
Importance of the Hashtag in #BlackLivesMatter 
The use of social media in the Black Lives Matter movement has been a critical driving force in 
both raising awareness and starting protests across the country. 
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In summer 2013, George Zimmerman was acquitted of murdering 17-year-old Trayvon 

Martin. 

Protests erupted across the country. In New York City, Martin’s crying parents led a 

2,000-person march that included pop music stars Beyoncé and Jay-Z. Protesters who believed 

Trayvon was targeted for being black urged federal prosecutors to bring civil rights charges 

against Zimmerman. 

It was a key point in a movement that’s continued to grow, fueled by a spree of killings of 

black Americans in cities across the country. 

In July 2014, Eric Garner died after New York police put him into what has been 

described as a chokehold to detain him. 

A month later, Michael Brown was fatally shot by a police officer, stoking protests and 

riots in Ferguson, Missouri.  

In April 2015, Freddie Gray died in police custody in Baltimore. In July, Sandra Gray was 

found dead in her jail Texas jail cell after being arrested on a traffic violation. 

With each death, social media exploded with posts of outrage and concern, linked by a 

single hashtag: #BlackLivesMatter. 

The hashtag has become a rallying cry against police brutality, injustice and racism. And 

it's the most important reasons these issues are receiving attention from the mainstream media 

and political leaders, said Cliff Lampe, an assistant professor at the University of Michigan who 

studies social media and online communities. 

“Activists have used communication technology for a long time,” said Lampe, whose 

research focused on how people engage in collective action using technology. “Before, they 

used to use flyers and posters. Now, with social media, the costs of space and time are less.” 



A new tool for activism 

Lampe said social media is a key tool for activists for three main reasons. First, it allows 

people to share ideas and messages quickly over long distances. 

Second, social media allows people who don’t consider themselves activists to see 

multiple views on the subject. 

“That is why Facebook is so important for observers,” Lampe said. “Facebook has a 

heterogeneous population, which means the newsfeeds are flooded with different viewpoints.” 

Third, as more people use social media, it becomes an easier tool for activism. 

Origin of a movement 

The hashtag #BlackLivesMatters is created to three African American women: Opal 

Tometi, Patrisse Cullors and Alicia Garza. 

Garza, a San Francisco-based organizer with the National Domestic Workers’ Alliance; 

Tometi, director of the Black Alliance for Just Immigration; and Cullors, who led an advocacy 

organization for incarcerated people took to social media after Trayvon’s death in 2013 to call 

for an end to the killing of black Americans by police. Their social media movement grew into an 

organization that shares the Black Lives Matters name. 

The three women say on their website that they “created an entire movement from a 

single moment.” 

The women’s hashtag brought focus the feelings people already were sharing on social 

media, Lampe said, and helped convert a disorganized movement into a national movement. 

“Hashtags very shortly summarize the community’s goals. It helps people to identify a 

cohesive group and identify their parameters,” he said. 

Bringing a national movement back home 

The national #BlackLivesMatter movement also spurred local actions across the country. 

Evan Stanford, a political theory and constitutional democracy alumnus from Michigan State 

University, participated in campus protest organized using the #BlackLivesMatter hashtag. 



Students organized a “die-in” at the campus library after Brown’s death in Ferguson. 

Protesters laid on the floor to get the attention of the other students in the library. 

“The point of the die-in at the library was to disrupt people, make people upset and 

aggravated,” Stanford said. “We wanted people to notice us. 

“If people get upset about it, then that’s a good sign. We want the media attention.” 

It worked, said Pablo Lopez, a mathematics senior at Michigan State. 

“I was in the library when the die-in happened,” he said. “I saw them and I decided to join 

them.” 

Lopez said many students had their phones out to take pictures and videotape the 

event. 

“I sent my friends updates about what was happening too, over social media,” Lopez 

said. 

“This is why technology is so important in connecting people within activism,” Stanford 

said. “Just imagine how many Snapchats and Instagram pictures there were of us that night.” 

 
The rise in the use of smartphones also has helped make it easier for activists to share 

information. Nearly two-thirds of Americans own a smartphone, and almost 1 in 5 rely on that 

phone to access the Internet, according to the Pew Research Center. 

That technology is making it easier to give a voice to those who traditionally have not 

held political or economic power, activists say. 

“With the Black Lives Matter movement and women’s rights groups, especially in the 

Middle East, we have seen grassroots movements where social media has been a lifesaver,” 

Stanford said. “Before social media, women and African-Americans lacked a voice that white, 

heterosexual men had.” 



Not only have these groups of people been able to come together and share information, 

they have made it easier to share information with people who are not part of their groups and 

who are not part of their movements. 

“Facebook is the platform for observers,” Lampe said. “Everyone has friends on 

Facebook who post different political articles, and every Facebook friend has a different point of 

view.” 

 


