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#AllLivesMatter as Post-Racial Rhetorical Strategy

Mark Orbe”

#BlackLivesMatter was created following the acquittal of the man who killed Trayvon Martin; the movement’s call
to action is against the “virulent anti-Black racism that permeates our society.” Shortly after #BlackLivesMatter
became a nationally recognized symbol, it was re-configured, co-opted, and/or replaced by some with the more in-
clusive and racially neutral alternative, #AllLivesMatter. This analysis utilizes the core elements associated with a
critical race theoretical frame to argue that #AllLivesMatter is akin with larger rhetorical devices—like the notion
of a color-blind society—that are used to promote post-racism, something that was not possible with other political
slogans during earlier civil rights struggles.
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In the first verse of the Academy Award-winning song, Glory, rapper Common asserts: “Justice
is juxtapositionin’ us / Justice for all just ain’t specific enough.” These powerful lyrics—featured
in the 2015 film Selma—capture the essence of a rhetorical struggle between those that advocate
for the existence of a post-racial U.S. society and those that vehemently deny its existence.® In
2012, #BlackLivesMatter was created following the acquittal of the man who killed Trayvon
Martin; the movement’s call to action is against the “virulent anti-Black racism that permeates
our society.”® Shortly after #BlackLivesMatter became a nationally recognized symbol, it was re-
configured, co-opted, and/or replaced by some with the more inclusive and racially neutral alter-
native, #AllLivesMatter.?

This analysis utilizes the core elements associated with a critical race theoretical frame to
highlight how post-racial fantasies render the legitimacy of race-specific assertions as null and
void.* In particular, | argue that #AllLivesMatter is akin with larger rhetorical devices—like the
notion of a color-blind society—that are used to promote post-racism, something that was not
possible with other political slogans during earlier civil rights struggles.” In order to frame this
argument, | first offer a brief description of the Black Lives Matter movement. Then, | articulate
how critical race theory serves as a key foundation for my rhetorical critique of #AllLivesMatter.

* Mark Orbe (Ph.D., Ohio University) is Professor of Communication at Western Michigan University. He can be
reached for comment on this essay at orbe@wmich.edu.
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#BlackLivesMatter

Following the 2013 George Zimmerman’s acquittal of the death of Trayvon Martin,
#BlackLivesMatter emerged as a social media call to action for people of all racial and cultural
backgrounds interested in protesting “the obvious truth that the criminalization of Blackness is
entertained as just and acceptable.”® The movement associated with the hashtag continued to
gain momentum in 2014 and 2015 as it was used to create a collective consciousness of a num-
ber of issues facing African Americans, including racial profiling, police brutality, the militariza-
tion of policing in black communities, as well as mass incarceration.” The organization’s website
includes an abundance of information, including the following objective statement:

#BlackLivesMatter is working for a world where Black lives are no longer systematically and in-
tentionally targeted for demise. We affirm our contributions to this society, our humanity, and our
resilience in the face of deadly oppression. We have put our sweat equity and love for Black peo-
ple into creating a political project — taking the hashtag off of social media and into the streets.
The call for Black lives to matter is a rallying cry for ALL Black lives striving for liberation.®

The movement has been criticized through national media outlets that characterize it as rebel-
lious, irrational, leaderless, and unfocused—and, consequently fleeting.? While some objectives
of #BlackLivesMatter are quite broad (“ending mass incarceration, de-militarizing the police,
and securing full employment”), others are more specific (“specific legislative efforts, congres-
sional hearings, and indictments of police officers that have shot and killed unarmed black
men”).*® According to Kang, “The movement does shy away from specific policy prescriptions.
Instead, the work seems to be aimed at an abrupt, wide-scale change in consciousness, channel-
ing the grief and anger that these police killings engender around the country.”*

Dozens of Black Lives Matter chapters exist across the U.S. and abroad; these grass-roots or-
ganizations have been instrumental in staging over a thousand demonstrations worldwide.
These protests take a variety of forms including assemblies, rallies, vigils, marches, and die-ins.
The central theme here is that individuals united behind the purpose of #BlackLivesMatter are
making political declarations, most often publically to mourn the loss of African American
lives—a form of human existence that historically has been situated as less significant than that
of other races. Such demonstrations are crucially important. As Yancy and Butler articulate,
when the collective grieve the loss of individuals whose lives are considered ungrievable they are
making political statement that these lost lives are not acceptable losses.*®
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Described by some as “the most formidable American protest movement of the 21% century
to date,” the effectiveness of #BlackLivesMatter has relied on 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 easy dis-
tribution of documentary photos and videos — with an effort to quickly mobilize protests in each
new city where a police shooting occurs.”'* In this regard, #BlackLivesMatter represents the new
form of online activism; something that has allowed names such as Trayvon Martin, Michael
Brown, Eric Garner, Tamir Rice, Tony Robinson, Walter Scott, and Freddie Gray to become
recognized within one collective stream of consciousness despite that their lives ended thousands
of miles and weeks/months/years apart. As such, the movement demonstrates how Twitter has
become a site of a revolution and a conduit for the protest rhetoric of activists.'® In 2014,
#BlackLivesMatter was recognized by The American Dialect Society as the word of the year.*®

From its inception, #BlackLivesMatter was rooted in the lived experiences of people of Afri-
can descent in the U.S., especially those who actively resist their own dehumanization. In addi-
tion, the movement sought to advance the lives of all African Americans while simultaneously
singling out those whose lives have been traditionally marginalized with Black liberation move-
ments. According to the information provided on the website, Black Lives Matter “affirms the
lives of Black queer and trans folk, disabled folks, Black-undocumented folks, folks with rec-
ords, women and all Black lives along the gender spectrum.”*” This is an important rhetorical
distinction, as it demonstrates how the movement negotiates the dialectical tension of how black
lives matter exists alongside a continuum of similarity——difference and privi-
lege——advantage.® On a larger scale, it is this very issue that is at the core of the fierce debates
regarding the use of #AllLivesMatter as a more inclusive form of #BlackLivesMatter. In order to
contextualize the arguments in this essay, | turn to critical race theory as a salient theoretical
frame.

Critical Race Theory

The origins of critical race theory can be traced back to the late 1970s and early 1980s.* During
this time, civil rights activists were seeing many of the gains achieved during the 1960s disap-
pearing.? Initially, scholars in critical legal studies questioned the impact of the dominant values
of equal opportunity and justice for all in a context of racial inequalities. Over the past two dec-
ades, communication scholars have drawn on this established theoretical framework to inform
their research on race, ethnicity, and communication. ** Critical race theory, given
#BlackLivesMatter as contemporary form of civil rights activism, provides an invaluable founda-
tion for this rhetorical analysis.
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At the core of critical race theory are six key elements.? First, it begins with recognition that
racism is an integral part of the United States. Critical race theorists do not debate whether rac-
ism can ever be totally eliminated; instead they focus on challenging existing structures that rein-
force racial oppression. Second, critical race theory “rejects dominant legal and social claims of
neutrality, objectivity, and color blindness.”® Laws, policies, slogans, and other rhetorical devic-
es promoted as “race-neutral” are criticized. Critical race theoretical work embraces the subjec-
tivity that comes with the lived experiences of people of color; as such their work is seen as ex-
plicitly political. The third core element rejects analyses of contemporary racial relations void of
any historical context that frames current realities. Accordingly, they believe that any attempts to
understand race in the 21st century are only possible through an awareness of the history of race
in the United States.

The fourth key element of critical race theory focuses on the experiential knowledge that is
generated from various cultural standpoints. In other words, the theory values perspectives
grounded through the racialized collective experiences of those groups that have historically
been marginalized in the U.S. The fifth key element speaks to the interdisciplinary and synergis-
tic nature of critical race theory. The ideas of this theory are borrowed from several traditions,
including feminism, Marxism, critical/cultural studies, and postmodernism.? The sixth and final
key element highlights the social activism associated with the theory: In no uncertain terms, the
objective of critical race theory is the elimination of racial oppression. A focus on race, however,
does not prohibit seeking an understanding of how racism is closely tied to other oppressions
based on gender and gender identity, socioeconomic status, abilities, spirituality, and sexual ori-
entation. Within this context, #BlackLivesMatter is best understood as critical race theory in ac-
tion.

Critical race scholars have argued that the rhetoric of race has paid too much attention to elite
courtrooms while ignoring how social justice issues are interpreted by lay persons. As such, this
form of theorizing is regarded as both pragmatic and idealized in its attempt to address the im-
mediate needs of those individuals whose lives exist on the margins of society. New foci of criti-
cal race scholarship have emerged over the years, including the use of narratives, personal sto-
ries, poems, and fiction.?® The debate between the effectiveness of #AllLivesMatter versus
#BlackLivesMatter fosters another area of growth for critical race theorists. It represents an ex-
tension of the work of communication scholars who have utilized the ideals of critical race theo-
ry to advance rhetorical theory. Specifically, Hasian and Delgado have advocated for “racialized
critical rhetorical theorizing” which promotes assessment of “the ways in which public and legal
notions of race influence the ways in which we create histories, cultural memories, narratives,
myths, and other discursive units.”?® Political rhetoric, like #AllLivesMatter, is a form of public
discourse that contains a number of subnarrative and texts.?” While the hashtag appears neutrally
affirming—on face value and within its implications—it must be situated within a larger frame
that includes historical, social, cultural, and contextual understandings.?® Consequently, this
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analysis draws from the key components of critical race theory generally, and racialized critical
rhetorical theorizing specifically, to “gain an appreciation of the ways that purportedly neutral
discussions of race often mask racial categories, experiences, and values.”?

#AllLivesMatter, Post-Racism, and White Privilege

This section represents the heart of the essay; the objective is two-fold. First, | will explicate the
rhetorical power of post-racism and describe colorblindness as a post-racial strategy. Second, |
will situate #AllLivesMatter as a strategic form of post-racial rhetoric and illustrate the ways in
which rhetors who use the hashtag do so through a prism steeped in white privilege. I conclude
the rhetorical analysis by arguing for the necessity of #BlackLivesMatter as a form of counter
post-racial discourse.

Post-Racial Rhetoric

The election of Barack Obama as the 44nd U.S. President is the single most important accom-
plishment associated with the emergence of post-racial rhetoric in the United States.*® Although
it’s absurd to think that one event could ‘“automatically and instantaneously end racism,” !
Obama’s election appeared to some as the culmination of decades of progress for people of color
and the mark of a post-racial state. Consequently, from the perspective of some whites—
including young people who do not have the collective memory of racial injustice *> —
contemporary lives in the U.S. are being played on a level playing field in terms of race.® Ac-
cording to some critical race scholars,®* post-racial rhetoric can be understood as a form of “his-
torical amnesia”® whereby the intergenerational effects of centuries of racism are forgotten.

Race-neutral discourses—such as self-descriptions of being color-blind—are rhetorical strat-
egies of post-racism.>® “I don’t see color” is a common form of race-neutral discourse. Another
example is the often heard “It doesn’t matter if a person is black, white, red, yellow, green, pur-
ple, or polka-dot.” This rhetoric defines racial identities through the color of one’s skin, which
for many is the defining marker of race. The logic associated with this rhetoric is straightforward
and seemingly irrefutable: If a person doesn’t see race, then they cannot be racist. For many
Whites, advocating for a race-neutral, color-blind world is a practical strategy toward an admira-
ble goal: the elimination of racism.*” While the end goal is laudable, what oftentimes remains
unspoken (and unchallenged) are the ways in which color-blind rhetoric fails to recognize and
address continued forms of racial discrimination and institutionalized racism. Thus, perceptions
of the U.S. as a post-racial society are best understood as a reflection of a lived experience
steeped in white privilege.®
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On face value, colorblind approaches appear to be politically neutral, yet according to Hus-
band, they actually work to exacerbate racial oppression.®® This and similar approaches represent
a liberal assumption of neutrality which fosters a “lack of understanding of the historical, sys-
temic influences that race has on contemporary lived experience.”*® When white privilege is not
acknowledged, individuals develop what Freire calls a “magical” or false consciousness of race
and racism.* When individuals do not work to understand diverse lived experiences beyond that
which is generated by their own cultural location, the logical conclusion is that no social action is
warranted because since race is not an issue for people who identify as white then the same must
be the same for all members of society.*” Consequently, racial neutral rhetoric—while seemingly
positive, affirming, and forward-thinking—implicitly reinforces the unearned benefits that come
with white privilege.

One of the most troubling consequences of post-racial discourse is the way in which it works
to silence individuals who seek to challenge racism.*® For instance, when a person of color re-
quests that Whites consider the saliency of race in any given context, they are criticized for
“playing the race card”—bringing up race in a contemporary time frame where racism no longer
exists. The power of the rhetorical discourse of color-blindness, in the context of post-racism,
manifests when the person of color themselves are accused of being racists as they to confront
racism.** Recognizing the underpinnings of post-racial discourse is crucial to understanding the
resistance to #AllLivesMatter, yet it is a rhetorical frame that has largely gone unarticulated.

#AllLivesMatter as Post-Racial Rhetoric

In most instances, #AllLivesMatter emerges as a response to Twitter posts that include the
hashtag, #BlackLivesMatter. Some Whites describe the more universally inclusive alternative as
a form of solidarity and a declaration against police brutality of people of all races.*® Within so-
cial media exchanges, these individuals argue that by singling out African Americans specifical-
ly, rhetors are creating racial separation and promoting divisiveness. Moreover, advocating for
#AllLivesMatter as a universal affirmation, void of race, is situated within racial neutrality that is
consistent with post-racism.

As established earlier, having a race-neutral approach to questions such as “which lives mat-
ter?” negates the historical and current-day realities whereby African American lives are not
deemed as equally valuable. The fact that all lives matter should be a given, but to truly embrace
the essence of this mantra we must “foreground those lives that are not mattering now, to mark
that exclusion, and militate against it.”*® According to Landrum,

The fact that “All Lives Matter” is being used to argue against the idea that Black lives matter is

proof that (1) People spreading that slogan don’t really believe Black lives matter, at least not

equally, and (2) It’s therefore not true that all lives do matter equally in their eyes. The state-
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ment’s use belies itself. If all lives matter, then black lives matter, so why the argument? Why the
comeback? The comeback proves that statement false, and proves it for what it is — a response
born of fear and racism. Consistent with critical race theory, a historical context is crucial here.*’

#AllLivesMatter negates the well-documented reality that the United States constitution de-
fined people of African descent as property. As evidenced by an intense political contestation
and compromise—something that reflected dominant social and cultural ideologies—Black lives
were valued as only a portion (factually, three-fifths) of white lives.*® In this context, “some lives
mattered more, were more human, more worthy, more deserving of life and freedom.”* This is
the historical context from which the present-day reality is framed. How do we know that black
lives still do not matter as much as white lives? We can look to the disproportionate number of
U.S. Americans of color who are detained, in prison, and on death row. We can critique subse-
quent institutional efforts, and unbalanced media attention, when African American and Europe-
an American women and children are reported missing. We can observe increasingly apparent
health disparities based on race and the lack of critical research, internal reform, and public ad-
vocacy.” These are just a few contexts that represent a social norm that effectively communi-
cates that black lives do not matter. In no uncertain terms, the idea that African American lives
are viewed as less valuable than their white counterparts has “built up over time, through daily
practices, modes of address, through the organization of schools, work, prison, law and media.”™*

Situating #AllLivesMatter as a post-racial strategy facilitates a recognition of how it repre-
sents an extension of colorblindness that refutes the core purpose of #BlackLivesMatter.>® From
a critical racialized rhetorical theorizing frame, it can be seen as a hollow attempt to neutralize
the fact that certain forms of injustices and brutality target people of color almost exclusively.
#AllLivesMatter, in this regard, can be understood as a means to reshape a narrative so that one’s
colorblindness can remain intact. As Yancy and Butler explain, “When some people rejoining
with ‘All Lives Matter’ they misunderstand the problem, but not because their message is untrue.
It is true that all lives matter, but it is equally true that not all lives are understood to matter
which is precisely why it is important to name the lives that have not mattered, and are struggling
to matter in the way they deserve.”®® This is a crucially important point, one that appears
throughout the website dedicated to Black Lives Matter. According to the website, founders of
the movement clearly state: “Telling us that all lives matter is redundant. We know that already.
But, just know, police violence and brutality disproportionately affects my people. Justice is not
applied equally, laws are not applied equally and neither is our outrage.”

Concluding Thoughts: #BlackLivesMatter as Rhetorical Necessity

This rhetorical analysis utilizes critical race theory to critique #AllLivesMatter as a problematic
response to #BlackLivesMatter. In short, | identify #AllLivesMatter as a rhetorical technique
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consistent with colorblind discourse—all of which exists within a society falsely proclaiming its
post-racial existence. Clearly, all lives matter is laudable as an ideological principle; however, in
practice, all lives seemingly are not valued to the same extent. This is the issue at the core of
#BlackLivesMatter, a rhetorical strategy that is explicitly racialized. Within this essay, | argue
that #AllLivesMatter is also racialized, albeit more implicitly because of the cloak of white privi-
lege. In the end, the insights generated through a critical analysis of this contemporary form of
racialized discourse demonstrates the problematic nature of post-racism, and the consequences
that come with rhetoric that reinforces a privileged dominant discourse.

Historically, rhetoric highlighting the importance of recognizing the humanity and value of
African American lives has always existed against the backdrop of anti-Black racism. The most
common examples took the form of language, naming, and labels which over time continued to
promote self-definition, agency, and empowerment.>* During the civil rights movement, Black
men carried signs asserting “I am a man.” African Americans of all ages claimed “Black Power”
and proclaimed that “Black is Beautiful.” This discourse was important as a form of social activ-
ism in a time when anti-Black racism was acknowledged (to some extent) by most U.S. Ameri-
cans. Did we see many responses that stated that “White is Beautiful” or European American
men holding signs that boldly stated the obvious? Some isolated examples might have existed,
however, they were not offered in the spirit of universal commonalty but within white suprema-
cist ideologies (e.g., White Power, White is Beautiful). At the time, most U.S. citizens recog-
nized the stark racial realities that necessitated pro-Black statements as counter protests to the
status quo. However, in post-racial U.S. society, #AllLivesMatter exists as a preferred replace-
ment to #BlackLivesMatter because the specificity of race is overpowered by the saliency of per-
ceived human universality.

The necessity of #BlackLivesMatter as a form of protest discourse continues to be highlight-
ed by social justice activists within social media. In fact, the emergence of #AllLivesMatter ap-
pears as evidence for the necessity of the movement itself. According to some critics, the more
race-neutral alternative is “an affront to Black heritage, people, and culture and does nothing but
take away from the potent truth that the Black existence deserves ample recognition.>® According
to Yancy and Butler,

One reason... ‘Black Lives Matter’ is so important is that it states the obvious but the obvious has
not yet been historically realized. So it is a statement of outrage and a demand for equality, for the
right to live free of constraint, but also a chant that links the history of slavery, of debt peonage,
segregation, and a prison system geared toward the containment, neutralization and degradation
of Black lives, but also a police system that more and more easily and often can take away a
Black life in a flash because some officer perceives a threat.*

Yancy and Butler highlight an important issue within this controversy: What is the meta-message
implied by #BlackLivesMatter? According to Yancy, it is “a statement that should be obviously
true but apparently is not? . . . [W]hat we see is that some lives matter more than others, that
some lives matter so much that they need to be protected at all costs, and that other lives matter
less, or not at all.”®" Within this contextual frame, #AllLivesMatter, according to Nick Mont-
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gomery, “is used to dismiss and distract from the struggles of black people.”®® This post-racial
form of rhetoric implicitly erases the specific forms of oppression that are bound up in anti-Black
racism. He goes on to assert, ““All lives matter’ is being chanted and tweeted in a context where
the pgé)ple being murdered are Black, and they’re being murdered because of anti-Black rac-
ism.”

#BlackLivesMatter founder Alicia Garza has criticized various mainstream adaptations of the
hashtag in light of what she describes as a repudiation of the very spirit behind the movement.
She has made her criticism of #AllLivesMatter crystal clear. According to Garza, “changing
Black Lives Matter to All Lives Matter is a demonstration of how we don’t actually understand
structural racism in this county.”® Landrum connects this issue with post-racial articulations that
minimize the current inequalities that exist and instead make proclamations of social equality
that do not exist. She goes on to assert, “If one truly believes that all lives matter, then what’s
important right now is to proclaim loudly that Black lives matter.”®" In a subsequent Twitter
post, Garza concisely concludes: “If you really believe that all lives matter, you will fight like
hell for Black lives.”®® This is a sentiment that is reflected in the core elements of critical race
theory: Race-neutral discourse, like #AllLivesMatter, presumably reflects a mantra highlighting
objectivity, equality, and color-blindness. Yet, such discourse when articulated in contexts where
anti-Black racism continues to exist reinforces racial inequalities. That’s why on the surface,
#AllLivesMatter can easily be embraced as a worthy universal mantra. However, in the
racialized reality of contemporary U.S. society,

#BlackLivesMatter as a rhetorical device is necessary to highlight existing disparities based
on race. In this context, it isn’t used as a strategy for separation and division but as a crucial edu-
cational tool toward greater social justice. Ultimately, the lesson is quite simple for a country at-
tempting to eliminate racial oppression: “Justice for all just ain’t specific enough.”
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