
 

How Black Twitter has become the new
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In 1936 in Harlem, New York, a Black postal worker named Victor
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Green bound together a green, 15-page booklet listing New York City
businesses that were welcoming to African Americans.

In the coming decades, The Negro Motorist Green Book, a.k.a. The Green
Book, expanded to include everything from hotels and restaurants to state
parks and barbershops, with editions as far away as Bermuda and
Mexico providing guidance on how to resist discrimination and threats
of violence.

Green discontinued the guide in 1966, after the passage of the Civil
Rights Act presumably rendered its content obsolete.

But more than a half-century later, a modern-day version is flourishing
in the online community of Black Twitter, suggests new CU Boulder
research.

"The Green Book was designed to help Black people navigate a racist
society, and unfortunately we still exist in a racist society," said lead
author Shamika Klassen, a Ph.D. candidate in the Department of
Information Science. "Black Twitter, like The Green Book, provides a
powerful space in which Black people can share tips and experiences
about navigating it."

For the study, presented Oct. 26 at CSCW 2021 (the annual conference
on Computer Supported Cooperative Work and Social Computing),
Klassen and colleagues at CU as well as Carnegie Mellon and Harvard
universities collected more than 75,000 tweets from April and May of
2020.

They also conducted 18 in-depth interviews with Black Twitter users.

Their analysis shines a light on the critical role the informal online space
has played during the pandemic and racial unrest of recent years. It also
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exposes flaws that sometimes hurt its users.

"Social media in general has been built by and largely for white people,"
said senior author Casey Fiesler, an assistant professor of Information
Science, who is white. "With Black Twitter, people have worked inside
one of those platforms, taking ownership of it to create a network of
resistance, economic empowerment and Black joy. It's remarkable."

What is Black Twitter?

Just who coined the term Black Twitter is a matter of some uncertainty,
but articles began to reference the emergence of a "strong, connected
Black community" on Twitter around 2008, when the hashtag
#uknowurblackwhen went viral.

In the wake of the 2013 fatal shooting death of Trayvon Martin, writer
Feminista Jones referred to "Black Twitter" as the "underground railroad
of activism."

"140 characters can be all it takes to spark a movement," she wrote in 
Salon.

In coming years, Blacktags (hashtags relating to Black identity) like
#BlackLivesMatter and #DrivingWhileBlack became a rallying cry for
racial justice. And when the pandemic hit, #COVIDWhileBlack spurred
conversations about inequities in health care.

Black Twitter is not a separate platform but rather an "open secret
waiting in plain sight for those who know how to find it," said Klassen.

Mostly Black users (and some non-Black allies) find each other via often
elusive hashtags related to a shared Black experience.
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"Black identity, Black history, Black culture, joy and pain all mix
together to create this experience that is Black Twitter," says Klassen.

Users rely on it, much like they did The Green Book, to seek out
recommendations for everything from nail technicians and hair braiders
to Black-owned vineyards and restaurants. But they also use it to call out
racist businesses, zoning and housing laws, celebrities or politicians.

Some monitor it for guidance on political activism: "I know when I go to
take, you know, a gas mask, bring water for people, like I know what to
do," reported one interviewee who eyed Black Twitter before taking to
the streets for a Black Lives Matter protest.

And some use it for entertainment, chiming in to co-view "How to Get
Away with Murder" or "Scandal" (both of which have Black female
leads).

As a Black woman pursuing a Ph.D. in a largely white field at a largely
white university, Klassen has turned to academic-themed hashtags on
Black Twitter to find support and comradery from others in her
situation. In the depth of pandemic, a snarky hashtag poking fun of the
Georgia governor's decision to reopen made her laugh out loud.

"It was a comfort to know that other people were taking the pandemic
seriously, but also able to find humor in the midst of it," she said.

Culture vultures, voyeurs and racism

But Black Twitter is not without problems, the researchers found.

Users complained of "outsiders" and "voyeurs" who couldn't relate to the
content, chiming in to post racist comments, or police or researchers
hovering to gather information.
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Others complained that content moderation was not equitable.

"If you are on the platform, you will see white supremacists get away
with saying all kinds of things and never get taken down. But if you are a
Black woman, you might get taken down for using African American
vernacular English," said Klassen.

Her research found it is not uncommon for "culture vultures" like
BuzzFeed to appropriate tweets from Black Twitter without giving
credit. (A similar phenomenon is happening on TikTok, where the
popular TikTok dance, Renegade, was created by a Black teen but made
famous by a white influencer.)

"One of the challenges of platforms like Twitter, where there are no
subcommunities (like Facebook groups or subreddits) is that you have
different communities with different social norms bumping up against
one another, often in toxic ways," said Fiesler.

Twitter recently rolled out a new feature, Communities, which may
enable Black Twitter users to more carefully curate who can and cannot
see their content.

Klassen says that's exactly the kind of reform her paper is calling for.

But it's only a start. As someone who studied ethics and social justice
issues at divinity school before she came here, she sees online
communities as a vital resources for underrepresented
communities—one which companies should strive to protect with the
input of their users.

"What would it look like for Black people to create their own spaces or
at least be a part of the creation process?" she asks. "The future of online
communities for Black and other marginalized people could lay in their
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imagination today."

  More information: Shamika Klassen et al, More than a Modern Day
Green Book: Exploring the Online Community of Black Twitter, 
Proceedings of the ACM on Human-Computer Interaction (2021). DOI:
10.1145/3479602
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