platform alone. “People think of social media as a magic panacea—if we can get
our message out there, then everything changes,” he said. “Even with mainstream
media, you don’t change the world with a front-page article.” Historically speaking,
“You think about the laws that we talk about today, the laws that are on the books? It
was engaging the political system and getting those laws on the books that actually
enacted the change.”

What black Twitter has done is alter the terms of the game. It’s proven itself a
nimb