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Introduction

The Black Lives Matter movement started with a hashtag: in 2012 Alicia Garza, Patrisse
Cullors, and Opal Tometi created the slogan “Black Lives Matter” after a case of police brutality
that led to the death of seventeen-year old Trayvon Martin (BLM website). After 2012 eight more
cases of fatal police brutality became public. Seven of the victims were people of color, mostly
African Americans (Akkoc, World Heritage Encyclopedia), and all of them were male.

From the guiding principles of BLM it becomes obvious, however, that the original idea
behind the movement mainly focused on the inclusion of minority groups within Black
communities, rather than only on racialized police violence. BLM states that it is about “celebrating
difference(s)” in general, that it “goes beyond extrajudicial killings of Black people by police and
vigilantes” and that it “affirms the lives of Black queer and trans folks, disabled folks, Black-
undocumented folks, folks with records, women and all Black lives along the gender spectrum” and
“centers those that have been marginalized within Black liberation movements” (BLM website):
every black person is supposed to be “part of the global Black family.” The three founders also
attach importance to the correct use of the hashtag, and in the case of the usage of variations of the
original hashtag insist on explicit acknowledgment of the original movement, -calling
unacknowledged borrowing explicitly a “theft of Black queer women's work.” The founders
emphasize that in gender questions BLM is committed to “building a Black women affirming space
free from sexism, misogyny, and malecenteredness” (BLM website).

The movement gained great popularity not only with hashtag-users and participants in
protests, but it was also immediately picked up by the media and in public debates, while numerous
variations of the slogan emerged to either mock or hijack the movement. The media attention can be
divided into three different kinds: reports about the movement in connection to the police shootings,
reports about protests and current incidents, and a wider field in which BLM was connected to the

cultural scene in the US from 2012 to the present, which I will refer to as the cultural discourse.
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Part of this cultural discourse are Steve McQueen's movie 12 Years A Slave (2013), Ava
DuVernay's movie Selma (2014) and Nate Parker's movie The Birth of a Nation (2016), all three
historical dramas, as well as Kendrick Lamar's album 7o Pimp A Butterfly (2015). All four cultural
productions were directly connected to BLM by the media. They were brought up in discussions
about and within the movement, and, even though BLM was initially created in response to racially
motivated police brutality, the three movies also triggered debates about other cultural and societal
issues, such as the acknowledgment and representation of Black directors and actors in US cinema.
Although Lamar's album provided the anthem of the movement, “Alright”, and addresses police
brutality in the other songs as well, it also uses a number of common rap themes, treating women,
for instance, from a male-centered and at first glance misogynist perspective. Especially when we
look at other Hip Hop artists connected to BLM as well, it becomes clear that the pop-cultural
narrative that is associated with BLM is actually about black heterosexual men. Considering that the
three founders of BLM are, in their own words, “queer Black women,” this contextualization of the
movement is surprising. I am interested in the incongruity between the original principles of BLM
and its public appearance in (pop)cultural contexts that put a black male heterosexual narrative in
the foreground.

The reason for this intertextual/popcultural (mis-)representation can be found in the
intergenerational composition and decentralized structure in BLM. The youngest generation of
black participants of BLM was not only the one to pick up the hashtag #BlackLivesMatter and thus
spread awareness of the movement, initially predominantly in social media (BLM website,
Jackson), but also the generation that identifies most with recent pop-cultural releases in the music
and film industry. However, it is also a generation that grew up with the consciousness of a lack of
equality and social injustice in US society and the awareness of a different perception of black
identity by white people, partly because the history of the experience of social injustice and racial

prejudice was passed on to them by older generations. The duality of self-perception was already



