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Abstract

The notion of Black Lives Matter as a ‘leaderful’ movement invokes a historical tradition 
of community-based leadership. At the same time, social media ostensibly allows for 
new forms of connective leadership, allowing voices from a range of communities 
to rise and be amplified in unprecedented ways. Over the years, prominent and 
less prominent activists have shared wisdom and experience about their leadership 
online. This chapter is an effort to bring these important insights together, guided by 
the following question: What are perspectives on digitally networked leadership in 
Black Lives Matter? Empirically, it draws on (auto)biographies, newspaper coverage, 
blogs and social media posts as a starting point. From there, selected individuals 
informed further analysis, in 92 interviews and informal conversations, as well as 
participatory observations at key activists sites. Findings illustrate how practices 
of digitally networked leadership in Black Lives Matter are firmly embedded in 
grassroots communities and rooted in different traditions. One tradition emphasizes 
the undiminished importance of organizing, complemented by social media as public 
relations tools. The other tradition emphasizes individual excellence, and new forms 
of leadership offered by social media. Practically, these complementary perspectives 
can mutually reinforce the formation of strong, leaderful movements with a diversity 
of tactics.

Keywords: Social movements; Leadership; Social media; Black Lives Matter.
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Introduction

On the one hand, social media are commonly emphasized as playing a critical 
role in the rise of modern movements, including Occupy (Conover, Ferrara, et al., 
2013; Kazmi, 2011), Egypt (Lim, 2012; Lotan et al., 2011; Poell et al., 2016), and 
#MeToo (Gambino, 2017; Suk et al., 2019), but also political campaigns such as 
Obama’s (Cogburn and Espinoza-Vasquez, 2011; Harfoush, 2009). Central to this 
perspective is a type of digital networking that allows leaders to rise to prominence 
beyond the immediate confines of what otherwise might have remained local 
and unconnected tragedies. There is a growing body of research on technology-
enabled activism that seeks to understand the development of social movements 
in a networked world (Bennett and Segerberg, 2012; Borge-Holthoefer et al., 2011; 
Castells, 2007; Conover, Ferrara, et al., 2013; Rainie and Wellman, 2012). This 
work emphasizes the power of social media to bring together people who would 
otherwise remain unconnected, to forge networks “between struggles abroad and 
struggles at home, relationships of inspiration and mutuality” (Davis, 2016, p. 90). 
On social media, these networks introduce new dynamics to the development of 
social movements, such as the unprecedented potential of information to go viral 
and for leaders to rise to prominence rapidly (Berger and Milkman, 2012; Ferrara 
et al., 2014; Marwick, 2015; Rainie and Wellman, 2012; Sharma, 2013). 

On the other hand, theory and practice suggest that organizing remains 
indispensable for the development of movements. Central to this perspective is 
the understanding that sustained activism relies on strong relationships, built 
up over extended periods of time, organizing communities from which to forge 
movements (Collins, 2001; Diani and McAdam, 2003). These activist networks 
are typically strongly rooted in places and cities more specifically (Castells, 1983; 
Nicholls, 2009; Uitermark and Nicholls, 2012), calling to mind understandings 
that leadership is necessarily based in local communities (Alinsky, 1971; Horton, 
1989). This emphasis on the hard-fought experience of leaders rooted in activist 
communities stand in contrast to the story of digitally networked leaders at the 
forefront of emerging movements on social media.

Both perspectives, community organizing versus digital leadership, are 
presented polemically here with the aim of comparison. This chapter is an effort to 
contribute to this literature, by examining perspectives on leadership in a digitally 
networked movement. To that end, it draws on insider accounts from both more 
and less prominent activists from one instance of digital networking: the Movement 
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for Black Lives. This relational approach helps to understand how perspectives on 
leadership are interrelated with the relational structures at the root of movement 
development (Elias, 1995; Emirbayer and Goodwin, 1996; Uitermark, 2012).

Traditions of Leadership and Digitally Networked Movements

[The innovation of Black Lives Matter] has been to marry the strengths of 
social media — the swift, morally blunt consensus that can be created by 
hashtags; the personal connection that a charismatic online persona can 
make with followers; the broad networks that allow for the easy distribution 
of documentary photos and videos — with an effort to quickly mobilize 
protests in each new city where a police shooting occurs. (Kang, 2015). 

From Individual to Relational Understandings of Leadership 
Leadership has long been recognized as elemental to the development of social 
movements. This section provides an overview of theoretical understandings of 
leadership, from perspectives emphasizing the individual attributes of leaders 
to more relational understandings. The early literature on social movements 
emphasized personal characteristics to analyze the prominent roles that leaders play 
in the development of movements. The individual skills and attributes of leaders 
such as charisma and eloquence inspire others to action (Gusfield, 1966; Weber, 
1946). In the social movement literature, organizational approaches suggested 
that movements were especially reliant on “the qualities and commitment of 
the leadership cadre and the tactics they use” (Zald and Ash, 1966, p. 338). Such 
qualities range from rhetorical persuasiveness to passionate willpower (Gramsci, 
1971), charisma (Weber, 1968), intellectual capacities and the managerial and 
bureaucratic skills required to effectively lead movement organizations (Fairclough, 
1986; Roche and Sachs, 1969; Weber, 1919). In short, “certain individuals are 
especially adept at knowing what to do when, how to invent new tactics, how to 
time an action or response” (Goodwin and Jasper, 1999, p. 53).

Relational aspects of leadership gained more attention as the advent 
of New Social Movements in the 1960s and 1970s highlighted questions of 
identity (Calhoun, 1993; Kriesi et al., 2015; Meyer and Tarrow, 1998). A focus 
on singular, extraordinary individuals was criticized as “great man theory” that 
downplayed movements’ membership to more or less passive “followers” (Barker 
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et al., 2001). In turn, this led to increased attention for the relations between 
leaders and membership Melucci (Melucci, 1996, pp. 332–338). Leadership was 
reconceptualised relationally: “as something distributed among people at different 
levels, cooperating and conflicting with each other” (Barker et al., 2001, pp. 3–4). 
Consequently, leadership requires knowledge of ‘local idioms, values, and practices’ 
to unite diverse groups into a mass base (Barker et al., 2001; Veltmeyer and Petras, 
2002). Relational power thus involves social and symbolic capital (Bourdieu, 
1991; Nepstad and Bob, 2006; Nicholls and Uitermark, 2015). Analysis came to 
focus on the ability of leaders to bridge relations between disparate constituents 
(Robnett, 1996). From this point of view, effective leadership consists of the ability 
to produce frames that are credible while appealing to heterogeneous audiences, 
stemming from close connections to diverse constituents (Hart, 1996; Morris and 
Staggenborg, 2004, p. 184). 

Traditions of Leaderful Movements
Social movements actively sought to prefigure their practices as an alternative to 
the systemic critiques at their roots. During the Civil Rights Movement, internal 
debates about the role of dr. Martin Luther King as a charismatic figurehead and 
centralized national organization, led Ella Baker, co-founder of the SCLC together 
with King to become critical of hierarchical leadership structures (Barnett, 
2012; Robnett, 1996). Educated in the same Highlander Folk School tradition 
that promoted social change and emphasized community leadership (Horton, 
1989), Septima Clark, whose role in the NAACP made her an important leader 
and innovator in the Civil Rights Movement in her own right, established several 
Citizenship Schools (Payne, 1995). Strategically, these schools aimed to identify, 
develop and foster local community-based leadership, to provide “assurances 
that when the direct action is over, every community is left with leaders qualified 
to continue the struggle” (King, 1965, p. 3). These local leaders “drew on the 
participatory traditions, music, narratives, and religious doctrines of the black 
church to build commitment to the movement […] allowed for numerous tiers of 
participation from community members, and many women who were previously 
active in churches and in community organizations became informal leaders 
who connected other members of the community to the movement” (Barnett, 
2012; Morris and Staggenborg, 2004, p. 180; Robnett, 1996). Deeply rooted in 
the participatory traditions of local (often rural) communities, notably in Black 
churches (Davis, 1983; Morris and Staggenborg, 2004, p. 179). Here, we find one 
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root of distributed, community-based leadership which can be understood as 
“leaderful”. 

From this root and others, notions of “leaderful’ organizations branched out 
to other fields (Gerlach and Hine, 1970)65. Women’s movements in the 1970s in 
particular aspired to horizontal forms of organizing participatory and accountable 
movement leadership, as alternatives to patriarchal hierarchies (Brown and 
Hosking, 1986; Gottfried and Weiss, 1994; Ransby, 2003; van Zoonen, 1992)66. A 
range of other movements experimented with egalitarian practices, such as labor 
(Ganz, 2010), environmental (Purkis, 2001), and radical groups (Della Porta and 
Tarrow, 2005; Diani, 1995). Leaderful structures have become mainstream and 
recognized as an organizational form from business (Clifford and Sohal, 1998; 
Raelin, 2005), to government (Bourne et al., 1997), to the academy (Amster, 
DeLeon, Fernandez, Nocella, and Shannon, 2009; Juris, 2009). What these 
‘leaderful’ perspectives share is a basic understanding that power is relational and 
that organizations may benefit from the distribution (rather than concentration) 
of diverse forms of capital. 

Thus, while “movements organized through decentralized, diffuse, and 
leaderless networks since at least the 1960s, if not long before” (Juris, 2005b, 
p. 260), new communication technologies gave new impetus to aspirations of 
leaderful organizing (Ahlquist, 2014; Gerbaudo, 2012; Huffaker, 2010). Social 
media have become intricately interwoven with every stage of social movement 
development (Tufekci, 2014b). The affordances of social media may be better suited 
than traditional media to the aspirations of leaderful movements, because of the 
unprecedented ease of establishing and maintaining connectivity between diverse 
and widespread communities ( Bennett and Segerberg, 2012; Borge-Holthoefer et 
al., 2011; Castells, 2007; Conover, Ferrara, et al., 2013; Rainie and Wellman, 2012). 
Social media allow leaders to forge “networks of outrage and hope” (Castells, 
2012), by providing the “potential of reaching a multiplicity of receivers, and of 
connecting to endless networks that transmit digitized information around the 
neighborhood or around the world” (Castells, 2012, p. 6). Not only are leaders 
essential to the diffusion of ideas through networks (Diani and McAdam, 2003; 
Snow and Benford, 1999; Snow, Soule, and Kriesi, 2004), social media may provide 

65  Anarchism forms an important different root, a full discussion of which is beyond the scope of this 
chapter. Excellent introductory reviews can be found in (Amster et al., 2009; Juris, 2009). 

66  It has also been noted how a lack of formal leadership structures may give rise to de facto informal 
leaders, who may be even less accountable (Freeman, 1973).
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unprecedented means for leaders to rise to prominence ( Berger and Milkman, 
2012; Ferrara et al., 2014; Marwick, 2015; Rainie and Wellman, 2012; Sharma, 
2013). At the same time, the affordances of visibility and accessibility can turn into 
a liability when that attention focuses more on the (failures) of that leader rather 
than the movement’s agenda (Morris and Staggenborg, 2004, p. 186). Moreover, 
actors networked through social media potentially fulfill tasks traditionally 
assigned to leaders, such as strategically framing ideas, uniting multiple otherwise 
unconnected groups, and diffusing information among those groups (Poell et 
al., 2016, p. 997). This latter task in particular is what has been conceptualized as 
“connective leadership” (Poell and Darmoni, 2014; Ratta and Valeriani, 2014). For 
instance, activists managing administrative accounts are in positions to filter and 
amplify particular frames (Araujo, Neijens, and Vliegenthart, 2017; Gerbaudo, 
2012; Poell et al., 2016). 

In summary of this theoretical section, this chapter draws on traditions of 
leaderful social movements to conceptualize leadership in digitally networked 
movements as fundamentally relational. While necessarily analyzing particular 
individuals, their role must be contextualized in terms of the communities who 
imbue them with leadership. Without downplaying the skills or personality of 
exceptional individuals, we must try to bring leadership back in by analyzing 
their role in broader political and institutional settings. In terms of networks, 
this suggests that leaders rise to prominence from specific communities and are 
effective to the degree that they succeed in connecting with other communities. 
Social media may be particularly well-suited to that task, allowing leaders to easily 
reach a multiplicity of publics. 

Methodology

To examine the rise and role of leadership in digitally networked movements, this 
chapter combines various perspectives on leadership, by drawing on a variety of 
primary and secondary sources: online documents, (auto)biographies, interviews, 
and participatory observations. The Movement for Black Lives was selected as 
an eminent and ongoing digitally networked movement. Digital networking is 
widely and commonly recognized as important to the rise of this movement, and 
the advent of the hashtag on Facebook stands at the heart of both academic and 
activist accounts (Day, 2015; Flanders, 2015; Freelon, Mcilwain, and Clark 2016;  
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Khan-Cullors and Bandele, 2018; Powell, 2016; Tometi et al., 2015). By participants, 
the movement is often explained as being leaderful (Blacklivesmatter.com, 2018), 
and the prominence of specific leaders commonly analyzed in terms of social 
media (Mckesson, 2018). Although unique as a social movement, its scale and 
diversity ensure a broad range of perspectives on leadership. 

Preliminary analysis was performed on online material from within and about 
Black Lives Matter. Initial material was collected in a broad manner: search terms 
on Google were “Black Lives Matter” and “#blacklivesmatter”, without selecting 
any specific period. This broad search returned a large number of blogs and social 
media posts from people involved in events. Those results were then queried 
for references to “leaders”, and “leadership”. These data were synthesized into a 
chronological timeline about the movement’s development, focusing initially on 
the first emergence of the hashtag #blacklivesmatter on Facebook. This inductive 
approach informed how the story was ultimately structured: as a juxtaposition of 
digital mobilizing with a tradition of community organizing. 

My position as a sympathetic outsider (Becker, 1966) and my own privileges as 
part of the systems that I study (Smith, 1992) influenced my own perceptions and 
how I was perceived by respondents (Harding, 2004). As a white, male, academic, 
non-U.S. resident, I sought to gain an understanding of leadership from movement 
insiders. I attempted to learn from available resources before contacting respondents, 
drawing on their writings and prior interviews wherever possible, to let them speak 
in their own voice and to minimize claims on their time. This also meant continually 
challenging my own views and inviting criticism from respondents. The study draws 
on 92 interviews and informal conversations, conducted in a range of U.S. cities, 
including Los Angeles, Sacramento and San Francisco, California, New York, New 
York, Ferguson, Missouri, Selma and Birmingham, Alabama, and Chicago, Illinois. 
This allowed me to supplement publicly available sources with insider perspectives 
on leadership in Black Lives Matter by adding increasingly more detail. Descriptions 
and events were cross-referenced with local and mainstream newspaper coverage, 
striving to validate each claim with at least two additional credible sources. Interviews 
were voluntary, based on informed consent, and could be withdrawn at any moment 
(which did not occur during research). To prevent risk of harm and ensure safety, 
particularly for individuals engaged in contentious activism, identities or identifiable 
information that is not in the public domain is anonymized. Exceptions were made 
after receiving explicit consent, and for information published through primary and 
secondary sources with the consent of those who can be reasonably assumed to be 
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aware of their position as public figures. I hope the story as presented can begin to do 
justice to the rich history of actions that align for particular reasons under poignant 
circumstances. 

Findings 

Origins of a hashtag
As the story goes, the hashtag #blacklivesmatter originated on Facebook between 
friends and activists Patrisse Cullors and Alicia Garza (Blacklivesmatter.com, 
2018). Responding to the July 13 2013 acquittal of Zimmerman, the officer who 
killed Trayvon Martin, they exchanged anger and sadness online, leading Cullors 
to propose: 

“twin, #blacklivesmatter campaign? can we discuss this? i have ideas. i am 
thinking we can do a whole social media/all out in the streets organizing 
effort. let me know.” (Cullors, cited in King, 2015) 

They soon involved Opal Tometi, another experienced organizer Garza knew well; 
having met Tometi during a conference in 2012.67 Tometi, as executive director of 
Black Alliance for Just Immigration (BAJI), already had a lot of prior experience 
with online activism and offered to build a social media platform. Commenting 
later on those days, Tometi says: “We were all in this kind of collective moment of 
grief and rage […] I, too, was searching, I was searching for people who felt the 
same way who wanted to do something about it. When I heard about this hashtag 
#BlackLivesMatter, I said, that’s it. It resonated really, really deeply with me”.68 To 
encourage others to share their stories, the three of them focused on Facebook, 
Twitter, and Tumblr69 to easily spread the hashtag: “part of what we asked our 
network to do was to use “Black Lives Matter” in their work if it was helpful. Folks 
did”,70 including Cullors, who began using the hashtag while promoting her work 
focusing on the racial injustices of the Californian prison system (Khan-Cullors 
and Bandele, 2018). 

67 http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2016/03/14/where-is-black-lives-matter-headed
68 http://www.blogher.com/blacklivesmatter-cofounder-keynote-why-its-more-vital-ever
69 http://blacklivesmatter.tumblr.com
70 https://www.bloomberg.com/features/2016-alicia-garza-interview-issue/
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There is something undeniably catchy and powerful about the words ‘black 
lives matter’, cutting to the core of the issue at stake. Its invention was a creative 
process: Garza posting ‘our lives matter’, Cullors recognizing how powerful that 
statement is, and slightly adjusting it. In hindsight the slogan seems to naturally 
suggest itself, and the words are now so very familiar, but we should not lose sight 
of the craft involved: “Garza sometimes writes haiku—she admires the economy 
of the form—and in those four syllables she recognized a distillation not only of 
the anger that attended Zimmerman’s acquittal but also of the animating principle 
at the core of black social movements dating back more than a century.”71 It takes 
a trained eye to recognize what slogan might work for a campaign, being on the 
lookout for a powerful rallying cry. Recognizing its potential is a compelling feat 
by the three organizers. It is telling that in social media posts from July 2013 a wide 
range of alternative slogans can be found besides #blacklivesmatter to capture the 
anger about Zimmerman’s acquittal. For instance, the Black Youth Project 100 
(BYP100), who are early to adopt #blacklivesmatter, initially floated “Beyond 
November Movement”72 to demand justice for Trayvon (Cohen and Jackson, 
2016). Other early adaptors include the Dream Defenders73, who were occupying 
Florida Governor Rick Scott’s office,74 and the “New Jim Crow Movement Youth 
Leaders.”75 Each of these local groups had introduced alternative hashtags in 
relation to the same issues, before unifying behind the hashtag #blacklivesmatter. 

Chicago, August 2012
Surprisingly, a very similar slogan was used in the summer of 2012, when the 
Chicago South Side activists Crystal Rose and Parneille Walker launched a 
campaign against gun violence under the title “Black life matters”, a year before 
the now famous hashtag. Their actions focused on ‘collecting dreams’, marking the 
50th anniversary of the Civil Rights march on Washington. Around the same time, 
August 20th 2012, an article appears in Contexts magazine by Aldon Morris, a 
sociologist famed for his work on Du Bois and the civil rights movement (Morris, 
2012). Although the terms themselves do not appear in that article, it leads

71  http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2016/03/14/where-is-black-lives-matter-headed, accessed August 5, 
2019.

72  http://blacklivesmatter.tumblr.com/post/55709691976/100-young-black-activists-respond-to-george, 
accessed August 5, 2019.

73 http://blacklivesmatter.tumblr.com/image/55817705765, accessed August 5, 2019.
74  https://www.facebook.com/pg/DreamDefenders/photos/?tab=albumandalbum_id=404157273026591, 

accessed August 5, 2019.
75 http://blacklivesmatter.tumblr.com/image/55904703243, accessed August 5, 2019.
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Professor Marcus Anthony Hunter to use the hashtag #blacklivesmatter in a tweet 
(Mckesson, 2018, p. 170).76

Other local communities had similar ideas. That same year, another Twitter user 
was the first to post the hashtag #blacklivesmatter on April 11th 2012.77-78 However, 
the tweet has been removed at the time of writing, and this claim of first use is now 
difficult to verify. There are, however, records of the first appearance around the 
same time of the slogan “Black Life Matters” during a demonstration for Trayvon 
on March 24, 2012 in Hollywood.79-80 Possibly, it was inspired by “Trayvon’s father, 
Tracy Martin’s assertion just a few days before at the Million Hoodie March, that 
Trayvon did matter”.81 Earlier still, on March 8th 2012, an online petition appeared 
on the website Change.org, calling for justice for Trayvon. Originally created by 
a law student in Washington D.C., Kevin Cunningham, the petition was initially 
shared among his fellow students and alumni of the historically black Howard 
University Law School.82-83 Within days, the petition garnered 10,000 signatures.84 
The interest encouraged the organizers of the demonstration, and in the days 
before the event, the domain name blacklifematters.org is registered85 on March 
19th with an accompanying Twitter account with the name @blklifematters.86 The 
account is still active at the time of writing, refering visitors to a Facebook post 
with a statement addressing Black Lives Matter, which has since been removed. 
That statement, as well as the Youtube channel under the name BlackLifeMatters87, 
link to the “Summer in Chicago” projects of Crystal Rose and Parneille Walker. 
But it was not until almost two years later that the time had come for the hashtag 
to gain full-blown traction. For that to happen took the tireless work and vast 

76  Posted August 20, 2012, source: https://twitter.com/manthonyhunter/status/237562597128417281, 
retrieved July 31, 2019.

77 https://medium.com/@bbryyyy/brown-v-ferguson-a72f0bb98e6d , accessed August 5, 2019. 
78  https://caseyabbottpayne.com/2015/08/26/the-blacklivesmatter-timeline-of-events/, accessed August 

5, 2019. 
79  https://www.nbclosangeles.com/news/local/Trayvon-Martin-Protest-March-Rally-Los-Angeles- 

144098666.html, accessed August 5, 2019. 
80 https://twitter.com/BlkLifeMatters/status/183753401132265472, accessed August 5, 2019. 
81 https://endnotes.org.uk/issues/4/en/endnotes-brown-v-ferguson, accessed August 5, 2019. 
82  https://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2012/03/29/149615333/three-key-moments-as-trayvon-

martins-story-went-viral, accessed August 5, 2019.
83  https://blogs.findlaw.com/strategist/2012/03/howard-law-grads-petition-helped-spark-trayvon-

martin-protest.html, accessed August 5, 2019.
84  https://www.change.org/p/prosecute-the-killer-of-our-son-17-year-old-trayvon-martin, accessed August 

5, 2019.
85 http://whois.domaintools.com/blacklifematters.org, accessed August 5, 2019.
86 https://twitter.com/blklifematters, accessed August 5, 2019. It is unclear who operated this account. 
87 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t2fpZQDzrrA, accessed August 5, 2019.
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experience of veteran organizers, leaders who were attuned to many different local 
communities. 

A Shared Tradition of Community-based Leadership

At the moment the hashtag #blacklivesmatter was coined, Cullors, Garza, and 
Tometi each had a wealth of experience as activists and organizers. They, like 
many other activists both more and less prominent the Movement for Black Lives, 
shared a tradition of community leadership that can be traced back to histories 
during and preceding the Civil Rights movement (Ince, 2018; Lebron, 2017). This 
wealth of organizing experience provided them unique skills and positions as 
social movement leaders. 

Patrisse Cullors is an experienced organizer, besides being an artist, activist 
and Fulbright scholar with a UCLA degree in religion and philosophy. She 
received many honors and awards for her work as an activist, such as “Civil Rights 
Leader for the 21st Century”,88 “World’s Greatest Leader”,89 and “NAACP History 
Maker”.90 As sources of inspiration she names Harriet Tubman,91 iconic freedom 
fighter of the civil war era, and Assata Shakur,92 activist and member of the BPP 
and BLA, whose quote from Shakur is oft recited at Black Lives Matter events: “It 
is our duty to fight for our freedom. It is our duty to win. We must love each other 
and support each other. We have nothing to lose but our chains.”93 At 18, she begins 
volunteering (and later working) with the Bus Riders Union of the LA Labor and 
Community Strategy Center.94 Learning in 2012 about an American Civil Liberties 
Union (ACLU) lawsuit concerning widespread abuse of inmates by deputies, she 
“felt like there was finally a voice that was being given to the folks who are voiceless 

88  http://www.latimes.com/nation/la-na-civil-rights-leaders-br-20150304-htmlstory.html, accessed July 
7, 2018.

89 http://fortune.com/worlds-greatest-leaders/, accessed July 7, 2018.
90  http://www.naacp.org/pages/history-makers?utm_medium=socialandutm_source=twitterandutm_

content=share, accessed July 7, 2018.
91  http://www.latimes.com/local/la-me-c1-jail-activist-20140414-m-story.html#page=2, accessed July 

7, 2018.
92  http://www.cosmopolitan.com/entertainment/a47842/the-women-behind-blacklivesmatter/, 

accessed July 7, 2018.
93  http://www.blogher.com/blacklivesmatter-cofounder-keynote-why-its-more-vital-ever, accessed July 

7, 2018.
94  http://www.latimes.com/local/la-me-c1-jail-activist-20140414-m-story.html#page=2, accessed July 

7, 2018.
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[…] not just the people who are incarcerated here, but the family members.” (LA 
Times, 2014). She created a performance art piece and began organizing solidarity 
rallies outside jails. 

The primary quest of Cullors has been that of jail system reform. “Growing 
up with several of her loved ones experiencing incarceration and brutality at the 
hands of the state and coming out as queer at an early age”95 strongly influenced 
her formative years as an activist. She tells her brother was in County jail, where he 
was beat up until blacking out by multiple sheriffs and denied medical services in 
Los Angeles.96 She founded Dignity and Power Now in 2012 to advocate reform of 
LA County law enforcement,97 and leads the 2014 Coalition to End Sheriff Violence 
in Los Angeles, actively connecting inmates with civil rights attorneys and trying 
to organize the votes to replace former Sheriff Lee Baca. In efforts to push for 
civilian oversight of the sheriff, she recruited dozens of former inmates to call the 
office of County Supervisor Zev Yaroslavsky, sounding “a constant drumbeat.”98 
For the Ella Baker Center for Human Rights, she is the director of the Truth and 
Reinvestment campaign99. 

Her take on leadership is reminiscent of the organizing tradition of Ella Baker, 
Septima Clark, Miles Horton, and Saul Alinsky: “I identify as an organizer versus 
an activist because I believe an organizer is the smallest unit that you build 
your team around. The organizer is the person who gets the press together and 
who builds new leaders, the person who helps to build and launch campaigns, 
and is the person who decides what the targets will be and how we’re going to 
change this world.”100 About community organizing, she says: “This shit works. 
Organizing actually works. We can save our communities […] We have to think 
about how we build locally. What I know how to do best is gather people, and 
from there develop organic solutions to our issues. I think we need more than that 
though. I’m interested in building a plan that actually builds political power. ”101 

95 http://patrissecullors.com/bio/, accessed July 7, 2018.
96 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mUyc5EAAWEY, accessed July 7, 2018.
97 http://dignityandpowernow.org/about-us/, accessed July 7, 2018.
98  http://www.latimes.com/local/la-me-c1-jail-activist-20140414-m-story.html#page=2, accessed July 

7, 2018.
99 http://patrissecullors.com/ella-baker-center-for-human-rights/, accessed July 7, 2018.
100 http://patrissecullors.com/bio/, accessed July 7, 2018.
101 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mUyc5EAAWEY, accessed July 7, 2018.
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She emphasizes that building power takes time: “any good organizer understands 
that organizing takes years to develop someone, to develop thought leadership.”102 

Alicia Garza grew up as Alicia Schwartz in Marin County, raised by her 
African-American mother and Jewish stepfather.103 In middle school she worked 
on a campaign to make contraception information available at Bay Area schools. 
She studied anthropology and sociology at the University of California in San 
Diego. At the time Black Lives Matter originates, Garza was executive director of 
People Organized to Win Employment Rights, based in San Francisco. She also 
organized for the National Domestic Workers’ Alliance. She later says about her 
work for social justice organizations in San Francisco that it “broke my heart over 
and over. White progressives would actually argue with us about their right to 
determine what was best for communities they never had to live in.” At a younger 
age, “Garza wanted to be an architect. She liked the idea of ‘figuring out how to 
create something from nothing’”.104

Opal Tometi, at the time of co-founding Black Lives Matter, was the executive 
director of the Black Alliance for Social Justice (BAJI), an immigrant rights 
advocacy organization founded in Oakland, 2006 which promotes racial, social 
and economic justice. BAJI “provides training and technical assistance to partner 
organizations to develop leadership skills, works with faith communities to harness 
their prophetic voice, and initiates vibrant dialogues with African Americans and 
black immigrants to discover more about race, our diverse identities, racism, 
migration and globalization,”105 bringing to mind the historical leadership role of 
black churches. Tometi becomes an important and vocal opponent of Arizona’s 
controversial SB-1070.106-107 Brooklyn resident Tometi is a first-generation 
Nigerian American,108 with a decade of community organizing and immigrant 
rights activism when she is credited for co-founding the hashtag. She was named 

102  http://www.npr.org/2015/06/09/412862459/the-blacklivesmatter-movement-marches-and-tweets-
for-healing , accessed July 7, 2018.

103  http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2016/03/14/where-is-black-lives-matter-headed, accessed July 
7, 2018.

104  https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/jul/19/blacklivesmatter-birth-civil-rights-movement, 
accessed July 7, 2018.

105 http://blackalliance.org/about/, accessed July 7, 2018.
106  http://www.latimes.com/nation/la-na-civil-rights-leaders-br-20150304-htmlstory.html, accessed July 

7, 2018.
107  Note the cross-references here with the immigrant rights movements, and the overlap in the networks 

of various movements. 
108  http://www.latimes.com/nation/la-na-civil-rights-leaders-br-20150304-htmlstory.html, accessed July 

7, 2018.
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“a ‘New Civil Rights Leader’ by Essence Magazine for her cutting edge movement 
building work” in November 2014.109 She holds a degree in history. 

All three friends had vast experience as activists and organizers. A recurring 
word that the three founders use to describe their initial impetus coining Black 
Lives Matter is to ‘affirm’ our people, in a society that values some lives more than 
others. “We wanted to affirm to our people that we love one another, and that no 
matter how many times we hear about the extrajudicial killing of a community 
member, we would mourn, and affirm the value of their life.”110 As an affirmation, 
it harkens back to Black pride and James Brown’s “Say it loud, I’m Black and 
proud” of the 1960s. It is a rallying cry that affirms a core identity marker: “The 
call for Black lives to matter is a rallying cry for ALL [sic] Black lives striving 
for liberation.”111. That is not the only way Black Lives Matters is a new chapter 
in a longer ongoing struggle. The organizational backgrounds of Garza, Cullors 
and Tometi show a shared common perspective on community organizing, with 
a lineage tracing back to the Highlander Folk School approach. This approach 
emphasizes the development of local community leadership, bringing forth 
inspirational leaders such as Ella Baker, Septima Clark, Rosa Parks, and others 
in the Civil Rights Movement. Many other high-profile organizers in Black Lives 
Matter like Agnew and other Dream Defenders were also trained at Highlander, 
undergoing non-violence training from Kazu Haga and lessons in organizing.112 
Following Ella Baker’s example, the Dream Defenders organize “Freedom Schools” 
in Gainesville113 and other places in Florida the summer of 2014.114 

Similarly, the three share other institutional affiliations before garnering 
acclaim as co-founders of #blacklivesmatter. Alicia Garza and Opal Tometi are 
both alumni115 of the Rockwood Leadership Institute in Oakland. In its own 
words, the institute works with “leaders working in important grassroots and 
policy reform sectors that help improve the well-being of our communities 
and world. Rockwood teaches skills and tools that help these leaders overcome 

109 http://www.huffingtonpost.com/author/opal-tometi, accessed July 7, 2018.
110 https://stories.californiasunday.com/2015-03-01/black-lives-matter/, accessed July 7, 2018.
111 http://patrissecullors.com/black-lives-matter/, accessed July 7, 2018.
112  http://eastpointpeace.org/rosa-parks-dream-defenders-reflections-training-highlander/, accessed July 7, 

2018.
113  https://www.civicmediacenter.org/event/2014/07/18/dream-defenders-freedom-school, accessed July 7, 

2018.
114  https://www.civicmediacenter.org/event/2014/08/15/session-dream-defenders-freedom-school-20, 

accessed July 7, 2018.
115 http://www.rockwoodleadership.org/section.php-id=34.html, accessed July 7, 2018.
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organizational challenges; inspire and align individuals and organizations toward 
producing quality outcomes; develop collaborative skills; decrease “burn-out”; 
and create organizations that celebrate sustainability and diversity.”116 The three 
are also members of BOLD, Black Organizing for Leadership and Dignity. Tometi 
names Denise Perry, founder of BOLD and union organizer for over 30 years and 
“dedicated to developing strong grassroots leaders, democratic organizations, and 
progressive social movements.”117 Perry started working as a union organizer in 
the early 80s, following in her father’s footsteps.118 Cullors, discussing tools for 
conflict resolution: “Some folks who have done that work well and have provided 
more space for us as Black people to show up authentically inside of ourselves and 
this movement is BOLD […]. Their work has provided significant ground for Black 
people who are at the helm of this current movement.”119

The shared roots and the vast experience of many high-profile Black Lives 
Matter organizers emphasize the importance of organizing in their understanding 
of leadership. From this perspective, leadership is a story of networking, hard work 
and persistence, of building on long-standing traditions anchored in institutions 
such as Highlander, and on the ability to build movements by connecting 
communities. 

Community Organizing in Ferguson

A central tenet of community organizing is the organization of networks. After the 
appearance of the hashtag #blacklivesmatter online, it did not immediately enjoy 
widespread recognition or adoption (Freelon, McIlwain, et al., 2016), even if the 
slogan already held currency among various groups of people in different parts of 
the country. Contrary to notions of spontaneous virality, propelling the hashtag to 
prominence involved tireless and persistent networking, both online and offline. 
The networking role of leaders was essential to this.

The day right after their initial Facebook posts, Garza makes a protest sign 
which was posted by Robbie Clark in the window of SoleSpace, an Oakland 

116 http://www.rockwoodleadership.org/section.php-id=26.html, accessed July 7, 2018.
117 http://boldorganizing.org/2016/02/01/denise-perry/, accessed July 7, 2018.
118  http://www.organizingupgrade.com/index.php/modules-menu/black-organizing/item/169-open-

letter-to-black-organizers, accessed July 7, 2018.
119  https://medium.com/@patrissemariecullorsbrignac/we-didn-t-start-a-movement-we-started-a-

network-90f9b5717668#.fchz1pt4h, accessed July 7, 2018.
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shoe store. Shortly after returning to Los Angeles, Cullors makes a banner 
#blacklivesmatter which was marched through Beverly Hills during an action she 
led a week after their kickoff120 (Figure 9.2).

Figure 9.2. An early appearance of the slogan #blacklivesmatter 

Dated July 18th, 2013 (source: http://blacklivesmatter.tumblr.com/image/55799296648, retrieved July 31, 2019)

They ask a friend who works at a design agency to create a logo in late July 2013, 
initially for the Tumblr page.121 The wordmark logo (Figure 9.3) is designed by 
Josh-Warren-White, himself a “long-time social justice organizer and graphic 
designer”122 working at Design Action Collective. About inviting the design, Garza 
says: “I think what’s important about this kind of design is that a lot of our work 
is not just marching and protesting. It’s about different ways we’re able to seep 
into the public consciousness so that our ideas become common sense as opposed 
to outlying ideas.”123 The design puts the powerful words of the slogan front and 
center. Warren-White acknowledged it should be easy to recreate the wordmark 
for signs and banners: “Being easily replicable was the main goal since we know 
within movements people don’t have budgets to do professional printers”.124 There 
were prior ties between the studio and the three Black Lives Matter founders: 

120 https://stories.californiasunday.com/2015-03-01/black-lives-matter/, accessed July 7, 2018.
121 https://www.fastcodesign.com/3062127/black-lives-matter-the-brand, accessed July 7, 2018.
122 https://designaction.org/about/staff/, accessed July 7, 2018.
123 https://www.fastcodesign.com/3062127/black-lives-matter-the-brand, accessed July 7, 2018.
124 https://www.fastcodesign.com/3062127/black-lives-matter-the-brand, accessed July 7, 2018.
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“Different members of Design Action have known or worked with Patrice [sic], 
Alicia and Opal in different previous capacities, so that’s how they came into the 
shop” according to Design Action graphic designer Sabiha Basrai.125

Figure 9.3: The original logo for Black Lives Matter

Designed by Josh Warren-White, posted August 2, 2013, https://nextcity.org/daily/entry/black-lives-matter-
message-graphic-design-firm, retrieved July 31, 2019.

These prior ties are based in part on the “activist ecosystem” in Oakland.126 It is 
a particularly active and relatively tight-knit community, particularly since the 
lively Occupy camps and the “traumatic evictions” there in 2011, as a local activist 
tells me.127 The Design Action studio is well-known in that ecosystem. It is a 2002  
spin-off of the Inkwork Press Collective, which has been designing artwork for 
activists and progressive organizations in the Bay Area since 1974.128 The studio 
“typically works with progressive nonprofits and social change organizations”. In 
fact, “Design Action’s clients have typically come through organizations or people 
the group knows from their other lives embedded in movements around the 

125  https://nextcity.org/daily/entry/black-lives-matter-message-graphic-design-firm, accessed July 7, 
2018.

126 https://designaction.org/about/inkworks-press/, accessed July 7, 2018.
127 Personal correspondence, anonymized on request.
128 https://designaction.org/about/inkworks-press/, accessed July 7, 2018.

 58807 Sander van Haperen.indd   234 12-10-19   11:59



TRADITIONS OF LEADERSHIP

235

9

country, or word of mouth from those networks.”129 The Design Action Collective 
has also developed the Movement for Black Lives website130 and is part of the May 
First/People Link network providing tech support for instance when the Black 
Lives Matter website comes under DDoS attack.131 Included in the studio portfolio 
is a poster used for the #not1more Undocubus rides,132 and its Facebook profile 
has posts about Trayvon and actions around July 14th 2013.133 It also made designs 
and websites for FergusonOctober.com and the Black Youth Project (BYP100). 

Leaders worked to bridge such prior ties in efforts to connect a range of 
communities from across the country. The Freedom rides and a number of 
nationally oriented meetings and conferences are organized that are crucial for 
building the movement. These events bring together newly engaged youths, 
seasoned veterans, and politically savvy strategists. New connections are forged 
between a wide range of communities, and there are attempts to use the momentum 
to unite those communities under a shared policy agenda. One such event is the 
Movement for Black Lives conference that is held in  Cleveland, Ohio, on July 
24 to 26, 2015.134 That weekend, amidst nationwide protests for Sandra Bland’s 
case, more than a thousand people gather at the University of Cleveland for the 
‘Movement for Black Lives Convening’.135 Among those present are Opal Tometi, 
and Ash-Lee Woodard Henderson, now Co-Executive Director of the Highlander 
center.136 Tometi explains the idea behind the event: 

“Yeah, in many ways, the meeting that we’re having here in Cleveland, 
the Movement for Black Lives, is a gathering of hundreds, and even over 
a thousand, black young people, elders and various people from different 
walks of life, who are coming together, networking, sharing ideas, building 
our knowledge base for what’s going on, and developing strategies to 
combat the pervasive violence that we’re experiencing at the hands of law 

129  https://nextcity.org/daily/entry/black-lives-matter-message-graphic-design-firm, accessed July 7, 
2018.

130 http://www.frontier.is/activism-beyond-words/, accessed July 7, 2018.
131  https://designaction.org/statement-on-the-recent-attacks-on-black-lives-matters-website/, accessed July 

7, 2018.
132  Note the cross-references here with the immigrant rights movements, and the overlap in the networks of 

various movements. https://designaction.org/portfolio/no-papers-x-no-fear/, accessed July 7, 2018.
133 https://twitter.com/DesignAction/status/356852197159473153/photo/1, accessed July 7, 2018.
134 https://m4bl.net/, accessed July 7, 2018.
135 http://m.democracynow.org/stories/15384, accessed July 7, 2018.
136  http://highlandercenter.org/highlander-announces-new-co-executive-directors/HIGHLANDER, 

accessed July 7, 2018.

 58807 Sander van Haperen.indd   235 12-10-19   11:59



CHAPTER 9

236

enforcement, but also all across the board. So we’re looking for a progressive, 
comprehensive racial justice agenda that really cuts across various issue 
areas. […] So, you know, for me, for example, I’m looking for candidates 
to deliver on a racial justice agenda that incorporates the needs of black 
immigrants from the Caribbean, from Africa, from different parts of Latin 
America and so on. And so, I think it’s really important that we’re having 
these gatherings, we’re able to raise our voices, share the unique ways in 
which we are impacted by state violence, and articulate a new vision for 
black life in the United States of America and across the world.”137 

The event is an opportunity to bridge communities and issues, to “map out 
our current realities in this political moment, access where our frontlines are 
converging, identify opportunities for us to take action that leads to wins for 
our people, and continue to press for the implementation of transformative 
demands.”138Another important networking event is the Black Lives Matter 
Freedom ride that brings together hundreds of men, women and children in St. 
Louis on August 29, 2015,139 named in reference to the 1960 Freedom Rides of the 
Civil Rights movement (Taylon, 2016). These Rides, some weeks into the events 
unfolding in Ferguson, helped the Black Lives Matter to emerge “in its own right 
as a prominent identity within these movements”.140 During this weekend, local 
solidarity and national networking are brought into practice. Cullors has a central 
organizing role, together with Darnell Moore and “a range of national and local 
coordinators”. Among many others, also present are Johnetta Elzie and Arielle 
Newton, both notably prominent on social media. 

Building connections with local communities in Ferguson requires personal 
involvement. Many first and foremost ride to Ferguson to show solidarity with the 
Brown family, local community, and each other. The goal is to “amplify their work 
and not distract attention away from it”.141 Three weeks after Mike Brown was killed, 
they march towards Canfield Drive in Ferguson where that happened, and demand 
Wilson to be convicted. “I couldn’t sit back on the sidelines; no more posting and 

137 http://m.democracynow.org/stories/15384, accessed July 7, 2018.
138  http://projectsouth.org/portfolio-item/black-liberation-movement-is-rising-a-new-generation-of-

youth-meets-the-moment/, accessed July 7, 2018.
139  https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/sep/04/never-forget-ferguson-justice-for-

michael-brown, accessed July 7, 2018.
140 https://endnotes.org.uk/issues/4/en/endnotes-brown-v-ferguson, accessed July 7, 2018.
141  https://medium.com/@patrissemariecullorsbrignac/we-didn-t-start-a-movement-we-started-a-

network-90f9b5717668#.fchz1pt4h, accessed July 7, 2018.
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tweeting […]. This is the biggest thing I done seen since the Million Man March. 
We need to be out here supporting.” Michael Matlock, one of the attendees says142. 
Ndugga-Kabuye, another attendee, says: “Even though we’re gathering for Mike 
Brown, we’ve got to think about what that means for other black folk--black 
women, black queerfolk, black transfolk. We can’t just think [theoretically]. We 
put together the language. Now we’ve got to practice a politic that encompasses 
all black people.”143. Or, in the words of Arielle Newton: “My Blackness, once sick, 
was healed in Ferguson. My Blackness was shared by the hands of many, who also 
once suffered from sickened Blackness, but was remedied by years of appropriate 
education, community organizing, and overall love.”144. Philip Agnew reflects: 
“The role of people in #BlackLivesMatter—the role of people who are angry about 
police, about the environment, about the economy—is to remind people that 
America has some values that it’s never lived up to and that have never applied to 
certain people. We want to change that.”145

The support for the local community takes many forms: “There are multiple 
grounds of leadership, multiple organizations working on the ground to register 
people to vote, advocate for changes in legislation, and create teams of people to 
monitor the police. There is also a vocal contingent of young women and men 
unafraid to agitate, unafraid to take to the streets in peaceful, but passionate 
protest.”146 Attendees blogging afterwards share common narratives and references, 
for instance to civil rights activist Maya Angelou’s quote “I did then what I knew 
how to do. Now that I know better, I do better”.147 

In addition to local solidarity, the Freedom Ride is very much a networking 
effort to forge trans-local connections. “We were just wanting a way to be part of 
the movement work that’s being done and wanting to support folk in Ferguson but 
to also draw connections between Ferguson and other places across the country,” 
says Moore. “We wanted to let people know that what happened to Mike Brown isn’t 
particular to Ferguson. It’s a national problem of state-sanctioned violence against 

142  http://www.colorlines.com/articles/get-bus-inside-black-life-matters-freedom-ride-ferguson, 
accessed July 7, 2018.

143  http://art.blacklivesmatter.com/get-on-the-bus-inside-the-black-life-matters-freedom-ride-to-
ferguson/, accessed July 7, 2018.

144 https://blackmillennials.com/2014/09/02/how-ferguson-healed-my-blackness/, accessed July 7, 2018.
145  http://www.peopledemandingaction.org/component/k2/item/241-phillip-agnew-dream-defender, 

accessed August 9, 2019.
146  http://www.salon.com/2014/09/03/%E2%80%9Ci_am_not_afraid_to_die%E2%80%9D_why_

america_will_never_be_the_same_post_ferguson/, accessed July 7, 2018.
147 https://www.mayaangelou.com/biography/, accessed August 8, 2019. 
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black people.”148 Freedom Riders traveled from “Boston,  Chicago, Columbus, 
Detroit, Houston, Los Angeles,  Nashville, Portland, Tucson, Washington D.C., 
Winston Salem and other cities to support the people of Ferguson and help turn 
a local moment into a national movement.”149 One of the attendees says, after 
attending: “We were asked one question over and over again, ‘Are you committed 
to transforming this moment into a movement?’”150 

A lot of networking occurs over the course of the Labor Day weekend between 
organizations and individuals, representing, among others: Lost Voices (now 
known as Found Voices), St. John’s United Church of Christ,151 Organization for 
Black Struggle, Millennial Activists United, Hands Up Don’t Shoot, Missourians 
Organizing for Reform and Empowerment (MORE,152Jeff Ordower, Arielle 
Klagsbru153), BAJI, National Organization for Women (NOW), Race Forward: 
The Center for Racial Justice Innovation. Also represented are the Concerned 
Citizens for Justice (CCJ), Iraq Veterans Against the War, and Ash-Lee Woodard 
Henderson.154 Labor unions are involved, delegations from South Africa and 
Palestinians155. 

The weekend was a successful effort in galvanizing and forging networks, 
for scaling up the movement. Afterwards, “many activist groups have returned to 
our local communities prepared to fight for justice. Several hundred BLM Riders 
[…] will actively support the demands set forth by the local Ferguson community 
and will work both within our respective communities and nationally to address 
blue-on-black violence.”156 Many new connections are consolidated online: “On 
Facebook I friend everyone I recognize from the trip including Reverend Wilson, 
who is prolific on social media. Throughout the week, tag-filled testimonies begin 
to appear.”157 Those attending are energized and ready to continue the networking 

148  http://www.colorlines.com/articles/get-bus-inside-black-life-matters-freedom-ride-ferguson, 
accessed July 7, 2018.

149 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kpeb8ofh0lcandfeature=youtu.be, accessed July 7, 2018.
150 http://thefeministwire.com/2014/09/things-learned-ferguson/, accessed July 7, 2018.
151 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r_R_ezwhSl0, accessed July 7, 2018.
152 http://www.organizemo.org/, accessed July 7, 2018.
153 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kpeb8ofh0lcandfeature=youtu.be, accessed July 7, 2018.
154  http://projectsouth.org/portfolio-item/black-liberation-movement-is-rising-a-new-generation-of-

youth-meets-the-moment/, accessed July 7, 2018.
155  Note the cross-references here with the immigrant rights movements, and the overlap in the networks 

of various movements.
156  https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/sep/04/never-forget-ferguson-justice-for-

michael-brown, accessed July 7, 2018.
157  http://www.colorlines.com/articles/get-bus-inside-black-life-matters-freedom-ride-ferguson, 

accessed July 7, 2018.
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in their own local communities: “We returned home ready to do the work through 
concrete interventions and in collaboration with the communities we work and 
live in. Ferguson taught us things.”158 Commenting on the impact of the work, 
Cullors says: “When it was time for us to leave, inspired by our friends in Ferguson, 
organizers from 18 different cities went back home and developed Black Lives 
Matter chapters in their communities and towns — broadening the political will and 
movement building reach catalyzed by the #BlackLivesMatter project and the work 
on the ground in Ferguson.”159 It takes an experienced, skilled, and determined 
organizer to forge and connect such networks. 

A New Form Of Leadership? Social Media and the Rise of 
Leaders 

Scholars and activists alike have credited social media for bringing the Movement 
for Black Lives to national attention. In the words of DeRay Mckesson: “In Ferguson 
we became unerased, and that was solely because of social media […] We didn’t 
invent resistance, we didn’t discover injustice. The only thing that is different about 
this movement is our ability to story tell it and to use the power of storytelling as 
actual power.”160 This perspective on leadership stands in contrast to organizing 
traditions, suggesting instead that social media allow for new forms of connective 
leadership.

Because of social media, local events can rise quickly to national attention. 
The death of Mike Brown and the increasingly national focus on events in 
Ferguson generated attention on social media. Initially, reports were primarily 
local. Professor Sarah Jackson comments: “What we saw was the first people who 
hashtagged Mike Brown’s name were young people who lived in Ferguson and who 
saw his body laying in the street. […] The people driving the Michael Brown story 
and Ferguson—and this is also true of the Trayvon Martin case—were young and 
had some connection to the victim. It was young folks from those communities 
who don’t necessarily tweet about political things or even have many followers.” 
(Jackson, cited in Demby, 2014, n.p.). This view is shared by activist Ashley Yates, 

158 http://thefeministwire.com/2014/09/things-learned-ferguson/, accessed July 7, 2018.
159  https://medium.com/@patrissemariecullorsbrignac/we-didn-t-start-a-movement-we-started-a-

network-90f9b5717668#.fchz1pt4h, accessed July 7, 2018.
160  https://medium.com/@emilydparker/how-blacklivesmatter-resembles-activism-in-the-authoritarian-

world-24d1200864f6#.dhzri23bf
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involved early on in Ferguson, who comments: “We started to use Twitter and 
Facebook and Instagram as a way to just get the word out, to contrast the stark 
mainstream media blackout that was occurring.”161 Activists now have the tools to 
bypass traditional media when calling attention to a social movement, and rise to 
prominence as leaders. 

DeRay Mckesson was born in Baltimore (1985) where he was raised by his 
father and great-grandmother, growing up in the same area where Freddy Gray 
lived.162 He went to Bowdoin College, a small “elite liberal-arts college in Maine.”163 
Mckesson became a self-proclaimed full-time “activist, organizer, and educator 
focusing primarily on issues impacting children, youth and families,”164 and 
“dedicated to ending police and state violence.”165 Fortune named him one of the 
World’s Greatest Leaders in 2015,166 and Foreign Policy Magazine named him a 
Leading Global Thinker that same year.167 In 2016, he made a bid for the office of 
mayor in Baltimore, which he announced on Twitter.168 

As a student, he became involved in activism primarily through the 
organization Youth as Resources in Baltimore. Founded in 1994 with a focus on 
education issues.169 He is motivated to pursue a career in education, commenting: 
“[…] the thing I loved about being a teacher is that so much of any success I’ve 
had is due to people who cared about me who didn’t necessarily have to. There 
were all these adults in my life who pushed me to see things in myself that I did 
not see.”170 After graduating, he joined Teach for America as a math teacher, an 
organization criticized for undermining community-based leadership (Caucus of 
Working Educators, 2015). Its approach is to find “outstanding leaders” among 
recent college graduates, placing them in teaching positions in disenfranchised 

161  https://medium.com/@emilydparker/how-blacklivesmatter-resembles-activism-in-the-authoritarian-
world-24d1200864f6#.dhzri23bf, accessed July 7, 2018.

162  http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2016/03/14/where-is-black-lives-matter-headed#editorsnote, 
accessed July 7, 2018.

163  https://www.nytimes.com/2015/05/10/magazine/our-demand-is-simple-stop-killing-us.html?_r=0, 
accessed July 7, 2018.

164 https://mappingpoliceviolence.org/planning-team/, accessed July 7, 2018.
165 https://www.joincampaignzero.org/about/, accessed July 7, 2018.
166  http://fortune.com/worlds-greatest-leaders/2015/johnetta-elzie-and-deray-mckesson-11/, accessed 

July 7, 2018.
167  https://2015globalthinkers.foreignpolicy.com/#!advocates/detail/elzie-mckesson, accessed July 7, 

2018.
168  http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2016/03/14/where-is-black-lives-matter-headed#editorsnote, 

accessed July 7, 2018.
169 http://www.youthasresources.org/about-us/, accessed July 7, 2018.
170 https://ubuntubiographyproject.com/2017/07/08/deray-mckesson/, accessed July 7, 2018.
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communities (Teach For America, 2018). The organization is critiqued for 
furthering a neo-liberal discourse which suggests that educational outcomes are 
a result more of individual excellence, rather than structural inequalities (Baker, 
2014)171. 

 When Mike Brown was shot, the then 29-year old Mckesson was in 
Minneapolis (Mckesson, 2018). Watching the news he “was struck by the distance 
between the sensational accounts of rioting he saw on television and the reports he 
was reading on Twitter from people in Ferguson, who claimed that the cops had 
been firing tear gas and rubber bullets into crowds of peaceful protesters.”172 He 
followed tweeted reports on Twitter accounts from people present. He decided to 
see for himself and drive to Ferguson on August 16th, six days into the unrest after 
Brown’s death on August 9th. His first afternoon in Ferguson was spent at a street 
medics training, where he met Johnetta Elzie and Alexis Templeton (Mckesson, 
2018, p. 17). He began his own reporting from the ground shortly after. Of his 
early tweets, this August 18th 2014 message received a lot of attention:173 “Y’all, 
tons of police. Tear gas. It has begun #Ferguson.”174 And: “Also, the noise sirens 
are out. Tear gas feels like extreme peppermint tingling. F.Y.I. #Ferguson. And: 
“Phone is dying. I am nowhere near my car. I am lost in #Ferguson. Really bad car 
accident. Looting across from it. Pray for me. #Ferguson.”175 He says he radicalized 
that night. 

Before his arrival in Ferguson, Mckesson had fewer than 900 followers on 
Twitter. These personal messages from inside the fray built him an early following 
from people scanning the #ferguson hashtag. An early example is how he runs into 
rapper J. Cole at “#mikebrown’s final resting place”, taking and tweeting a picture, 
which is widely retweeted and gains Mckesson many new followers.176 He says 
this allowed him to make close friends: “We trusted each other because of a digital 
space first and that trust manifested in physical ways, it manifested in offline

171  Note that by contrast, at the heart of community organizing traditions stands the idea that power is 
developed within a community, fostering local leadership rather than reliance on external sources.

172  https://www.nytimes.com/2015/05/10/magazine/our-demand-is-simple-stop-killing-us.html?_r=0, 
accessed July 7, 2018.

173 168 retweets, 8 comments, 23 likes at the time of writing (September 19th 2018). 
174 https://twitter.com/deray/status/501190201432354816, accessed September 19, 2018.
175  https://www.nytimes.com/2015/05/10/magazine/our-demand-is-simple-stop-killing-us.html?_r=0, 

accessed September 19, 2018.
176  Dated August 17, 2014, source: https://twitter.com/deray/status/501106942128185344, retrieved July 

31, 2019. 
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work.”177 He experiments with developing a recognizable persona, and early on 
begins wearing red shoes and shirt to protests, later switching to a bright blue 
Patagonia vest,178 a choice he says was mostly pragmatic.179 

The relationship between building a following and the movement is not 
straightforward. Mckesson: “When I tweet, I’m mostly preaching to the choir 
[…] But the heart of the movement is in the actions. It’s in shutting down streets, 
shutting down Walmarts, shutting down any place where people feel comfortable. 
We want to make people feel as uncomfortable as we feel when we hear about 
Mike, about Eric Garner, about Tamir Rice. We want them to experience what we 
go through on a daily basis.”180 Twitter is ideal for reporting and building followers, 
because hashtags can serve as a kind of “paperclip” that link events together.”181 
Through following these, others can easily find and index ongoing news. Over time, 
his increasing prominence led to further prominence. For instance, when he was 
arrested during protests in Baton Rouge in July 2016, “The hashtag #FreeDeRay 
began to trend almost immediately […] with more than 100,000 tweets hours 
later.”182 With 450,000 followers at the time, he was firmly established as the most 
prominent Black Lives Matter activist on Twitter.183 

Discussion: The Challenges of Digitally-Networked Leadership

The use of social media has been instrumental to the development of the 
Movement for Black Lives, through the hashtag #blacklivesmatter and concurrent 
rise to prominence of some of its leaders online. The stories of those leaders 
provide, broadly, two perspectives on leadership in social movements today: 
community-based leadership and digitally networked leadership. Community-

177  https://medium.com/@emilydparker/how-blacklivesmatter-resembles-activism-in-the-authoritarian-
world-24d1200864f6#.dhzri23bf, accessed September 19, 2018.

178  https://www.nytimes.com/2015/05/10/magazine/our-demand-is-simple-stop-killing-us.html?_r=0, 
accessed September 19, 2018.

179 https://ubuntubiographyproject.com/2017/07/08/deray-mckesson/, accessed September 19, 2018.
180  https://www.nytimes.com/2015/05/10/magazine/our-demand-is-simple-stop-killing-us.html?_r=0, 

accessed September 19, 2018.
181  https://medium.com/@emilydparker/how-blacklivesmatter-resembles-activism-in-the-authoritarian-

world-24d1200864f6#.imkjrrf8k, accessed September 19, 2018.
182  https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/morning-mix/wp/2016/07/10/arrest-of-activist-deray-

mckesson-fuels-online-outrage-at-end-of-difficult-week/?noredirect=onandutm_term=.9b65663c1a1b, 
accessed September 19, 2018.

183 At the time of writing, he has 1.04 million followers (September 18th 2018). 
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based leadership is firmly rooted in the traditions of community organizing, 
and suggests a movement organized as local communities led by local leaders. 
Digitally-networked leadership leverages the affordances of digital networks 
to enable a form of connective leadership that engages multiple publics with a 
social movement. This section first discusses how those views are complementary. 
Second, it considers how leadership traditions are (re)produced. Third, it considers 
implications for our understanding of digitally networked leadership. 

First, notions about community-based leadership and digitally-networked 
leadership are complementary, because digital networks are firmly embedded 
in local communities. The promise of community-based organizing is to build 
“people-power”, identifying and giving rise to local leaders, to “never do for people 
what they can do for themselves” (Alinsky, 1971). Digital networking affords 
options to identify such leaders, allowing them to rise to prominence, and to forge 
connections between them. Local leaders, such as Johnetta Elzie and Tef Poe in 
Ferguson, fulfilled important roles by disseminating insider reports to audiences 
who followed them on social media, eloquently and strongly representing their 
local communities (Green, Kelley, Poe, Lipsitz, and Rogers, 2016). In doing so, 
they focused the attention of many other communities around the world to events 
in Ferguson and connecting them in a social movement. Thus, from an organizer’s 
perspective, social media can be powerful public relations tools to create awareness 
of movement frames. In comparison to traditional methods (from pamphlets to 
flyers), social media have made it much easier (and cheaper) to reach many people 
simultaneously (Tufekci, 2017). In the limited attention space of publics, leaders 
can effectively compete with traditional media to make claims (Koopmans, 2004a; 
Tufekci, 2013). The speed of which, moreover, allows leaders to counteract frames 
as these arise (Ince et al., 2017; Jackson and Foucault Welles, 2015). Furthermore, 
the sheer number of people engaging with a movement increases the variation of 
available views from which leaders can select powerful frames to then amplify. As 
public relations tools, social media allow for unprecedented means of ‘marketing’ 
a movement. 

Second, digital networking (re)produces challenging dynamics of leadership. 
The leaders who do arise may have conflicting views about the course or 
representation of the movement. These select few leaders wield disproportionate 
influence, which runs contrary to notions of community-based leadership. While 
digitally-enabled leadership allows for leaders to rise up from local communities, 
so that representation is as close as possible to constituencies, a single leader ideally 
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cannot claim to represent the movement as a whole. Who rises to prominence 
may be community leaders, but social media likely give rise to individuals most 
inclined and skilled at the PR game. While local leaders may be reluctant to claim 
the position of spokesperson (Morris and Staggenborg, 2004), those who gain 
prominence will be viewed with suspicion as they begin to wield disproportionate 
amounts of power over the movements’ message. Against a history of protest being 
co-opted, this fear is not unreasonable (Andrews, 2004, p. 60). In fact, this same 
dynamic was very much at play in the history of the Highlander school itself. 
Asked about the challenges of leadership, Allyn Maxfield-Steele, co-director of 
the Highlander Research Center in New Market Tennessee, tells me how “While 
Niebuhr, Horton, and Alinsky, became widely known, they became figureheads 
and got credit for community practices which had been around for ages”184. Those 
currently leading the organization are keenly aware that even when a leader is 
well-intentioned, their prominence can crowd out the work of others who are not 
hugging the limelight (Cohen and Jackson, 2016). In the words of one prominent 
leader: “It’s not about me personally. But my presence detracts from the issue when 
I attend a march or rally”. Instead, they prefer to support behind the scenes, with 
knowhow or resources. 

These internal dynamics make it difficult for prominent leaders to coordinate 
the movement. One respondent notes the effect of being treated differently since 
becoming prominent: “My words are weightier, I’m invited to speak about things 
outside of my expertise […]. Power corrupts, it’s so easy to fall into that trap” 185. 
Given the history of the civil rights movement, the prominence of charismatic 
figureheads to the national stage can be particularly contentious. With a powerful 
Twitter platform and broad audience at their disposal, statements by prominent 
figures are easily framed as official movement communiques. For instance, 
when Mckesson endorses Hillary Clinton in the presidential elections of 2016, 
this is widely taken as an endorsement by the Black Lives Matter network. Alicia 
Garza remarks how the organization: “ has held a firm position of not offering 
endorsements at the presidential level.”186 Ideological differences aside,187 this view 
suggests that claiming to speak for the movement as a whole crowds out the sort 

184 Interview, New Market, TN, February 2018.
185 Interview, Anonymized on request Amsterdam, June 2018.
186  https://mic.com/articles/157733/no-de-ray-mckesson-s-clinton-endorsement-is-not-black-lives-

matter-s-endorsement#.Y5dVpGQxO, accessed September 19, 2018.
187  In this case, a key concern was whether endorsing a presidential candidate simultaneously endorses a 

broader system of state violence and institutionalized racism. 
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of leadership that lies at the heart of a community-based organizing tradition, 
even if central command remains vital to the coordination of protest (Democracy 
Now!, 2017). These are key reasons for organizing movements as a network of 
local chapters with a large degree of autonomy. 

Third, this chapter contributes to the literature on digitally-networked social 
movements by contextualizing the rise to prominence of leaders through social 
media. This invites us to reconsider how we think of and analyze digital networks. 
Contrary to popular and prior scholarly accounts which suggest a spontaneous 
rise of the movement on social media, this chapter foregrounds how the rise of 
the hashtag #blacklivesmatter depended on the tireless efforts and networking 
experience. Digital networking goes beyond more or less superficial follower 
relationships, mentions, and likes. Bringing leadership back in allows us to better 
understand leadership in digitally networked movements, without downplaying 
or ignoring the individual stories of these leaders, in a broader technological and 
institutional context. 

The case of Black Lives Matter presented in this chapter suggests that 
institutions and organizations fulfill crucial roles in the formation of movement 
networks. Writing about coordination of the Tahrir and Gezi Park protests, Zeynep 
Tufekci writes: “Preexisting organizations whether formal or informal played little 
role in the coordination. Most tasks were taken care of by horizontal organizations 
that evolved during the protests, or by unaffiliated individuals who had simply 
shown up, alone or in groups of friends.” (Tufekci, 2017, p. 51). This is what she calls 
“adhocracy” (p. 53), ways of non-hierarchical decentralized protest coordination 
aspired to since at least the 1960s, now enabled by the affordances of digital tools. 
As this chapter shows, institutions form caches of practices and knowledge, 
while also providing the occasion for individuals to meet and connect and come 
to share understandings of the world (i.e. Collective action frames: injustices, 
sense of agency, identity (Gamson, 1995; Vliegenthart and van Zoonen, 2011). 
Institutions are longer term stable nodes in volatile networks of the “adhocracy”, 
providing fertile soil for leaders to rise up. For instance, the Highlander Center for 
learning illustrates this function, empowering local community leaders based on a 
tradition of community organizing deeply embedded in the practices of the Civil 
Rights Movement, Folk schools, histories of Horton and Nieburh, and age-old 
Appalachian (religious) community practices of self-reliance. It was at programs 
such as BOLD, originating from this institution that Cullors and Garza forged ties 
and gained ideas about leadership. Similarly, universities and campuses function 
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as powerful focal points for both network formation and propagation of particular 
understandings of the world through those networks. It would be easy to miss the 
role that such institutions play in the rise of “adhocracy”, if analysis is restricted to 
a single event.

To conclude, this chapter juxtaposed two prevailing perspectives on leadership 
in the Movement for Black Lives. Community-based leadership stems from 
generations of community organizing. This perspective emphasizes the power (or 
lack thereof) of communities to create and counteract media narratives (Jackson 
and Foucault Welles, 2015). From this point of view, social media offer new public 
relations tools for local voices to rise up from grassroots communities. By contrast, 
digitally networked leadership emphasizes new networking possibilities offered 
by social media. This perspective suggests that individual skills and attributes 
allow leaders to fulfil the role of connective leaders that broker relations between a 
wide variety of communities. These perspectives, and the traditions (re)produced 
through them, invite us to reconsider how we analyze social movement networks. 
Practically, these complementary views can mutually reinforce the formation 
of leaderful movements that leverage digital networking from a diversity of 
perspectives.
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