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Abstract:
This thesis explores the continuation of racism and police brutality during the Obama presidency in the context
of America’s racial history. Racism and police brutality have been part of American society for centuries and
therefore, contemporary racism and police brutality cannot be understood without involving America’s racial
past. As these phenomena have been deeply embedded and are composed of and influenced by numerous
factors, they are very hard to eradicate. However, when Barack Obama became the first Black president of the
U.S. in 2008, Black people were greatly optimistic about what a Black presidency would mean for American
racial politics. Although Obama significantly changed both white as well as Black people’s perception of racerelated issues, for Obama as well as for Black people in general it became harder to talk about and address
racism and police brutality. Obama had to maneuver in an environment that on one hand, did not believe
racism needed to be addressed anymore, while on the other hand, many Black people relied on the president
to address these issues. Among others, this increased racial tensions within the country. However, the
continuation of racism and police brutality was on wide display as unarmed, innocent Black males continued to
die at the hands of white police officers. With the use of theories on racism and police brutality and researching
America’s racial past, the continuation of racism and police brutality during the Obama presidency has been
investigated.

Preface
Last year summer, George Floyd, an African-American man died after he was violently arrested and a police
officer had knelt on his neck for more than 7 minutes. “I can’t breathe. I can’t breathe”, were George’s almost
immediate world-famous last words (BBC, 2020). It happened thousands of kilometers away, but it broke my
heart…. And not only mine. Protests to call an end to racism and police brutality were organized worldwide. I
thought a lot about George Floyd’s death. I was deeply shocked that a man could be killed like this on the
American streets: a country that often promotes itself as the greatest nation on earth. To get a better
understanding, I started to read books about racism, apartheid, and Black oppression in America and I watched
videos of some of Obama’s speeches online. One question that kept popping up in my head was: “How could this
still happen, in a country that has chosen a Black president twice?”. And so, I came to the topic of this thesis.
As I am a white woman who has grown up in a privileged family, I have never experienced racism and there is a
big chance I will never know what it is like to get judged, mistreated, abused, or even get killed because of the
color of my skin. Unfortunately, there is a large part of society that suffers from racism every day and in the worst
case, racism can cost people their lives. Therefore, it is of the utmost importance that racism is acknowledged
and addressed. By writing this thesis, I hope I can raise awareness and contribute to a better understanding of
the seriousness of racism and police brutality. To quote James Baldwin:

“Not everything that is faced can be changed,
but nothing can be changed, until it is faced”
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Introduction
“I don’t have a gun. Stop shooting.” These were Michael Brown’s last words (Rickman, 2014). Michael Brown was
an 18-year old Black teenager who was shot and killed by a white police officer in Ferguson, Mo. His lifeless body
was left on the street for 4,5 hours before the police finally removed him. As Mike Brown’s body was left for
anyone to see, the horrifying scene was widely recorded and soon began to spread via Twitter and Facebook
(Goldstein & Bosman, 2014). Soon after his death, protests emerged to condemn the shooting and to call justice
for Mike (Garza, 2014). However, the police violently responded to these peaceful protests and approached the
people on the streets with riot gear, tear gas, and rubber bullets (Bosman & Fitzsimmons, 2014; Blacklivesmatter,
n.d.). The protesters recorded their encounters with the police and vivid images of the disproportionate response
of the police soon made their way into mainstream media (Kochel, 2019). Tv networks started to report what
was happening in Ferguson and this brought the Mike Brown case, police brutality, racism, and the subsequent
protests global attention (Chernega, 2016).
It is important to understand police brutality in the context of America’s racial history. Mike Brown was not the
first unarmed Black male to die at the hands of the police and would not be the last. Police brutality mainly
impacts the Black community and contemporary police brutality finds its roots in racist mechanisms of the past
(Lavalley & Johnson, 2020; Verney, 2018; Carbado, 2016). Racism, oppression, and the mistreatment of Black
people have been part of American society since the first Black slaves were forcefully brought to land and Black
people continue to be a marginalized group in the U.S. (Golash-Boza, 2016; McCoy, 2020; BlackLivesMatter, n.d.).
When Barack Obama became president in 2009, many Black people had hoped that he would be able to address
racial issues, among others, police brutality. However, when Black people continued to get killed by the police,
the Black community was outraged and greatly disappointed in the President (Luconi, 2018; Taylor, 2016).
Although police brutality targeted at Black people has existed for centuries, police brutality gained renewed
attention in 2014 (Lacoe & Stein, 2018). When Obama became president, a large part of society adopted the idea
of the “post-racial society”, which claimed that “race matters much less than it used to, that the boundaries of
race have been overcome, that racism is no longer a big problem” (Lum, 2009). As the post-racial society became
the dominant narrative and Obama himself also promoted this idea, it became harder for Black people to talk
about and address issues of racism (Teasley, 2010; Love & Tosolt, Giroux, 2009; Johnson, 2016). However,
frustration over the continuation of police brutality already began before Obama was inaugurated. Oscar Grant,
an unarmed 22-year old Black male was shot dead through the back by an officer weeks before Obama took
office (Harshaw, 2019). In 2012, the young Black teenager Trayvon Martin (17) was shot and killed by a
neighborhood watch (Munro, 2015). In 2014, 43- year old Eric Garner died of suffocation from a police chokehold
in New York after he got arrested on the suspicion of illegally selling some cigarettes. The deaths of innocent
Black men shocked the Black community (Clayton, 2018). The increased use of mobile phones and social media
enabled the recording and spreading of police brutality cases which increased attention to these atrocities
(Verney, 2018). When Michael Brown got killed in 2014, frustrations in the Black community boiled over and it
became clear that police brutality continued to be a problematic part of American society (Taylor, 2016; Garza,
2014; Clayton, 2018).
Racism and police brutality are complicated phenomena that have been studied by numerous academics. Police
brutality mainly targeted at Black people is a form of racism and consists of structural dimensions that make
Black people more vulnerable to police violence (Lavalley & Johnson, 2020; Carbado, 2016). Among others, the
prevalence of racist ideologies, such as white supremacy, as well as implicit racial bias influence the continuation
of racism and police brutality (Golash-Boza, 2016; Carbado, 2016). This thesis will analyse how police brutality
and racism mainly targeted at Black people is embedded in America’s racial history and will give insight into the
continuation of racism and police brutality during Obama’s presidency.
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Problem Formulation
Black people continue to die at the hands of the police. One in every 1000 Black males is expected to get killed
by the police and Black men are 2.5 times more likely to get killed by the police compared to their white
counterparts (Edwards, Lee & Esposito, 2019). The shooting and killing of unarmed Black men are no isolated
incidents but are part of a pattern that poses an existential threat for (young) Black males in American society
(Johnson, 2016).
Several reasons support the importance of this research. Firstly, as I have mentioned before, Black people
continue to be victimized by racism and police brutality so it is necessary to gain more insight into these
mechanisms. Secondly, it is important to acknowledge that racism and police brutality has continued in American
society, even though the country has once chosen a Black president. This fact should be acknowledged so that
politicians, communities, organizations, and individuals continue to work to combat police brutality and other
forms of racism. Thirdly, police brutality cases have sparked worldwide protests and discussions in recent years
which shows its social relevance. The research question that will be answered in this thesis is:
“How can the continuation of police brutality and racism during the Obama presidency be explained in
the context of America’s racial history?”
Although theories of racism, police brutality, and the impact of the Obama presidency on racial politics have all
been studied by a wide range of authors, it is also important to look at how these theories are connected.
Together they could bring a better understanding of the continuation of these phenomena. Some other
questions that will get covered in this thesis are: How did racism and police brutality got embedded in American
society? How do racist policies of the past continue to influence American society today? And what was the
impact of President Obama on America’s racial politics? More theoretical questions, like how is racism build up
and how is police brutality constituted will also be answered.
As the election of Barack Obama strongly influenced the way both Black as well as white people thought about
racism and the (dis)continuation of it, it is interesting to study police brutality and racism during his presidency.
In this thesis, I have used Walker’s (2011) definition of police brutality: “the use of excessive physical force or
verbal assault and psychological intimidation" (as cited in Chaney & Robertson, 2015, p.482). Racism has been
defined as:
“a global hierarchy of superiority and inferiority along the line of the human that have been politically,
culturally, and economically produced and reproduced for centuries by the institutions of the
‘capitalist/patriarchal western-centric/Christian-centric modern/colonial world system” (Grosfoguel
2011, as cited in Grosfoguel, 2016, p. 10).
This definition has been chosen because it takes the historic context of its emergence into account, which is
important to understand racism in American society.
Methodology and Ethical Considerations
To answer the research question, a literature review as well as a case study, have been carried out. A literature
review can be described as “a more or less systematic way of collecting and synthesizing previous research”
(Snyder, 2019, p.333). The kind of literature review that has been used is the integrative review which aims to
“asses, critique and synthesize the literature on a research topic in a way that enables new theoretical
frameworks and perspectives to emerge” (Torraco 2005, as ccited in Snyder, 2019, p. 334). The purpose of this
kind of literature review is not to cover all articles published about this topic but rather to combine perspectives
and insights from different fields of study.
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For the literature study, secondary sources have been used to provide data for the research which means that
previously published reports, publications, and literature research have been studied to inform the research
(Kumar, 2014). Utilizing literature, the theoretical framework, as well as the context in which racism and police
brutality should be understood, have been described. Google Scholar has been used as the main search engine
to find scientific papers and search terms that have been used include: racism, the concept of race, implicit racial
bias, transatlantic slave trade Americas, U.S. police brutality, U.S. racism against Black people, Black Codes, Slave
patrols, U.S. criminal justice system racism, and racial disparities America. Useful references in relevant articles
have also been used to find additional papers. Important authors that are included are among others, GolashBoza, Carbado, and Harris. Golash-Boza is a professor of Sociology and has theorized the concepts of “race” and
“racism” and their emergence extensively. Her conceptual framework will be used to describe these concepts.
Carbado is an African American professor of Law and African American studies and has written extensively on
the areas of among others, discrimination, implicit bias, critical race theory, and police violence (law.uscla, n.d.)
His Police Violence Model will be used to theorize why African Americans are more vulnerable to police violence
and in what ways. Harris is the Rosalinde and Artur Gilbert Foundation Professor in Civil Rights and Civil Liberties
at UCLA School of Law and is a prominent scholar on issues of race, equality, civil rights, discrimination, and
Critical Race Theory (law.ucla, n.d.). I will not elaborate on every author included in this thesis but it should be
clear the work of prominent scholars has been consulted. Although not all authors included in this thesis are of
African American descent, I have included many authors who are to ensure that there is given voice to people
who may have experience with racism and oppression and can talk about these issues in ways white people
cannot.
A part of the literature study has also focused on Obama and the way his presidency changed the way people
thought about the influence of race and racism, and how his own rhetoric contributed to this. Search terms used
to investigate this topic were among others: Obama rhetoric race, Obama Black politics, and Obama post-racial
era/society. Again, the work of African-Americans, as well as white academics have been consulted to investigate
this topic.
Subsequently, a case study has been carried out. In a case study, “a particular instance or a few carefully selected
cases are studied intensively” (Gilbert 2008, as cited in Kumar 2014, p.155). Doing a case study is useful when
one wants to extensively explore and get an in-depth understanding of a case. The case selected should be typical
of cases of a certain type so it is representative of the phenomenon under study (Kumar, 2014). The case I have
chosen to inform this research is the death of Mike Brown in 2014 and the subsequent protests that took place.
This occurrence was elected because it was widely seen as a clear example of police brutality and because this
was the case that put the topic of police brutality on the national agenda (Clayton, 2018; Garza, 2014;
BlackLivesMatter, n.d.). For these reasons, I deem this case representative. To collect data for this case study, a
document analysis has been executed. In this method, historical or contemporary documents and records of all
kinds are analyzed. The term ‘materials analysis’ can also be used because this term acknowledges that diverse
visual media are also available and usable for this analysis (Salmons, 2016). I have studied scientific articles, news
items, blogs, websites, images, and online interviews to study the case. Purposive sampling has been adopted
because the material was intentionally selected according to the needs of the study (Salmons, 2016).
Subsequently, Carbado’s Police Violence Model, Golash-Boza’s theorization of race and racism, as well as
theories about implicit racial bias and white supremacy have been used to analyze how racism and police
brutality were reflected in the Mike Brown case.
As I am a young, white, female researcher researching racism and police brutality impacting Black people, I am
not part of the group of people under study and I even belong to the “dominant” group who have invented and
uphold unequal power structures marginalized groups suffer from. I am thus an “outsider” trying to research the
experiences of “the other”. With outsider is meant someone who may not fully understand the behaviors, values,
and beliefs of the group being study (Fletcher, 2014). There are debates in the literature about whether it is
possible to research issues relating to marginalized groups (e.g. people of color, women, disabled people) you
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are not part of yourself without being patronizing and whether you have the right to speak on behalf of a group
which has been silenced by the dominant political paradigm. It is argued that it is difficult to represent such
experiences without distorting them (Agyeman, 2008). According to Tillman (2002), it is important to consider
“whether the researcher has the cultural knowledge to accurately interpret and validate the experiences of
African Americans within the context of the phenomenon under study” (Tillman, 2002, p.2). It is also stressed in
the literature that it is important to understand discourses about the other (in this case Black people) as being
embedded in historical conditions of slavery, colonialism, and racism as well as the discourses and practices
which these bring forward. (Agyeman, 2008). For this thesis, I have read, listened to stories, and studied racism
and police brutality for more than eight months. I am aware that experiences of racism and police brutality can
never be captured in a research. However, as I have gathered and analyzed much data on these phenomena, as
well as on the context in which they should be understood (as proposed by Agyeman), I have tried to make this
research as reliable and objective as possible.
Roadmap
In the first chapter, the theoretical framework will be formulated in which the concepts that are important to
understand police brutality and racism will be discussed. The concepts of race, racism, white supremacy, systemic
racism, police violence, and implicit racial bias will be discussed so it is clear what each of these entails. In the
second chapter, I will describe how racism and police brutality targeted at Black people has emerged and
developed in American society so it is clear how the concepts discussed in the theoretical framework have
become embedded in American society. Thirdly, I will elaborate on the election of Obama and how this
influenced people’s perception of race-related issues. It will describe how the Obama presidency created an
environment in which it became harder to address these issues, while at the same time, Black people no longer
accepted blatant acts of racism. This contextualization is important to understand how come racism and police
brutality could prevail under his presidency. Subsequently, based on the Michael Brown case, I will show how
racism and police brutality got reflected in the way the police handled his death and the subsequent protests. In
this way, it will become clear in what ways racism and police brutality continued to impact the Black community
under a Black presidency. In the last chapter, I will analyze Obama’s response to the Mike Brown case to see how
and why his response fuelled the frustration among the Black community and why his response did not function
to put a halt to racism and police brutality.
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1. Theoretical Framework
This chapter will elaborate on the concepts of race, racism, white supremacy, systemic racism, police brutality,
and implicit racial bias. These concepts are all connected and intertwined to racism and police brutality and are
important to understand why Black people are more vulnerable to these phenomena. Each of these concepts
will be theorized so it is clear what they mean and how they are constituted.
1.1 Race, Racism, and white supremacy
To begin, I will discuss the socially invented construct of “race” as this construct has formed the basis of Black
oppression and continues to be used to classify and suppress people (Golash-Boza, 2016). I will elaborate on this
concept based on the work of Golash-Boza (2016), who is a professor of Sociology and has theorized the concepts
of “race” and “racism” and their emergence extensively. She describes how the construction of race and racism
started in the 1600s during times of colonization and the enslavement of African populations. Before
colonization, the concept of race did not exist. Race is thus a social construct. "The idea of 'race' includes the
socially constructed belief that the human race can be divided into biologically discrete and exclusive groups
based on physical and cultural traits" (p.130). While European settlers used to refer to themselves as Christians,
they gradually transitioned into calling themselves whites and the enslaved Africans, Negroes. The distinction
between white people and Black people was made. Later on, racial categories were developed in more detail
and one of the first conceptualizations of race theorized that human beings could be divided into four groups by
connecting physical traits such as skin color, with cultural and moral traits. As such, Europeans were characterized
as "white, sanguine, muscular; inventive; governed by laws" and Africans as "Black, phlegmatic, relaxed; women
without shame,..crafty, indolent, negligent; governed by caprice" (Linnaeus 1735, as cited in Golash-Boza, 2016,
p.131). These categories remain meaningful today as they are consistent with the modern idea of race (GolashBoza, 2016). However, race has no basis on biological origin and is not an adequate manner to distinguish
between humans. It is a social category that was invented as a result of economic and historical developments,
not an evolutionary one (Cooper, 1984; Golash-Boza, 2016). The context in which these categories emerged was
one of European colonization, slavery, and genocide, but continue to influence how we think and behave towards
certain groups of people in our current society (Golash-Boza, 2016).
When people were distinguished based on their race, some groups of people were believed to be better than
others (Bonilla-Silva, 2015). This led to racism (Bonilla-Silva, 2015). Racism can be defined as: “a global hierarchy
of superiority and inferiority along the line of the human that have been politically, culturally, and economically
produced and reproduced for centuries by the institutions of the ‘capitalist/patriarchal westerncentric/Christian-centric modern/colonial world system” (Grosfoguel 2011, as cited in Grosfoguel, 2016, p. 10).
People who are classified above the line of the human enjoy a privileged position in society and have access to
rights, material resources and get social recognition. The people who are classified below the line of the human
are considered sub-human. This leads to an inferior position and their access to rights, resources, and recognition
is either strongly marginalized or denied (Grosfoguel, 2016). In American society, white people have always
enjoyed and still enjoy a superior position while Black people have been structurally disadvantaged (Lavalley &
Johnson, 2020). As white people form a majority of American society and belong to the dominant group, large
parts of society have little incentive to address racism which allows racism to be sustained (Delgado & Stefanic,
2017). The idea that white people are dominant and superior has also led to white supremacy, which will be
discussed in a later section.
Before we do that, I would like to elaborate on Golash- Boza’s (2016) theory of race and racism in which she
connects race, racism, racist ideologies, and racist structures (Fig.1). While a lot of scholars separate race and
racism, Golash-Boza argues that we should have a theoretical framework in which these two concepts are
brought together since the reproduction of racism cannot be separated from the construction of race. She
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defines racism as both “(1) the ideology that races are a population of people whose physical differences are
linked to significant cultural and social differences and that these innate hierarchical differences can be measured
and judged” and (2) “the micro-and macro-level practices that subordinate those races believed to be inferior”
(Golash-Boza 2015a, as cited in Golash-Boza, 2016). I will shortly explain the concepts and the structure of the
theoretical framework.
Race and Racism are split into two concepts: Racist Ideologies and Racist Structures. These concepts reproduce
one another in a dialectical manner and are therefore placed at the same level. We will first take a look at the
racist ideologies and subsequently, racist structures will be discussed.

Figure 1: A comprehensive sociological theory of race and racism (Golash-Boza, 2016)

A racial ideology can be defined as a “set of principles and ideas that (1) divides people into different racial groups
and (2) serves the interest of one group” (Bonilla-Silva 1997, as cited in Golash-Boza, 2016). Ideologies are
created by the dominant group and serve the interests of that group. As the needs and interests of the dominant
group change over time, racial ideologies also vary.
Racist ideologies are manifested in three different ways. The first is the prevalence of prejudice /racial
stereotypes. The way people of color are represented in the media varies by race, class, and gender and
influences how we think about racial groups. For example, a Black woman is often represented as a “Bitch” or
“Welfare queen” while a Black man is often represented as a “thug”. These representations not only influence
our perceptions of people but are also used to justify inequalities. As Black men are often depicted as thugs and
criminals, the overrepresentation of Black males in prison is justified. At the same time, white people are
depicted as having more positive and advancing qualities which would justify the fact white people fare better
at almost every social measure compared to people of color. Racial Discourses are strongly related to
prejudice/stereotypes as these are the prevailing narratives and ideas regarding race and ethnicity in society.
Thirdly, Racialized Identities such as white, Black, and Asian are still used to make meaning of our social world.
Racial identities are flexible and can be used to accommodate distinct social realities. Both positive, as well as
negative racial identities, exists and these identities are used to make a differentiation between those who are
superior and those who are inferior.
On the other hand, Racist Structures can be divided into Micro and Macro structures. Micro structures refer to
the more personal acts of racism in society. Individual acts of bigotry, as well as race-neutral acts, are harmful to
people of color. Race-neutral acts are behaviors in which racism is not explicitly present but is working
unintentionally. Both of these acts function to maintain and reproduce inequalities. Macro structures refer to
Institutions and to the Laws, Policies, and Practices that are set in place to reproduce racial inequalities.
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It should be noted that the concepts in the framework are mutually reinforcing and reproducing concepts that
are all connected. As Golash-Boza describes it: “Racist ideologies lead to controlling images, discourses of
hegemonic whiteness, and racialized identities, which in turn lead to racist practices on the micro-and macro
level, which themselves reinforce racial identities and discourses. These structures and ideologies thus reproduce
one another in a dialectical manner ” (p.137).
White supremacy is another important concept to understand racism and explains why white people are still
holding a privileged position in society (Delgado & Stefanic, 2017; Wilson, 2018; Gillborn, 2006; Lavalley &
Johnson, 2020). This concept also shows the link between ideology and structure. Charles Mills defined white
supremacy as “a particular power structure of formal or informal rule, socioeconomic privilege, and norms for
the differential distribution of material wealth and opportunities, benefits and burdens, rights and duties ”
(Golash-Boza, 2016, p. 133). These formal and informal rules, norms, rights, and duties are enforced by prevailing
racial ideologies that frame people of color as subordinate while making white people morally superior. White
supremacy is a relatively new concept that emerged with the rise of Critical Race Theory (CRT) in the 1970s. CRT
developed to fight subtler forms of racism and believes that race is a social construct made up by society to
maintain white dominance (Delgado & Stefanic, 2017). Wilson (2018) defined white supremacy as “a political,
economic and cultural system in which whites overwhelmingly control power and material resources, and in
which white dominance and non-white subordination exist across a broad array of institutions and social
settings” (p. 3). White supremacy is thus not only an individual delusion of being superior to Black people but is
institutionalized. As power is predominantly in the hands of whites and it is not in their main interests to
redistribute this power, it is increasingly hard for non-whites to achieve equality. The notion of white supremacy
keeps people of color in a marginalized position (Gillborn, 2006).
1.2 Systemic Racism
Many people do not believe in white supremacy and believe racism is declining. There are indeed fewer lynchings
and other explicit expressions of racism in America’s current society (Delgado & Stefanic, 2017). However,
systemic racism remains an inherent part of U.S. society (Kleven, 2008). As systemic racism is a significant
component of Black oppression, it is important to elaborate on this concept. Systemic racism means that:
“the political and economic institutions of the society are structured and operate to systematically
disadvantage working-class people in general, and ethnic minorities in particular, and to systematically
advantage a relatively small and largely white upper elite class and a rather substantial and
predominantly white uppermiddle class.” (Kleven, 2008, p. 1)
Systemic racism can be traced back in economic, political, educational, scientific, judicial, healthcare, and
religious systems (Giroux, 2009; Lavalley & Johnson, 2020; Reed & Louis Jr. , 2009). Although racist systems affect
all communities of color, Indigenous and Black Americans have faced the most severe consequences of these
structurally oppressive realities that keep minorities in a marginalized position (Riphagen, 2008; Lavalley &
Johnson, 2020). The following section will elaborate on how systemic racism is maintained in different areas of
American society. Segregation in housing and education, political access, and several economic and social
disparities will be discussed.
According to Riphagen (2008), segregation in housing and education is one of the most severe racist phenomena
used to “put African Americans back in place” (p. 118). Let’s take a look at housing segregation first. African
Americans remain the most severely segregated ethnic group in housing in the U.S. (Riphagen, 2008). While
segregation has become formally forbidden, American society has developed new tools to separate ethnic
minorities (Ibid). In many U.S. metropolitans there exists a “tale of two cities” in which racial segregation parallels
and reinforces socio-economic stratification. Some parts of the city are inhabited by a majority of white people
with good quality schools, growing employment opportunities, good health care facilities, and grocery stores
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with a wide variety of products. Other areas are largely inhabited by ethnic minorities and are largely poor, have
under-resourced schools, lack job opportunities, have higher crime rates, and have bad quality grocery stores
with a lot of overpriced and low-quality products (Powell, 2008). The increased racial segregation of America’s
housing stock was formalized with the creation of the Federal Housing Act in 1934. Subsidies made it attractive
for middle-class families to leave cities that had become more ethnically diverse and this caused the so-called
“white flight”. Large proportions of white and middle-class families decided to move from large central cities to
suburbs (Frey, 1979).
At the same time, Black people were often not allowed to move to other areas, faced predatory mortgage
lending, and had few housing opportunities (Powell, 2008). The white flight had adverse consequences for the
remaining city residents. “The problem can be simply stated in all its bleakness: many central cities of the great
metropolitan areas of the United States are fast becoming lower class, largely Negro slums” (Grodzins 1958, as
cited in Frey, p. 425, 1979). The quality of life in urban centers declined and left African Americans in
concentrated areas of poverty (Powell, 2008; Frey, 1979). By 1970, more than half of the white population had
moved from urban to suburban areas while 82 percent of non-whites remained in urban cities (Clotfelter, 1976).
As the population in central cities declined and wealthy consumers left, so did retailers and industry which
decreased labor demands and thus job opportunities (Haines, 2010). Investments transferred to suburban areas
which were now largely inhabited by white people while African American neighborhoods decreased in value
and quality (Powell, 2008).
To halt discrimination in housing, the government passed the Fair Housing Act in 1968. Although this act limited
overt discrimination in housing, it was not able to stop covert racism which continued to be a problem
(Department of Justice, 2017). Since the enactment of the Housing Act, fair housing advocates and social
scientists organized housing audits, and multiple studies conducted over the last four decades, including one
study from 2008, concluded that despite strong legislation, discriminatory practices continued to produce
significant levels of residential segregation (Reed & Louis Jr., 2009).
Housing segregation maintains and increases inequalities and disparities between minority and non-minority
households. Low-quality neighborhoods have left many Black children to grow up in poor areas with limited job
opportunities. This negatively impacts their self-image and their perspective of what they can achieve in life.
Highly segregated areas also reduce the quality of education and contribute to poorer health and higher rates of
crime and violence. In this way, residential segregation creates a vicious cycle of deterioration of African
American communities (Riphagen, 2008; Powell, 2008; Orfield, 2013 Haines, 2010; Reed & Louis Jr., 2009).
Segregation is also prevalent in education which is strongly related to the segregation of neighborhoods (Orfield,
2013). It is argued that American schools are more segregated now than they were 30 years ago (Riphagen,
2008). Where a family lives largely determines the quality of education a child has access to (Orfield, 2013). In
the U.S., public school funding is dependent on federal, state, and local sources. Nearly half of these funds come
from local property taxes of the school’s district, and as explained in the former section, African American
neighborhoods are in general much less valuable than white neighborhoods. Therefore, huge funding differences
exist between wealthy (mostly white) neighborhoods and impoverished (mostly Black) neighborhoods (Biddle &
Berliner, 2002). Funding allocations determine how much a teacher gets paid, the number of students in a
classroom, the length of the school day, and can be used to pay for the professional development of the teacher
or other useful resources for the learning environment (Morgan & Amerikaner, 2018). In this way, the school’s
district and the corresponding amount of funding determine the quality of education children can access (Orfield,
2013; Morgan & Amerikaner, 2018). This leads to huge differences. 80% of schools with mainly African American
students are faced with concentrated poverty. When schools have limited access to resources, it decreases
students' performances which will subsequently decrease their chances on the job market (Riphagen, 2008). The
majority of schools mainly attended by low-income children of color offer lower levels of quality in comparison
with schools mainly attended by white and Asian students (Orfield, 2013). The average Black student attends a
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school at the 37th percentile for test score results in comparison to the average white students who generally
attend a school in the 60th percentile (Fig.2) (Rodrigue & Reeves, 2015). In general, students attending schools
mainly made up of low-income colored children, score lower on tests, have higher dropout rates, and weaker
college preparation (Orfield, 2013).
In this way, educational segregation leaves Black children with fewer opportunities than their white counterparts
and also functions to maintain and produce inequalities (Riphagen, 2008; Reed & Louis Jr., 2009). Even when
Blacks can achieve the same level of education and income as whites, financial and housing opportunities are
not the same. Middle-class Blacks are more likely to live in poorer quality neighborhoods compared to middleclass whites (Cozier et al., 2014).

Figure 2: Black Students Attend Worse Schools (Rodrigue & Reeves, 2015)

The political environment also seems to be a key structural challenge for the Black community. In the late 1960s,
Blacks changed their strategy from protest to politics, thus gaining political power became one of the most
important aspects to enable social and economic equality for Black people. The “Black Power movement”
emerged from the Black community whose primary goal was to put Black faces in high places to address Black
concerns from within. In 1967, Carl Stokes of Cleveland, Ohio, became the first Black mayor of an American city
and this was seen as a breakthrough for the Black community. Since then, more than 11,000 Black officials have
been elected. However, this has not been able to prevent the deteriorating social and economic status of the
majority of African Americans, so the effectiveness of Black politics seems to be limited (Sekou, 2020; Taylor,
2016).
This is caused by several reasons. To begin, while representative districts and mayoralties are quite open for
Black officials, it is increasingly difficult for Blacks to get elected for offices with larger geographic footprints like
governorships, the senate, or the presidency (McQuarrie, 2016). In 1965, there were no Black U.S. senators and
governors. Currently, there are still only three Black senators and no Black governors (Brown & Atske, 2021).
Even when Blacks manage to get elected in influential places, they risk losing votes when they emphasize too
much with the Black community. In 1994, Dinkins, the African American mayor of New York was not re-elected
after he had expressed empathy for the African Americans when riots took place between the Jewish and Black
community. This example shows why it is difficult for Black officials to make policy changes that benefit the
African American community without losing their seat, which leaves them with no influence at all (McQuarrie,
2016). The U.S. polity has also become more responsive to organized business- and rural interests instead of to
citizens and mass-based interest groups, and prevailing racist sentiments and policies obstruct significant
advancements (McQuarrie, 2016). Sometimes, it is Black officials themselves who enforce existing stereotypes
associated with Black people or come up with policies that make matters worse. For example in 2014, an African
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American commissioner of Cook County, wanted gang members to be classified as “national terrorists” which
would increase their punishments. This would subsequently lead to even more African Americans in prison
(Taylor, 2016). President Obama himself has also been accused of scolding the African American community
multiple times. For example, in his speech to the Black caucus in 2009, he criticized Black parents for not taking
responsibility for their children, suggesting they did not read enough with them or did not bring them to school
on time (Johnson, 2017). Obama’s rhetoric will be extensively discussed in a later chapter. Furthermore, in an
article by Stephanopoulos (2015), it is well explained that African American electives continue to have less
decision power than white electives. It remains difficult for Black people to influence the public policies of whites,
but it is even so that when Black support for a policy rises, chances of it being achieved decrease. At a federal
level, when a policy proposal does not get supported by whites, it only has a 10 percent chance of being
converted into a law. On contrary, when a proposal is not supported by Black officials, it still has a 40 percent
chance of being passed. When whites unanimously support a policy, chances of it being converted into law even
increase to 60 percent, in comparison to 30 percent when it is unanimously supported by Blacks. Lastly, the
disenfranchisement of convicted felons, which disproportionately consists of African Americans, impacts Black
people’s voting power and diminishes their political influence (Alexander, 2011).
The equal political position and influence of Blacks is thus yet to be achieved and has not accomplished the social
and economic advancements the Black Power movement had hoped for (Sekou, 2020). The political environment
remains an area in which Blacks are marginalized, and even when they manage to get elected it is difficult for
them to push for beneficial policies for the African American community or to exert influence to the same degree
as whites can.
Inequalities can also be found in several economic indicators. For more than forty years, Black unemployment
has been double the rate of white unemployment. In 2007, 4.8 percent of white people were unemployed in
comparison to 10.1 percent of Black people (Wilson, 2010). Even Black college graduates are unemployed twice
as often as white graduates. In 2014, twelve percent of Black graduates were out of work compared to 4.9
percent of whites (Taylor, 2016).
Furthermore, Black median wealth almost halved during the Great Recession, falling from $19,200 in 2007 to
$11,000 in 2013 (Fig. 3) (Rodrigue & Reeves, 2015). One in four African Americans fall below the poverty line and
more than half of Black children live in poverty (Riphagen, 2008). The Black population only possesses about 3%
of the country’s wealth, while comprising about 13% of the U.S. population (Teasley & Ikard, 2010). Upward
mobility from the bottom of the income distribution is also increasingly difficult for Black Americans. 51 percent
of Black Americans born in poverty stay poor, in comparison to 23 percent of white Americans (Rodrigue &
Reeves, 2015). Poverty also leads to a host of other social ills: a quarter of Black households is food insecure, a
quarter of Black women does not have health insurance, and 65 percent of all AIDS diagnosis are among Black
women (Taylor, 2016).

Figure 3: Net Medium Household Wealth (Rodrigue & Reeves, 2015)
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On top of that, Black people score worse on several social indicators. Black people suffer from (chronic mental)
illnesses and diseases at a higher rate than white people and receive lower levels of medical care (Reed & Louis
Jr., 2009; Lo & Cheng, 2014). Black women face a higher risk of obesity (Cozier et al., 2014), Black communities
are regularly displaced for white real estate demands, Black students receive harsher punishments for infractions
than white students, and Black Americans disproportionately receive an inappropriate diagnosis of diseases
(Lavalley & Johnson, 2020). Lastly, at the end of 2007, one in eleven Black adults was under correctional
supervision and there were more African Americans under control, in prison or jail, on probation or parole than
were enslaved in 1850 (Alexander, 2011).
1.3 Implicit Racial Bias
The last concept that I would like to discuss with regards to racism is implicit racial bias. Implicit racial bias
unconsciously influences one’s perception of people from a certain race and this negatively affects Black people
(Clemons, 2013). The next section will explain what causes implicit racial bias and what implications this has.
Implicit bias is caused by implicit associations. These are “the subconscious relationships our minds draw
between nouns and adjectives. Implicit associations are the categories into which humans place the people,
places, and things in our lives to help our brains make sense of the world” (Clemons, 2014, p. 692). Implicit
associations help people to make connections and to facilitate automatic decision-making processes in daily
routines or more complex situations. These associations make one’s life easier, but can be harmful when faulty
associations are being made. For example, when females automatically get associated with “fragility”, and Black
people with “dangerous” (Clemons, 2014; Lawson, 2015). These associations can become the basis of implicit
prejudice. Implicit associations and racial bias about social groups already start to form at a young age and are
the consequence of deep-rooted cultural stereotypes present in American society. People are constantly
exposed to racial stereotypes via schools, television, newspapers, etc. and this inevitably leads to implicit
associations and implicit racial bias. Almost everyone in society is thus influenced by this bias (Lawson, 2015; Lee,
2013, Levinson, Cai & Young, 2010). It should be noted that implicit racial bias is a consequence of prevailing
racist ideologies discussed in Golash-Boza’s framework. Because of prejudice/stereotypes existing of groups of
people, the way we perceive certain groups is influenced and can lead to implicit bias.
Implicit associations regarding race can become implicit racial bias when negative implicit associations are
attached to people from a certain race and this subsequently influences how one behaves towards members of
that race (Clemons, 2013). Although race is a social construct, it is still used to classify people into certain groups
and influences how we perceive these groups. It thus remains a significant concept in society that influences our
everyday interactions. Implicit bias is different from explicit racism or discrimination as the associations are made
unconsciously and people are unaware of them. People may have completely different implicit associations and
explicit attitudes on the same given subject. However, the automatic associations and stereotypes we use,
influence how we think and behave towards certain groups of people. Also, people who reject racism manifest
these biases and can unconsciously act in ways that can be discriminatory (Clemons, 2013; Maryfield, 2018).
Behavior caused by implicit racial bias is a form of race-neutral behavior (micro- racist structure) as it
unintentionally maintains and produces racial inequalities.
Psychologists have developed the Implicit Association Test (IAT) to measure people’s implicit bias and this has
shown that the majority of Americans are implicitly biased against Black Americans. The IAT examines people’s
implicit associations by measuring response speed. Participants need to pair attitudes (good and bad) with
pictures of either Black or white people. The study shows, that most people are faster and thus find it easier to
pair ‘good’ with ‘white’ and ‘bad’ with ‘Black’. This result can be seen as an indication of implicit racial bias that
most people unconsciously favor white people over Black people (Levinson et al., 2009; Lee, 2013 Clemons,
2013). Researchers have also developed a new IAT in which participants had to pair ‘Black/white’ with ‘guilty/not
guilty. It was found that participants were faster to pair pictures of Black people with ‘guilty’ and white people
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with ‘non-guilty. This result provokes questions about the quality of judgment on Black people on trial and the
presumption of innocence and larger questions regarding racial justice (Levinson et al., 2009). Although
individuals in today’s society are thought that racism and discrimination are wrong and may not express explicit
forms of racism, the society reinforces and maintains negative stereotypes regarding Blacks which influences
one’s implicit perception (Lee, 2013).
Racial bias also plays a significant role in police shootings. Researchers have investigated the ‘shoot/don’t shoot'
decisions of police officers. They found a “shooter bias” because they observed that officers are more likely to
shoot an unarmed Black target than an unarmed white person and fail to shoot armed white targets more often
than armed Black targets. Important to note is that it does not matter what race/color the shooter has. All
Americans are subject to the same racial stereotypes which result in the same biased behavior (Correll et al.,
2002). Another research found that individuals are quicker to identify weapons, and slower to recognize harmless
objects, when attached to a Black person, compared to a white person. Also, in this case, the negative stereotype
existing about Blacks contributes to officers making behavior errors when making a quick decision (Lee, 2013).
This bias has disturbing implications for cases in which the defendant claims self-defense. When individuals are
more likely to see a weapon in the hands of a Black person, the jury is also more likely to believe that the
defendant felt truly threatened and thus acted reasonably. This will then lead to an acquittal of the defendant,
even though he/she did kill an innocent person (Lee, 2013).
It is important to understand that implicit racial bias does not only influence how police officers interact with
African Americans in their first encounter but influences the entire criminal justice system (Lee, 2013; Lawson,
2015). Racial disparities have been found in every stage in the criminal justice system, from stopping people on
the street to decisions made in the U.S. Supreme Court. Implicit racial bias is also manifested in crime control
laws and policies that formally ought to treat everyone as equals (Maryfield, 2018).
It should be clear that implicit racial bias is a form of racism and is caused by the different associations that exist
about people from different racial categories. Prejudice and stereotypes about groups of people are largely
present in American society and therefore almost all people are influenced by implicit racial bias. Because Black
people are often stereotyped as violent, dangerous, or criminal, implicit racial bias negatively impacts Black
people. Implicit racial bias results in racism at the micro-level, as well as the macro level. At the micro level,
individuals (including those who explicitly condemn racism) can unintentionally perform behavior that
disadvantages Black people, and at the macro level, implicit racial bias can be traced back to laws and policies
that inform the criminal justice system. In this way, Black people are more vulnerable to police violence and are
more likely to be punished by the criminal justice system.
1.3 Police Brutality
Now that we have discussed the basic features of race and racism we will turn to the theorization of police
brutality. Police brutality has been defined as "the use of excessive physical force or verbal assault and
psychological intimidation" (Walker 2011, as cited in Chaney & Robertson, 2015, p.482). The terms police
brutality and police violence will be used interchangeably.
Black people are more likely to fall victim to police brutality than white people and this is caused by racist
ideologies and structures that exist in society. Carbado & Rock (2016) have argued that excessive force is not
only a consequence of individual officer's bias against African Americans but that this is likely to account for only
a small number of cases of racially motivated conduct. Rather, police violence consists of structural dimensions
that enable the persistence of this continuous oppression. Carbado (2016) has developed a framework that helps
to explain these structural dimensions that make African Americans more vulnerable to violent police
interactions (Fig. 4). It consists of six successive steps: (1) repeated police interactions, (2) police violence
exposure, (3) police culture, training & discipline, (4) justifiable force, (5) qualified immunity & indemnification,
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and (6) disincentive to exercise care. I will shortly discuss each factor so it is clear what they mean. I will also
point out how the Police Violence Model is connected to the concepts discussed in Golash-Boza’s theorization of
race and racism.

Figure 4: Police Violence Model (Carbado, 2016)

1.

Repeated police interactions

In the first step, Carbado theorized that there are seven factors that contribute to the heightened vulnerability
of African Americans to police interactions: broken windows policing, mass criminalization, racial segregation,
the Black criminality stereotype, group vulnerability, revenue generation, and Fourth Amendment law. Each
factor will be elaborated on shortly.
The first factor means that officers enforce the punishment of minor crimes and that communities are surveyed
for signs of disorder. Communities in which many African Americans live are more prone to this kind of policing
than white communities, as they are more likely to be deemed disorderly. Blacks are also arrested more often
for minor offenses than their white counterparts.
Mass criminalization contains that relatively non-serious behavior or activities are criminalized, such as spitting,
sleeping, or drinking in public. As these activities are non-serious or vague the police need little justification to
arrest someone and it enables officers to target African Americans, as they can almost always find a justification
to investigate a person. Because African Americans are more likely to be deemed "disorderly" they are more
vulnerable to be targeted.
Racial segregation motivates the vulnerability of Black Americans for two reasons. Historically, segregated Black
communities were perceived as "war zones" that needed strict policing. This idea is still present in the current
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society and enables tougher policing in these areas as a form of social regulation. Secondly, the idea that
particular racial groups live in particular areas creates an idea about "who belongs where". A Black person in a
predominantly white area is perceived as "out of place" and prone to police interaction.
The fourth factor, criminality stereotype refers to the fact that African Americans are often seen as criminally
suspect or disorderly. Extensive literature suggests that Black males are viewed as the "prototypical criminal"
and this stereotype is enforced by the media, the general public, and disparate sentencing outcomes (Chaney &
Robertson, 2013). Lee (2013) has also described that individuals tend to perceive mildly aggressive behavior
performed by Black people as more threatening than when performed by white people and also tend to see
more hostility in African American faces than in white faces. The Black as Criminal stereotype is mainly activated
when young Black men wear baggy pants, a t-shirt, and a hoodie, but even well-dressed Black men are subject
to this stereotype. The Black as Criminal stereotype is also a clear example of the prejudice/stereotypes described
in Golash-Boza’s framework, used to enforce racial ideologies. Because of this stereotype, the police are more
likely to stop and question Black Americans.
Group vulnerability is the fifth factor and entails the fact that people that belong to other marginalized groups
(e.g. LGBTQ+, poor women) as well, are more vulnerable to police violence.
The sixth factor is revenue generation which means that vulnerable groups are targeted on purpose by arresting
them or by the issuance of citations as a source of revenue for the city, the police department, or promotions.
Revenue generation can also be called "predatory policing". Predatory policing increases the frequency with
which African Americans come in contact with the police and thus also their possible exposure to police violence.
The seventh and last factor that contributes to repeated police interaction is the functioning of the Fourth
Amendment Law which is widely discussed in another article by Carbado (2017). This law was put in place to
prohibit police officers to engage in unreasonable searches and seizures. However, the Supreme Court has
interpreted the Amendment in such a way that the police can enforce engagements with citizens with little or
no basis and it has enabled racial profiling. Racial profiling is a process in which police officers use race as a factor
in deciding who to place under suspicion and/or surveillance (p.129). When researching whether Fourth
Amendment law has been violated there are two main questions. The first question (trigger question) is: "does
a police officer's conduct constitute a search or seizure under the Fourth Amendment?" (p.130). The second
question (justification question) asks: "assuming that police conduct constitutes a search or seizure, is that search
or seizure reasonable, and hence justified?" (p.130). By answering the first question negatively, and the second
question affirmatively, the Supreme Court has legalized racial profiling and causes African Americans to often
experience this law as a system of surveillance. How does this play out in practice? Firstly, the police can take
many actions that are not considered a search or a seizure which gives the police a lot of power to legally engage
with citizens. Among others, they are allowed to approach, ask questions, ask for identification or immigration
status, and follow someone without any justification to so. However, when the officer would compel to produce
one's identification and finds for example that the person in question has an outstanding warrant for a parking
violation, it has become a seizure and the officer can arrest this person. The seizure was unconstitutional because
there was no reason to believe this person had done something wrong, but because of the found warrant, the
seizure and arrest have become justified. In this way, the law obscures racial profiling conducted by police
officers.
The first four factors (broken windows policing, mass criminalization, racial segregation, the Black criminality
stereotype) that make African Americans more vulnerable for police interactions are all examples of how racist
ideologies existing about African Americans influence how the police interact with this group. Because of existing
stereotypes/prejudice, discourses, and identities about African Americans, they are often seen as more criminal
and dangerous and therefore are more prone to police interactions. Subsequently, these ideologies lead to racist
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structures in which the police perform individual acts of bigotry. On top of that, the functioning of the Fourth
Amendment law is an example of how racist structures have become embedded in institutions and the law.
2.

Police Violence Exposure

There will be continued with the second point, which states that repeated police interactions overexpose African
Americans to the possibility of police violence. To begin with, African Americans are often stereotyped as violent
and dangerous. These stereotypes start to form from a young age and increase Black American’s chance to be
stopped by the police, while also ‘justifying’ the idea that the use of force is necessary and appropriate. Police
interactions reflect racial stereotypes, but can also instantiate them. Because there are more interactions with
African Americans, the idea of them as violent and dangerous is enforced. Secondly, an increase in interactions
leads to an increase in arrests. As arrests often involve the use of force, exposure to police violence is increased.
Thirdly, the high incarceration rate of Black Americans can influence officers' perception of Black Americans.
They are more likely to treat them with less respect and approach them with higher levels of anxiety which
increases the chances of the conduct becoming violent. Fourthly, interactions with the police increase officers'
insecurities which increases the likelihood of them using violence. Lastly, as African Americans experience many
negative encounters with the police, they are more likely to resist police authority which increases the likelihood
of police violence.
Again, racist ideologies inform how the police interact with African Americans which makes them more
vulnerable to police violence.
3.

Police Culture, Training and Discipline

The third step in the police violence model consists of police culture, training, and discipline. The use of excessive
force in law enforcement is an everyday routine more than an exceptional practice. Police culture and training
explicitly and implicitly promote violence and shapes law enforcement practices. The perception of particular
neighborhoods as "warzones", the promotion of masculinity, and the lack of training in bias awareness maintains
aggressive policing in law enforcement policies.
In this way, police violence is not only a consequence of individual racial bias (micro- racist structures) but has
become embedded in law enforcement institutions (macro- racist structures).
4.

Police Violence and the Legal System

The fourth step, "police violence and the legal system" refers to the fact that the operation of the legal system
makes it difficult to hold police officers accountable for their actions. The justice system often enables the
translation of police violence into justifiable force. The prosecutor might not file charges, the grand jury can
decide not to indict, or a judge or jury might decide that it was reasonable for the officer to believe that the use
of force was necessary. In all of these steps, police violence is justified on a legal basis. As officers are rarely held
accountable for their actions, they have less incentive not to engage in violent interactions or carefully manage
situations. Implicit racial bias can also influence decisions made in the formerly stated contexts.
5.

Qualified immunity & Indemnification

Fifthly, qualified immunity & indemnification play a role. The doctrine of qualified immunity was set in place to
protect "all but the plainly incompetent or those who knowingly violated the law" (p.37) and this law makes it
increasingly difficult to indict officers. What often happens in courts is that they avoid the question of whether
the officers violated constitutional rights, and rather look at whether the officer's behavior could be justified
based on reasonableness. Subsequently, even when officers are charged, they are rarely held financially
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accountable for their actions because they often get indemnified by cities of local municipalities. In this way, they
do not experience any financial losses.
6.

Disincentive to Exercise Care

The last point contains the disincentive to exercise care. Combining points five and six, police officers have little
incentive to exercise care. When police officers know their actions will often be considered justifiable, or that
they will be immune from civil or financial liability they are less likely to avoid violent force.
It should be clear that police brutality is strongly related to race and racism. Because of existing negative
stereotypes and narratives regarding Black people, they have become more vulnerable to police brutality than
white people. Police brutality has become a racist structure in which racist acts are both performed at the micro,
as well as the macro level. Although police officers individually interact with Black Americans during their work,
it should be recognized that police brutality is not merely the consequence of individual bias but is embedded in
law enforcement training and the functioning of the criminal justice system. Implicit racial bias is also an
important contributor to police violence and translates into behavior that negatively impacts African Americans
during police interactions.
Besides Carbado’s framework, I would like to give a bit more context on how police brutality has become
ingrained in policy practices and how come it has gained increased attention in recent years.
Since the 1980s and 1990s, there have been several developments in police practices that have led to increased
tensions between the police and the communities they ought to serve. These policies are built further on
historical mechanisms of policing, which will be discussed in the second chapter. In 1994, the New York police
department adopted a strict “zero-tolerance” policy in which even the most minor offenses were severely
punished. The idea of this policy was that this would lead to a reduction in crime. Although crime rates decreased,
it also led to a significant increase in complaints made about police misconduct and abuse. Between 1992 and
1996, the number of complaints filed in New York increased more than 60 percent. However, because of the
striking results the policy had on the reduction of crime rates, other cities adopted the policy as well, and
sequentially they witnessed increased tension between the police and their communities (Greene, 1999; Verney,
2018).
A second development that increased tensions, was the fact that militarization of police forces took place. This
meant that police training methods were transformed in which officers were encouraged to adopt a "warrior
mentality". In an interview with the BBC (2015), Seth Stoughton, a law professor at the University of South
Carolina, explained that police officers are thought that policing is a very dangerous profession and that they
ought to perceive every encounter as a possibly deadly force incident. Recruiting videos to show officers using
heavy force which promotes violent behavior and when new candidates are recruited, they receive around 60
hours of training on deadly force and firearms and 60 hours on self-defense, while on average only eight hours
are dedicated to conflict de-escalation. This development in policy practices increased the number of police
brutality cases.
An important development for the increased awareness of police brutality was the introduction and the rise of
camcorders, mobile phones, and CCTV cameras that created opportunities for individuals to film and share
evidence of police misconduct. Subsequently, this led to a greater public awareness of this phenomenon (Verney,
2018). The Rodney King beating in 1991 was one of the first widely known cases of police brutality, as the beating
was recorded and shared by a private citizen. The incident gained national attention and when the four officers
were acquitted it led to huge riots in Los Angeles. As the video enabled many witnesses of this brutal beating, it
also resulted in a shared sense of injustice and a breakdown of public confidence in the criminal justice system
(Davis, 1994). The Rodney King case has been a key moment in the rise of citizen journalism where individuals

21

can capture and share notable events. The impact of the video made people realize what power a recorded image
can have and that it can be used to hold people, organizations, and institutions accountable. Everyone could be
a witness or be exposed, and witnesses could be transformed into action (Dennis, 2008).
However, it was not until 2014 that police brutality got widely covered in the media (Lacoe & Stein, 2018). Two
important developments that enabled this were the expansion of the smartphone and the invention and growth
of social media platforms. While in 2011, only 35 percent of the population owned a smartphone, this had
increased to 68 percent in 2015 (Fig.5). This enabled individual citizens to record and publicize evidence of police
misconduct. In parallel, the growth of social media platforms enabled the rapid and global spread of these videos
which simultaneously increased attention and public awareness of this social problem (Verney, 2018).
Especially Twitter and Facebook have been important platforms. As social media platforms can reach millions of
individuals across the world within seconds the time needed to organize protests has drastically reduced. The
intense reporting of police brutality via social media subsequently also influenced print and television coverage,
which has multiplied attention to this phenomenon (Harris, 2015). Where police shootings might have only
attracted local news coverage in previous years, cases of police brutality currently attract wide attention (Verney,
2018).

Figure 5: percentage of online adults using a social networking site (Dimock, 2017)
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2. The Historic Contextualization of Racism and Police Brutality in the U.S.
"For more than 500 years Black people have been fighting for our freedom. We have fought back against slavery,
Black Codes, Jim Crow laws, policing, incarceration, some of the highest unemployment rates, consistent
homelessness, dying while giving birth, being murdered for being trans or non-binary. We have been the
consistent moral compass in a country that has thrived on harming the most vulnerable of its population."
(BlackLivesMatter, n.d.)
This statement on the website of Black Lives Matter clearly acknowledges the context in which Black oppression,
police brutality, and Black marginalization should be understood. Black lives have been suppressed for centuries
and continue to be a marginalized group in America’s current society (Cunningham, 2017; BlackLivesMatter, n.d.;
Garza, 2014). America’s racial history has been described by numerous authors and it has been said that the U.S.
was built and continues to sustain itself on a foundation of racism (McCoy, 2020). White people have been
conditioned to look down on Black people and it is this ideology that keeps Black people in a marginalized position
(McCoy, 2020; Golash-Boza, 2016). Although many people perceive the difficulties faced by people of color as
part of the ordinary difficulties of life, their opportunities have been structurally limited from the very beginning
(Lee, 2019; McCoy, 2020).
This chapter will contextualize how racism against Black Americans has emerged and how it has developed over
the centuries. It will become clear how racist ideologies that negatively impact Black people have emerged and
how these ideologies have been translated into contemporary racist structures that make Black people more
vulnerable to police brutality. I will start with an elaboration on the transatlantic slave trade in the 16th century,
as this was the time the concept of race was invented which led to the subordination of Black people. I will end
with an elaboration of the contemporary wars on drugs and crime as these reflect the racist structures that
continue to suppress Black lives in America’s current society. In this chapter, it will also become clear how the
concepts described in the theoretical framework have become ingrained and continue to structure American
society.
2.1 The Development of U.S. Racism against Black People
As I have shortly mentioned in the previous chapter, the transatlantic slave trade from Africa to the English
colonies started in the 16th century. The emergence of the transatlantic slave trade has been a defining moment,
if not, THE defining moment in the constitution of race and racism against people of African descent.
Although the distinction between Black and white would later decide who would become enslaved, the
transatlantic slave trade was originally founded on Christianity. To spread Christianity and to halt Islamization,
the European expansionists used their mission of conversion to enslave African citizens. Biblical interpretations
were used to constellate white supremacy ideologies in which Caucasian people of European descent proclaimed
themselves as ordained by God as superior, natural masters, and free citizens while appointing an inferior status
for people of African descent as natural slaves, which justified their domination (Cannon, 2008). In these historic
constellations, it immediately becomes clear where racist ideologies that are still present in America’s current
society have originated from.
In the early years of slavery, until the 17th century, slave status was thus mostly based on theological ideas.
While the vast majority of slaves were of African descent, non-Christian whites could also be held as unfree labor
servants. However, the colonies developed and white labor servants gained more freedom and became harder
to control. To ensure economic progress and meet labor demands, the religious and physical distinction between
races was merged to assume that all Africans were non-Christian, which further justified the association between
enslavement and dark skin. Being Black and being a slave more or less became the same thing and the
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transformation from the antonyms of "slave" and "free" into "Black" and "white" formed an important step in
the social construction of race (Lavalley & Johnson, 2020; Harris, 1993). This development clearly shows that race
is not a natural distinction but is a socially invented construct to meet Western societal demands. Whereas
groups of people were first distinguished based on religion, now cultural and physical traits were used to classify
people. This transformation also formed the foundation of how the concept of “race” is known and used in our
current society.
When the construct of the race started to distinguish between Black and white people, racist ideologies further
developed. While white people were framed and connected to positive characteristics, Black people were
negatively stereotyped. “... Whiteness became associated with freedom, civilization, and superiority, while
Blackness was associated with bondage, social death, the uncivilized, and inferior” (Owosu-Bempah, 2017, p. 26).
Furthermore, enslaved Blacks were often depicted as aggressive, animalistic, and dangerous (Owosu-Bempah,
2017). This racial categorization based on skin color was used to justify enslavement and legitimize differential
treatment. Another key component of the racialization of Black people was dehumanization, which describes the
process “through which full ‘humanness’ is denied to individuals and collective groups” (Smith 2011, as cited in
Owosu-Bempah, 2017, p. 27). By dehumanizing Black people, their human qualities such as civility and morality
were being denied and they became associated with animalistic tendencies. As Black people were not seen as
part of civil society, carrying out violence against them was legitimized (Owosu- Bempah, 2017). These racist
ideologies remain meaningful and continue to influence America’s current society. Black people are still
stereotyped as more criminal and violent than white people and this is, among others, used to justify cases in
which the police excessively uses force on Black people. Dehumanization is also still an important part of how
racism is defined today. As racism dehumanizes Black people, their marginalized position in society is justified.
White economic and cultural domination progressed and the subjugation of Africans and their descendants had
become the social norm in U.S. society (Harri, 1993). Black labor was hyper-exploited by treating Black people as
objects of property. Their racial otherness was enough to justify and legitimize their subordinated status and
during the 1660s Black people were officially designated as “chattel” under the law. This signified another
important moment in the oppression of Black people, as from this point forward, racism got embedded in
institutional structures. This adaptation in the law meant that not only labor was under the control of the slave
owner, but their bodies and descendants as well. Black women’s bodies were even used as means to increase
property. Children that were born from an Englishmen and Black women automatically received the status of the
mother, which meant that new slaves could be bred using female slaves. It should be clear that slaves were seen
as economic assets which value could be increased more efficiently by breeding than from labor (Ibid). In a letter
from 1805, Thomas Jefferson once wrote: “I consider the labor of a breeding woman as no object, and that a
child raised every 2 years is of more profit than the crop of the best laboring man " (Jefferson 1805, as cited in
Harris, 1993, p. 1720).
Consequently, human beings were commodified and could be transferred, assigned, and inherited as such. While
being white was a source of privilege and protection, the absence of whiteness subjugated one to a life
characterized by slavery, oppression, and restrictions. Because of this contrast, the racial line between Black and
white was extremely critical (Harris, 1993). It is important to understand that this racial line is still critical. In
today’s society, Black people remain vulnerable to state-sanctioned violence while white perpetrators are often
protected by the law (McCoy, 2020).
In the years that followed, policies and social structures evolved further to surveil the lives of Black people, to
maintain power, and secure the economic interests of the English colonizers. Here we see that the idea of white
supremacy was used to justify the dominant position of white people while racist structures at the macro-level
developed to suppress the lives of Black people even more. A clear example of a racist structure at the macro
level was the Slave Codes that appeared between 1680 and 1682. These Codes dehumanized Black lives and
restricted their freedom. Black people were not allowed to assemble publicly, to read or write, to be educated,
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to travel without permits, to own property, and many other occupations were also forbidden. By forcing Black
people and even their children into slave labor and restricting them from participation in other occupations,
structural racism and differential treatment got fortified (Lavalley & Johnson, 2020; Harris, 1993) The Slave Codes
were extremely repressive, and violating the Codes resulted in severe punishments. The Codes also affected the
lives of Blacks who had managed to become free (Turner, Giacopassi & Vandiver, 2006 ). As Vandiver, Giacopassi
& Curley (2003) concluded from their study into Tennessee Slave Codes, “the laws of slavery were established to
‘control the behavior of slaves and free Blacks and to regulate the behavior of free persons in relation to slaves
and the institution of slavery “ (Vandiver et al. 2003, as cited in Turner et al., 2006, p. 184). Furthermore, Slave
Codes allocated capital punishment much more to Black people than the rule of law did that applied to whites.
Racial disparities and discrimination found in the current American justice system can also be traced back to the
legacy of the Slave Codes (Turner et al., 2006z). The racist structures of the past thus evolved in modern-day
racist laws and policies.
However, the Slave Codes could not repress all Blacks. Many slave owners feared their slaves and perceived them
as “dangerous” as they would sometimes resist their captivity. Slaves would run away, participate in criminal acts
or organize conspiracies or revolts and this posed a threat to their white owners. Up from 1686, formal means
to control slaves emerged which present another important moment in the justification of violence perpetrated
against people with Black skin (Reichel, 1988). In 1705, the state of Virginia signed an act which stated: "if any
slave resists his master or owner or other person, by his or her order, correcting such slave, and shall happen to
be killed in such correction, it shall not be accounted felony; but the master, owner, and every such other person
so giving correction shall be free and acquit of all punishment and accusation for the same as if such accident
had never happened;" (National Humanity Centre, 2006). Before this act, disputes between a slave and a master
could be brought to court, but with this act, slave owners could even kill a slave without any punishment (PBS,
n.d.). Modern police policies were also set in place to surveil slaves. So-called slave patrols emerged which were
meant to control and capture slaves who had run away. These slave patrols can be seen as a historical precursor
to modern-day U.S. policing which is often suspicious and violent of and against people of color (Reichel, 1988;
Turner et al., 2006). The slave patrols are another example of how racism got embedded in racist structures in
society.
Another important development took place between 1815 and 1861 as the economy of the Northern states
starkly increased due to industrialization and diversification. They relied less on human labor than the Southern
states, in which agriculture was still the dominant sector (History, 2009; Weber & Hassler, n.d.). The
industrialization of the North has huge consequences on the way people thought about slavery. After the 1830s,
more and more Northerners felt that slavery needed to be abolished, either because of moral reasons or as an
interest in protesting free labor. The Southern states felt threatened by this because slave labor contributed
largely to the working of their economy. Tensions between the Northern and Southern states over slavery, state
rights, and the expansion of slavery increased. The election of President Abraham Lincoln in 1860, who was an
explicit antislavery Republican, would represent another key point in the abolishment of slavery. His election led
the Southern states to secede and they constituted the Confederate States of America. In 1861, tensions
between the Northern and Southern states resulted in a Civil War (History, 2009; Weber & Hassler, n.d.).
However, there were not only tensions between the Northern and the Southern states, but also within the
Southern states tension increased between slaveholders and non-slaveholders (Oaks, 1986). These tensions were
also crucial for the abolishment of slavery.
Slaves would namely take advantage of these rising tensions which led to an upsurge of slave resistance acts
which in turn intensified the tensions among white Southerners (Oaks, 1986). Day-to-day resistance comprising
of thousands of small acts of defiance had immense cumulative consequences. Slaves would break or steal tools,
work extremely slow, or fake sickness. Captives in the South started to talk about their freedom, would overhear
their masters talking about the course of the war, and spread information. As Union troops moved through the
South, tens of thousands of slaves decided to escape and because runaways were mostly spontaneous acts, they
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were difficult to control. Although fugitive slaves had always had political consequences, these escapes gained
revolutionary significance during the Civil War. Within weeks of Lincoln’s inauguration, the runaway slaves
formed a significant problem for the Union. The Southern States used these slaves to fortify their army, so they
could not send them back, but the other option was to harbor them. Runaway slaves thus posed a problem for
both the Northern and the Southern states. At first, President Lincoln did not want to emancipate the fugitive
slaves, but later on, accepted the military necessity of it and recognized that the tens of thousands of Black
runaways could strengthen the Northern army and simultaneously weaken the Confederate army (Ibid). In 1883,
Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation which declared "that all persons held as slaves are and
henceforward shall be free". This proclamation changed the lives of hundreds of thousands of Black people.
Although it only applied to the slaves in the Confederate States, regardless of the geographic limitation of the
Proclamation, large numbers of slaves used it to celebrate their freedom and more and more slaves left the
Confederate state. In this way, the resisting act of running away had revolutionary consequences and brought
freedom to hundreds of thousands of slaves. Estimated is that around 800.000 and 900.000 slaves got liberated
during the war (National Archives, 2019; Oaks, 1986).
Another milestone took place in 1865 when slavery was abolished in all states with the passage of the 13th
Amendment. However, re-enslavement was still allowed as a sentence for committed crimes. In 1865, the Civil
war came to an end but the Southern states were given the right to manage their own affairs. As a consequence,
they enacted a series of laws that continued the justification of surveillance and control of Black people under
the name of "Black Codes". Similar to the Slave Codes emerging in the 1680s, these are an example of how racism
got institutionalized as racist policies were established by law. Black Codes only applied to African Americans and
consisted of a set of rules, laws, and restrictions that criminalized poverty, movement, and leisure. Black people
could be arrested and convicted for innocent and unreasonable actions designated as 'crimes' after which it was
legally allowed to enslave Black people again so they could "work off" their sentences. The Black Codes were
mainly enacted to secure the Southern labor force needed for their economy and because Southern whites
feared to lose socio-economic status if Blacks would wander through their neighborhoods. Among others, Black
people were not allowed to rent a house or to leave the residence of their employer without a written permit.
Because of this loophole in the 13th amendment, all Black people were turned into potential suspects and the
association between being Black and crime was enforced. All white people were expected to control the activities
of African Americans but eventually, it was the responsibility of law enforcement to make arrests. These
mechanisms further fueled the idea of white supremacy and light skin being superior to darker skin, and are the
roots of the systemic and disproportionate policing and incarceration rates of Black Americans in the U.S. system
(Stewart, 1998; Taylor, 2016; Lavalley & Johnson, 2020).
It is important to understand that this loophole in the 13th Amendment still exists and that the passage of this
law had great consequences for Black people. Although they were initially liberated from slavery, the Black Codes
enacted in the South criminalized Black people and enforced the existing ideologies that Black people ought to
be suppressed. At the same time, the idea that white people are superior was also enforced and the surveillance
of Black people by white people was justified. As these ideologies and policies continue to affect America’s
current society, it is useful to know where they have come from.
In 1865, Lincoln was assassinated and Andrew Johnson became the new president. The election of Johnson was
another important moment for the (formal) advancement of the rights of former slaves because he heralded the
period of Presidential Reconstruction (Foner, n.d.). This Reconstruction era was an attempt to integrate the four
million freed African Americans into American society and extent their constitutional rights. The 14th and 15th
Amendments were added to the Constitution which granted citizenship and equal protection under the law and
prohibit discrimination based on color and race (United States Senate, n.d.). However, these policies failed to
deconstruct racist policies and white supremacy which continued to exist in the dominant discourse of American
society (Lavalley & Johnson, 2020).
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The fact that the policies set in place by President Johnson failed to deconstruct racist policies was reflected
when in 1877, the Confederate states worked their way around the Amendments and introduced Jim Crow Laws.
These were state and local laws that enforced racial discrimination by segregation. These laws were set into place
to avoid interaction between white and Black people and to put a halt to the economic and political gains made
by Black people during the Reconstruction period. It legalized economic, educational, and social segregation
between people of color and white people (Hu, 2017; Hswen et al., 2020). Segregation in public facilities such as
schools, restaurants, and public transportation was the most widespread law, but Jim Crow also put restrictions
on marriage, voting, education, employment, and housing for Black people (Kousser, 2003; Hu, 2017). Some
restrictions were not enforced by law but became ingrained in social behavior and custom. Although Jim Crow
laws were not explicitly present in Northern states, discrimination in housing, education, employment, and other
economic settings also continued here (Hu, 2017). In 1896, in the legal case Plessy v. Ferguson, the Supreme
Court ruled that Jim Crow laws did not violate the 14th Amendment as long as the facilities were of equal quality.
This became known as the "separate but equal" doctrine (Kousser, 2003). In reality, the majority of the facilities
for Black people were of lesser quality and they had few opportunities in comparison with white people. Daily
life was structured through racism and reinforced the political and cultural norms of white supremacy and Black
oppression and the idea that Black people are inferior humans, meant to serve and ought to be separated from
white people. These racist ideas continue to impact U.S. culture (Alexander, 2011; Lavalley & Johnson, 2020).
Once more, racist ideologies of white supremacy and Black inferiority were established and translated into racist
structures. Also in the North, where Jim Crow laws were not established, discrimination continued despite the
fact the 14th and 15th Amendments were set in place.
Up from the 1890s, resistance against racist policies began to take more shape as African Americans started to
form coalitions to challenge the dominant culture (Meier & Bracey, 1993). I want it to be clear that the road to
equal rights was a long, complicated, and tough journey that should not be underestimated. However, America’s
whole racial history is too extensive to be fully covered in this thesis and therefore I will only mention the most
important milestones and developments that ultimately led to the Civil Rights Act and Voting Rights Act.
To begin, 1909 was an important year for the advancement of colored people, as the National Association for
the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) was established. Their goal was to secure the basic citizenship
rights guaranteed by the 14th and 15th Amendments. They led the effort to overturn Jim Crow laws and managed
to abolish segregation in public schools by winning the Brown v. Board of Education case in 1954 (Meier & Bracey,
1993). This victory represented a milestone as it opened the door for African Americans to claim their civil and
political rights and more movements started to emerge. Together they initiated the mass protest phase of the
freedom struggle and formed the Civil Rights Movement (CRM). Church, labor, and civil rights-based organization
emerged of which the most prominent were the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) led by Dr.
Martin Luther King, the Conference of Racial Equality (CORE), the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee
(SNCC), and the already existing NAACP. They adopted a non-violent strategy and organized marches, boycotts,
freedom rides, and sit-ins to challenge racial policies and call for equal rights and liberty (Frank & Muriithi, 2015).
Mostly young people were involved in the civil rights movements and they had a clear idea: “Segregation was
wrong, and they were determined to end it” (Clayton, 2018, p. 456).
Besides challenging racial segregation, the CRM fought for the right to vote, and fair employment and housing
opportunities (Harris, 2015). With the Freedom Rides in 1961, they fought for the abolition of segregation in
transportation facilities. With the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom in 1963, activists advocated for
civil and economic rights for African Americans. The Freedom Summer project in 1964 sought to register as many
African American voters as possible (Clayton, 2018). Eventually, these events led to the passage of the Civil Rights
Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965 by the United States Congress. The first act prohibited
discrimination based on race, color, religion, sex, or national origin, ended unequal voter registration, and racial
segregation. The second prohibited racial discrimination in voting (Frank & Muriithi, 2015).
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2.2 Contemporary Wars on Drugs and Crime
Although the passage of the Civil Rights Act and the Voting Rights Act prohibited racism and discrimination under
the law, it did not signify the end of racial disparities (Tonry & Malewski, 2008; Alexander, 2011; Glasser, 1999).
To understand the continuation of racism in the U.S., it is important to note that there is a significant difference
between equality under the law and ACTUAL equality. The next few sections will explain how historic
mechanisms of Black oppression discussed in the previous part, have been translated into contemporary racist
structures. Laws and policies in the criminal justice system have been set in place that continue to oppress Black
communities and these are important to understand why Black people continue to be treated unequally, even
though they formally enjoy the same rights as white people. The declaration of the “War on Drugs” introduced
by President Nixon in 1971, has been one of the most significant developments responsible for the increased
imprisonment rate of Black people (Tonry & Malewski, 2008). The next few paragraphs will describe the impact
of this policy and will describe how America’s criminal justice system disadvantages Black people. This is
important to understand why Black people are disproportionately targeted by the police and therefore are more
vulnerable to police brutality.
Up from the 1960s, Black imprisonment rates began to rise and in the 1980s, Black people already made up half
of the U.S. prison population, although they only made up 12 percent of the total U.S. population (Tonry &
Malewski, 2008). This was not because there was a sudden increase in crime rates (Alexander, 2011). The main
explanation for this was the “War on Drugs” which was enacted through the regulation of drug laws that had
made the possession, sale, use, buying, and selling of drugs a crime and put harsh and long sentences into place
(Glasser, 1999). Drug convictions increased more than 1000% since the drug war began, while patterns of drug
use or sale stayed the same (Alexander, 2011). These laws mainly impacted Black people as sentences for the
possession of five grams of crack cocaine (mainly used by Black people) equated the sentence for the possession
of 500-gram powder cocaine (mainly used by white people) (Tonry & Malewski, 2008; Glasser, 1999). In this way,
racist laws got embedded in America’s justice system.
The racial disparity this law caused/causes were foreseeable when the law got passed and yet was supported by
the Reagan, Bush I, Clinton, and Bush II administration (Tony & Malewski, 2008). It should be noted that the
majority of the prison population was arrested for drug law violations, non-violent violations, possession, sale,
and buying of drugs, and not because of major violent crimes (Glasser, 1999). Another reason for the high
imprisonment rate of Black people was that they were arrested much more often for crimes that resulted in
prison sentences than white people. Although Slave Codes, Black Codes, and Slave Patrols were formally a thing
of the past, here we see that Black people continued to be surveilled more in society. On top of that, Blacks
would regularly receive tougher sentences than whites because of bias or unconscious stereotyping. Since the
1980s, Black involvement in violent crime has declined substantially, but racial disproportions have not. In 2005,
Black people made up 42 percent of the prison population while they constituted only 12.8 percent of the total
population. In comparison to white men, Black men are seven times more likely to be imprisoned (Tonry &
Malwski, 2008). Predatory policing and implicit racial bias thus still make Black people more likely to get involved
with the justice system.
It should be clear that while civil rights and welfare policies have aimed to improve opportunities for African
Americans, the modern wars on drug and crime and the subsequent policies have worsened them, and have
been used to keep Black Americans "in their place". The racial disparities caused by drug laws and sentencing
policies are well known but have not changed much in the past decades (Tonry & Malewski, 2008).
Disproportionate arrests and media coverage has fueled the idea that the majority of drug users are Black and
serves as a justification for the continuation of racial profiling (Small, 2001). Negative stereotypes are thus used
to fuel prejudice and maintain negative discourses existing about Black people in society. "Drug prohibition has
become a replacement system for segregation" (Glasser, 1999, p. 723). It is used to separate, subjugate, imprison
and destroy significant portions of the population based on skin color (Glasser, 1999). Unequal treatment of

28

minority members can be found at all stages of the criminal justice system. From stopping Black people on the
streets to decisions made by the Supreme Court. The racial disparities and mass imprisonment enabled by the
criminal justice system can be seen as the modern equivalent of Jim Crow laws and the legacy of slavery
(Alexander 2011; Small, 2001). By law, discrimination based on race is not allowed anymore, but by labeling
people of color "criminals" under the guise of "justice", Black people are separated from society and are exposed
to all sorts of discrimination: employment discrimination, denial of access to public housing, public assistance
and the right to vote. Once convicted as a felon, voting rights can be revoked. In 2007, there were even more
Black people disenfranchised than in 1870, when the 15th Amendment was ratified. This has a big influence on
Black people's political power (Alexander, 2011). Imprisonment also has an economic incentive as prisoners can
provide for cheap labor. In that way, imprisonment has become a mechanism to “generate today’s slaves, aka
prisoners” (Small, 2001, p. 896). "Modern" justice policies have thus replaced Jim Crow laws and slavery as a
mechanism to separate, oppress, use and marginalize Black people and maintain white dominance in American
society (Tonry & Malweski, 2008; Alexander, 2011; Glasser, 1999; Small, 2001).
2.3 Concluding Remarks
The continuation of racism and police brutality can not be understood without taking into account the historical
context. Racism against Black people has been part of American society since the first Black slaves were forcefully
brought to the continent. While the enslavement of Black Africans was first justified for religious reasons, racism
soon transformed and being Black became enough reason to be enslaved. While white people appointed a
superior status for themselves, Black people were seen as inferior, uncivilized, dangerous, and aggressive which
justified their domination and encouraged negative racial ideologies about Black people. Black Slaves had barely
any rights and with the use of slave patrols, Black people were severely controlled. Slave patrols can also be seen
as the precursor of contemporary police brutality. Racist ideologies and structures that marginalize Black people
have thus been part of American society from the beginning throughout.
When slavery got abolished in 1865, society invented new ways to oppress Black people. Racist ideologies and
structures further transformed into Black Codes and Jim Crow Laws that continued to criminalize and
dehumanize Black people and re-inforced negative discourse. At the same time, the enactment of these policies
continued to condition white people to be suspicious of Black people, induced implicit racial bias, promoted
police brutality targeted at Black people, and re-enforced the idea of white supremacy. While Black people
gained equal rights in 1965, contemporary wars on drugs and crime led to policies and laws in the criminal justice
system that disproportionately impact Black people. Racist structures are thus still embedded in American
society and because these structures disproportionately imprison Black people, racist ideologies that view Black
people as dangerous and criminal have been re-enforced, which can again lead more Black people to be
victimized by police brutality. As Alexander (2011) stated in her article The New Jim Crow: "We have not ended
racial caste in America; we have merely redesigned it" (p.8).
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3. The Obama Presidency and the Continuation of Racism and Police Brutality
Now that we have contextualized how racism and police brutality against Black people has become embedded
in American society, I will elaborate on how racism and police brutality continued to target Black people during
the Obama presidency, which was in contrary to what many people had expected when he was elected (Marable,
2009; Taylor, 2016, Giroux, 2009).
When Obama got elected in 2008, it was seen as a breakthrough in the Black community’s quest for political
power. As we have seen, Black people have suffered from racism and police brutality for centuries, but with a
Black presidency, the Black community thought that public policies would be set in place that would be to their
advantage (Sekou, 2020). On top of that, many Black Americans were optimistic that there would be more
opportunities to discuss and address race-related issues (Taylor, 2016; Allen, 2012). Many white, as well as Black
people thought that racism and race-related issues had declined as Obama had become president, but in reality,
racial issues remained (Reed & Louis Jr., 2009; Love & Tosolt, 2010). One of the issues that remained was the
occurrence of police brutality disproportionately targeting at Black people and this issue was widely on display
when Oscar Grant, a 22-year-old unarmed Black male was shot and killed by an officer weeks before Obama
would be inaugurated. It functioned as a wake-up call that a Black presidency would not mean the end of all
racial problems (Harshaw, 2019).
This chapter will outline how racism and police brutality continued to be of influence during Obama’s presidency.
It will demonstrate how Obama himself talked about race-related issues and this will clarify why it actually
became harder for Black people to address these issues. Lastly, I will elaborate on changes in the political
environment that made it harder for the president to implement policies that could have improved the position
of Black people. We will see that although many people thought a Black presidency signified the beginning of
the “post-racial era”, racism and police brutality continued to be problematic phenomena throughout the Obama
presidency.
3.1 Obama’s Campaign and the Continuous Influence of Color
In February 2007, Barack Obama, a young senator from Illinois, announced his candidacy for president. Few
believed that he would be able to win the Democratic Party’s nomination, let alone become president. Not only
did he have relatively little experience at the national level, but he was also African American and it was expected
that most white Americans would never vote for a Black presidential candidate (Marable, 2009). At the same
time, Black leaders and activists were also skeptical that a Black man could ever be voted into office (Bai, 2008;
Walters, 2007). The following section will show how both Black and white people talked about Obama and how
his racial heritage and skin color influenced how people thought and spoke about him.
On one hand, many Black people doubted Obama’s “Blackness” (Love & Tosolt, 2010; Bai, 2008; Marable, 2009;
Walters, 2007). Obama was just a kid in the time of the Civil Rights Movement and had not grown up in the
segregated South, so could he understand the sacrifices Black people have had to make in the past (Bai, 2008)?
This led many conservative African Americans to comment on Obama’s racial heritage (Marable, 2009; Walters,
2007). Black journalist Stanley Crouch for example wrote that while Obama “has experienced some light versions
of typical racial stereotypes, he cannot claim those problems as his own- nor has he lived the life of a Black
American” (Walters, 2007, p.7). Debra Dickerson, another conservative Black writer wrote “Obama would be the
great Black hope in the next presidential race, if he were actually Black” (Walters, 2007, p. 7). For Black leaders,
“being Black” referred to the generational experience, as well as the African-American experience. As Obama
was a child of a Kenyan academic and a white mother, he did not descend from slaves and therefore did not
share the cultural experience the conservative leaders were referring to (Bai, 2008). However, as Obama was of
African descent, married a Black woman, belonged to a Black church, lived in a racially integrated community,
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many African Americans gradually started to acknowledge Obama’s cultural Blackness. By visiting Selma and New
Orleans, where he addressed the legacy of the Black struggle and criticized the Bush administration for
“forgetting about New Orleans”, Obama also managed to strengthen his political Blackness. Obama’s recognition
and acknowledgment of the African American experience helped him win support from the Black population
(Walters, 2007).
On the other hand, although many white people did not understand the discussion about “being Black enough”,
white conservatives also made racially motivated comments regarding Obama. Radio personality Rush Limbaugh
called Obama the “affirmative action candidate” and Chris Matthews, an MSNBC commentator said he “ ‘forgot’
Obama was Black as Obama gave his State of the Union Speech” (Love & Tosolt, 2010, p. 26). It should be clear
that both Black and white people continued to see and speak about color and race and that these remained
influential concepts in people’s willingness to vote for him.
3.2 Obama’s “Race-Neutral” Strategy & the Election
Although not expected, Obama was able to win the race for the Democratic nomination and this led to a change
in his campaign rhetoric (Bai, 2008; Marable, 2009). Obama’s campaign group had recognized that most white
Americans would not vote for a Black president. However, they did expect white people would vote for a highly
qualified candidate who “happened to be Black” (Marable, 2009). Therefore, Obama adopted a “post-racial
persona and political stance” in which race would barely play a role (Bonilla-Silva, 2010). In the next section, I
will explain how Obama tried to be race-neutral and I will also explain how this influenced both white, as well as
Black people’s perception of Obama and his ability to address these issues.
To be race-neutral, Obama distanced himself from most leaders of the Civil Rights Movement, his own reverend,
his church, or anything or anyone that made him look “too Black” or “too political” (Bonilla-Silva, 2010). Obama
avoided talks about race, racism, and African American history as much as possible (Bonilla-Silva, 2010; Walters,
2007; Marable, 2009). Even when he was forced to talk about race or racism, he always redirected attention to
the need to move beyond this history and division and instead encouraged to seek common ground and
reconciliation (Marable, 2009).
This race-neutral campaign evoked different perceptions among white and non-white supporters voters and
allowed Obama to win support from both sides. For the 45 percent of whites who voted for Obama, his avoidance
of race talks allowed them to feel comfortable with this “Black” leader while simultaneously feeling good about
themselves for voting for a Black candidate as it “proved” they had transcended racial issues. For Black people,
Obama’s race-neutral campaign elicited two different kinds of reactions. For some, Obama became a symbol of
their possibilities. Although Obama had not been firm on race matters, they still hoped and believed he would
advocate for them once he was elected (Bonilla-Silva, 2010).
“For the old generation desperate to see change before they die, and for many post-Reagan generation
Blacks and minorities who have seen very little racial progress during their life, Obama became the new
Messiah following on the footsteps of leaders they did not see such as Martin and Malcolm.” (BonillaSilva, 2010, p. 227).
On the other hand, some Black academics and politicians were skeptical and did question Obama’s loyalty to
Black issues, such as racism. They were afraid that it would be increasingly hard for a Black president as well as
for African Americans in general, to talk about racial disparities, discrimination, and institutional racism if Obama
would be elected (Marable, 2009; Bai, 2008). Obama would be closely watched for signs of parochialism and
racial resentment by white conservatives, leaving him little room to talk about issues that mostly affect Black
communities (Bai, 2008). Arthur Davis, an African American attorney and a member of the House of
Representatives voiced his concern by saying:
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“If Obama is president, it will no longer be tenable to go to the white community and say you’ve been
victimized. And I understand the poverty and the conditions of Black America and the 39 percent
unemployment rate in some communities. I understand that. But if you go out to the country and say
you’ve been victimized by the white community, while Barack Obama and Michelle and their kids are
living in the White House, you will be shut off from having any influence.” (Bai, 2008, p. 15)
Glenn Loury, a prominent African American economist, academic, and author observed that “If [Obama]
succeeds, there will be far fewer public megaphones for the Jesse Jacksons1and Al Sharptons2 and Cornel Wests3
of this world, for sure” (Loury 2008, as cited in Gilbreath, 2008). In-Line with Davis and Loury, Bonilla-Silva (2010)
argued that:
“Racism will remain firmly in place. Even worse, I suspect Obama’s very election as President may
become a formidable obstacle to advance a progressive race and class agenda at home and an
internationalist agenda abroad.” (p.224)
He later continued:
“The voices of those who content that race fractures America profoundly may be silenced ... With
Obama as our President we will continue on the road toward symbolic unity without enacting the social
policies needed to make sure we truly are “all Americans.” (p. 228)
It should be clear that the idea of having a Black president and Obama’s race-neutral strategy evoked different
feelings and thoughts among different groups of people. While many white people were able to connect with
Obama because he stayed silent on race and color, it seems as if Black people took his skin color as a guarantee
he would stand up for them. On the other hand, Black academics were more skeptical about Obama’s willingness
to advocate for Black people. It can thus not be denied that race and skin color continued to influence how people
thought about Obama.
When it was time to go to the ballot box, it became clear which perception among Black Americans about Obama
was dominant. As Obama got a tangible opportunity to win the race for the White House, the participation rate
of African Americans in the electoral process largely increased (Tabel 1). The majority thus saw Obama’s
candidacy as a new racial milestone in the advancement of Black people (Bai, 2008; Marable, 2009; Luconi, 2018).
While in 2004, only 60 percent of eligible Black voters went to the ballot box, this increased to 65 percent in 2008
(Luconi, 2018). Furthermore, Obama was able to gain 95 percent of the African American vote, and young Black
voters even turned out in record number to cast their vote. In total, there were two million more Black voters
than there had been in 2004 (Marable, 2009; McGuirt, 2008). Obama was also largely supported by the Jewish
community (78 percent), two-thirds of the Latino voters, the majority of young voters under thirty, and 58
percent of the women voters. He also won support among moderate Republicans and independents who had
previously voted for George W. Bush (Marable, 2009; Giroux, 2009). Among others, racial solidarity, mobilization
efforts from the Black Church, and outreach from Democratic Party officials motivated Blacks to vote for Obama
(Parker, 2016). It should be clear that the votes Obama was able to win from ethnic minorities played a significant

1

American civil rights leader and politician. Candidate for the Democratic presidential nomination in 1984 and
1988 (Brittanica, 2020)
2
American civil rights leader, politician, and President of the National Action Network. Candidate for the
Democratic presidential nomination in 2004. (National Action Network, n.d.).
3
African American Professor of African American studies, author, activists, and provocative democratic
intellectual (Cornel West, n.d.).
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role in Obama’s victory and that racial pride undoubtedly influenced their large mobilization (McGuirt, 2008;
Luconi, 2018).
Tabel 1: Change in Voter Turnout Rates Among Eligible
Voters, 2008 and 2004 (PEW Research, 2009)

Several scholars voiced their perspective on why they thought so many Black Americans voted for Obama.
According to Luconi (2019), it is logical to think that a large part of the African American population did vote for
Obama because they thought a Black president would be to their advantage and would help improve their social
status. As Ta-Nehisi Coates, a well-known writer on politics, racism, and culture argued: “Presumably, all those
Black people who voted for Obama supported him because they thought he would advance policies that
advanced them” (Luconi, 2018, p. 99). Taylor (2016) stated something along similar lines: “It would be naive to
think that African Americans were not considering the destructive impact of policing and incarceration when
they turned out in droves to elect him” (p.143). The stark increase in voter turnout seems to emphasize the belief
among many African Americans that a Black president leading the administration would be responsive to calls
for racial justice and that federal institutions could be an effective way to make racial progress (Luconi, 2018).
Obama’s race and Black people’s belief he would be willing to address race-related issues, thus starkly increased
people’s motivation to vote for Obama.
3.3 The Post Racial Era and the Changing Perceptions on Race and Racism
A significant moment presented itself when in 2008, after almost two years of campaigning, Obama beat the
odds and was elected the 44th President, but more significantly, the first Black president of the United States of
America (Ikueonabe, 2013). When his victory became clear, thousands of people across the country came
together and celebrated his victory, many crying in disbelief and pride that a Black family would come to live in
the White House. The significance of this victory was recognized by the entire world (Marable, 2009; Reed &
Louis Jr., 2009). The next section will outline how with the election of Obama the idea of the post-racial era
became dominant and how this changed people’s perception of race relations and the influence of race and
racism. I will also present counterarguments to this idea to show it is naive to think that the U.S. has become a
post-racial society.
First of all, what is meant by the post-racial era? To many people, the fact that the American people had chosen
a Black President, suggested that the U.S. had entered a “post-racial” era, in which “the category of race no
longer makes sense, that we have gone beyond race, racial categories, racism or the idea of categorizing people
into racial groups and treating them differentially based on their racial categories” (Ikuenobe, 2013, p.447). Cho
(2009), also defined post-racialism (2009) as:
“twenty-first-century ideology that reflects a belief that due to the significant racial progress that has
been made, the state need not engage in race-based decision-making or adopt race-based remedies,
and that civil society should eschew race as a central organizing principle of social action.” (p. 1594).
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The belief in this post-racial era had a significant impact on the narrative of the influence of race and racism.
From now on, the general belief was that if racist believes were still dominant, it would not have been possible
for a Black man to become president. Therefore, to many people, it confirmed that racism no longer posed a
barrier in Black people’s life (Teasley, 2010).
Especially for African Americans, the Obama victory increased people’s optimism that the U.S. was progressing
towards racial justice and egalitarianism (Hooker, 2016; Harshaw, 2019). At Obama’s inauguration, one woman
for example said: “I feel happy and optimistic when I see Barack and Michelle. They give me hope, and the kids I
teach hope, for something better” (Taylor, 2016, p140). The fact that Obama’s election had a significant impact
on African American people’s perception of race relations came forward in several studies. One study conducted
by CBS News and the New York Times (2009) on perceptions of race relations found that while before the election
of Obama, only 29 percent of African Americans thought race relations in the U.S. were good, this had increased
to 59% after his election (Tabel 2). Besides, 61 percent of Black people and 81 percent of white people agreed
that real progress had been made in diminishing racial discrimination in the U.S. since the 1960s, while in 1996
only 37 percent of African Americans agreed with this statement. Another study on race relations conducted by
The Economist in December 2008 revealed that 80 percent of African Americans saw Obama’s victory as “a dream
come true”, and 90 percent of them thought that race relations would improve (Teasley & Ikard, 2010).
Table 2: Perception on Race Relations in the U.S. (CBS News & The New York
Times, 2009)

Tabel 2: Change in Voter Turnout Rates Among Eligible Voters, 2008 and 2004
(PEW Research, 2009)Tabel 3: Race Relations in the U.S. (CBS News & The
New York Times, 2009)

Although Obama’s election fuelled optimism among Black people, it also changed their perception of the impact
of systemic racism. Many of them had tapped into the idea that Black people had “no more excuses” (something
that Obama had frequently said himself) to achieve their desired goals in life (Reed & Louis Jr., 2009). I will give
a few statements in which the belief in this “no more excuses” discourse comes forward. For example, a reporter
for the African American student newspaper of North Caroline State University wrote a column stating:
“For so long we’ve used the excuse of being inherently behind because of slavery and the oppression of
so many years, but Tuesday marked the end of many of the excuses, and its name is Barack Hussein
Obama. Black men can no longer use the excuse that their name is Tyshawn Deon Jackson. So what! A
man named Barack Hussein Obama was elected president of the United States of America. No longer
can we let our situations dictate the rest of our lives.” (Reed & Louis Jr., 2009, p. 98)
Another blogger wrote:
“[N]ever again will a Black male, in particular, have an excuse to doubt his own capacity, to doubt his
ability to reach for the best. Never again will he be able to claim his incompetence, his social impotence
on external forces [Emphasis added]. No more of the ‘It’s because I’m Black’ excuse.” (Petit-Sumrall
2008, as cited in Reed & Louis Jr., 2009, p.100).
A student from Richmond’s Virginia Union University said that electing a Black president “strips us as African
Americans of every excuse, every ‘ism,’ every schism we’ve tried to hide behind,...We can’t hold the government
responsible for our failings” (Petit-Sumrall 2008, as cited in Reed & Louis Jr., 2009, p.100).
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It should be clear that as the idea of the post-racial society became dominant and many middle-class African
Americans adopted the “no more excuses” discourse, the perception of the influence of race and racism changed.
The existence of racism and racial barriers got downplayed and instead, many people started to blame
themselves for their own failings. According to a 2010 PEW Research Center survey on race, 52 percent of African
Americans said that African Americans who cannot get ahead in the country were mainly responsible themselves
for their situation, in comparison to 34 percent who answered that racial discrimination was the main reason
(Ostertag & Armaline, 2011). The general idea was that if a Black man could be voted into the highest place in
office, Black people could no longer use their skin color as an excuse for not being successful or not living up to
their dreams. Although evidence of institutional racism against African Americans remained widespread, the
adaptation of this discourse by white, as well as Black people, unfairly changed people’s perception of race and
racism and what this meant for people’s social status and possibilities in life (Reed & Louis Jr., 2009; Love &
Tosolt, 2010).
I will now present some counterarguments to make clear that the election of Obama did not signify the beginning
of a post-racial era.
To start with, it should be noted that if it had been up to white people, Obama would not have won the
presidency. 55 percent of white people voted for John McCain in 2008 and in 2012, 59 percent of white people
voted for Mitt Romney (Sekou, 2020). The white electoral also represented the lowest percentage ever, which
stood in stark contrast to the biggest Black mobilization in history (Dawson & Bobo, 2009). What is also notable,
is that a poll from Research 2000 questioning over 2,000 self-identified Republicans found that 31 percent of
Republicans believed that Obama “is a racist who hates white people”, which contradicts the notion that race
would not be an important factor any more. On top of that, 39 percent of the respondents thought that Obama
should be impeached (Dailykos, 2010). We could thus conclude that it was the changing electorate that secured
Obama’s victory, rather than improving race relations. Racist ideologies remained that inhibited white people’s
willingness to vote for a Black candidate and Obama’s presidency even provoked racist comments.
Also when looking at the issue of racialization, the reality showed a bleak picture (Marable, 2009). Even though
the majority of people thought that race relations had improved with the election of President Obama, the
number of racial hate crimes across the U.S. significantly increased leading up to and following the presidential
election (Marable, 2009, Johnson, 2016; Giroux, 2009). After the presidential election in 2008, the FBI reported
that hate crimes increased with 21 percent representing a total of 9,160 incidents. 72,6 percent of these were
motivated by a anti-Black bias (U.S. DoJ, 2009). Obama himself also had to endure numerous racist remarks and
was often depicted in racist pictures and images (Joseph, 2011). Extreme-right hate groups and anti-government
groups proliferated after the election, most likely in response to the fact a Black man could now become the
most powerful man in the country. Awareness of the increasingly diverse nation and the growing portion of
ethnic minorities has been seen to cause racial anxiety and greater hostility towards people of color as whites
feel threatened to lose social, economic, and political status. As Obama’s election was seen by white extremists
to threaten the status quo of white power, they feared the loss of white supremacy and privilege, which led to
an increase of xenophobia, racism, and resentment towards minority groups (Sekou, 2020; Johnson, 2016; Lopez,
2011).
The shooting and killing of 22-year old Oscar Grant is a clear example of the continuation of racially motivated
conflicts and influenced people’s perception of the influence of race and racism. Oscar Grant was an unarmed
African American man who was shot in the back by a Rapid Transit officer while he was lying face down on a train
platform in Oakland, Ca. This happened weeks before Obama would be inaugurated and his death was a cold
reminder that choosing a Black President would not be the end of racism. Grant became a symbol of police
brutality and the devaluation of Black male life by law enforcement officials. While the U.S. was about to have
its first Black president, the killing of Oscar Grant shed new light on police violence and decreased African
American’s optimism on race relations. Grant’s death made a lot of African Americans question the idea of the
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post-racial era and it emphasized the need to fight for racial justice (Harshaw, 2019; Jacobs, 2009; Dirks, 2020;
Taylor, 2016).
Throughout Obama’s presidency, Black children continued to die at the hands of the police which strongly
contradicted the belief in the post-racial era. In 2012, Trayvon Martin, a 17-year old Black teenager was shot and
killed by a neighborhood watch as he was on his way home (Munor, 2015). Trayvon’s parents managed to turn
their son’s case into a "cause célèbre" and protests to call for racial justice and protests were organized
nationwide (The Guardian, 2013). However, the man who had shot Trayvon claimed self-defense and was
allowed to walk free (Munro, 2015). The outcome of the verdict was a great shock for the Black community as
many had thought that with the election of the first Black president white privilege and racial discrimination had
vanished (Luconi, 2018; Lee, 2012). Al Sharpton accurately conveyed the confusion many people experienced:
"We live in the middle of an American paradox. We can put a Black man in the White House but we
cannot walk a Black child through a gated neighborhood. We are not selling out, bowing out, or backing
down until there is justice for Trayvon." (The Guardian, 2012, para. 3)
Trayvon’s death reminded the Black community that racism and police brutality had not ended with the election
of Obama and as the protests continued, "stand your ground" gun laws, racial profiling, discrimination, and police
incompetence gained renewed attention (The Guardian, 2013). After Trayvon’s death, extrajudicial killings of
Black citizens would gain more attention. When Eric Garner died of suffocation after being held in a chokehold
by a white police officer (ABC Net, 2018), and Mike Brown got shot dead by an officer in Ferguson, the Black
community no longer doubted that racism and police brutality were embedded in American systems and
continued to threated Black life despite a Black presidency (Taylor, 2016).
3.4 Obama’s Rhetoric and Policies
In the next section, I would like to elaborate on the way Obama talked about issues of race and racism, or rather,
how he continued to avoid these issues. Obama oftentimes downplayed the existence of structural racism and
rather emphasized self-reliance and the need to treat everyone as an individual (Esposito, 2011; Enck-Wanzer,
2011). He frequently talked about the importance of hard work and determination in the pursuit of the American
dream (Welburn & Pittman, 2012). By doing this, Obama maintained the post-racial discourse and as a
consequence normalized and sustained racial inequality while promoting neoliberalism (Esposito, 2011; EnckWanzer, 2011). I will present a few examples in which it becomes clear that Obama more than once downplayed
race issues or refused to step up for the Black community.
To begin, Obama’s speech at the NAACP in 2009 reflects how he promoted individual acts and responsibility as
means to overcome racial differences (Esposito, 2011). He addressed structural inequalities, but he mainly
encouraged students to work hard in school and take their destiny into their own hands. To African American
parents he said that they have to take responsibility for helping their children move forward, by putting them to
bed on time, reading to them, and helping them with their homework. “I want their horizon to be limitless. [...]
Don’t feed our children with a sense of – that somehow because of their race that they cannot achieve” (Obama
White House, 2009). Obama continued this line of speech when addressing Black audiences (Johnson, 2017).
When he spoke to graduate students of Morehouse College (a prestigious Black college) the president stated:
“Nobody cares how tough your upbringing was. Nobody cares if you suffered some discrimination.
Moreover, you have to remember that whatever you’ve gone through, pales in comparison to the
hardships previous generations endured -- and they overcame them. And if they overcame them, you
can overcome them, too.” (Obama White House, 2013, para. 30).
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After hearing Obama’s Morehouse speech, Coates remarked that “Barack Obama, is indeed, the president of ‘all
America,’ but he also is singularity the scold of “Black America.” (Ta-Nehisi Coates 2013, as cited in Johnson,
2017, p. 179). Many Black leaders criticized Obama for his failure to point out structural racism as a significant
barrier in African American life and thought he made too little effort to address racial disparities (Thompson,
2010; Stolberg, 2010). It must be clear that Obama did not only downplay structural racism but also seemed to
judge African Americans who were not able to overcome racial barriers and further neglected their experience
with racism. On top of that, he promoted the same negative assumptions with regards to Black people by
assuming Black parents are not taking enough responsibility for their children which would clarify why Black
children are falling behind. With this kind of rhetoric, Obama re-enforced racist ideologies that negatively frame
Black people.
Another occurrence that many African Americans took as a sign that Obama was not willing to stand up on behalf
of the Black community took place in 2011. The U.S. government and Obama were called upon to halt the
execution of Troy Davis, an African American male on death row who was widely believed to be innocent. The
European Union and Amnesty International had requested the U.S. government to stop the execution multiple
times, and protests had taken place in various countries, but activists all over the world were disappointed.
President Obama did not interfere. All they got was a reaction from a press secretary who stated that it would
not have been “appropriate” for the president to intervene in state prosecution. So Troy Davis, most likely an
innocent man, died (Luconi, 2018; Taylor, 2016). As Obama did not intervene, he allowed racist structures to be
upheld.
Also in policy-making, Obama treated race as if it were irrelevant to public policy issues and rather focused on
universal policies instead of affirmative action. In his book, The Audacity of Hope Obama argued that “[a]n
emphasis on universal, as opposed to race-specific, programs isn’t just good policy: it’s also good politics” (Lopez,
2011, p.1009). Obama’s clarified his opinion by describing an experience he had when he had been a senator.
While a Black colleague was decrying racism, a white colleague leaned over to Obama and said: “You know what
the problem is with John? Whenever I hear him, he makes me feel more white” (Lopez, 2011, p.1010). After this
experience, Obama was convinced that it would be better to set policies in place that help all Americans as
affirmative action could provoke offensive and defensive behavior from white people (Lopez, 2011). In an
interview with a group of Black-owned radio stations Obama repeated and defended his decision not to pay
specific attention to African Americans, although they were suffering the most from unemployment:
"I can't pass laws that say I'm just helping Black folks. I'm the president of the United States. What I can do
is make sure that I am passing laws that help all people, particularly those who are most vulnerable and
most in need. That, in turn, is going to help lift up the African-American community." (Stolberg, 2010, para.
10)
Although many African Americans had believed in Obama’s ability to bring social and economic change, it cannot
be denied that the social and economic position of African Americans worsened under his presidency (BonillaSilva, 2010; Teasley, 2010; Sekou, 2020). Unemployment rates increased, home-ownership decreased and
income declined. Although these numbers also decreased for whites, these only concerned minor digressions
(Stanage, 2013). Although Black communities were going through a rough time, Obama continued to emphasize
that Black issues were not his top priority (Teasley, 2010). In an interview with Black Enterprise Obama stated:
“I’m not the president of Black America. I’m the president of the United States of America” (Dingle, 2012).
President Obama thus downplayed the influence of race and racism on multiple occasions and he failed to seize
opportunities to step up for the Black community. While Obama was living in the White House, attention to
systemic racism and racial remedies decreased (Teasley, 2010; Love & Tosolt, 2010; Cho, 2009). On top of that,
the discourse of post-racialism suppressed individual acts of resistance and collective political organization (Cho,
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2009). Tim Wise (2010), a prominent anti-racist writer and activists, nicely summed up the impact of the election
of Obama on racial matters:
“It was candidate Obama’s use of the rhetoric of racial transcendence that made his victory possible, by
assuaging white fears that we would focus on racial injustice or seek to remedy the same, were he
elected president. But on the other hand, it is the same avoidance of race issue that has made it more
difficult than ever to address ongoing racial bias, and has hamstrung the president’s ability to push back
against the opposition to his agenda, even when that opposition is framed in blatantly racist ways.”
3.5 The Increased Difficulty to Address Race-Related Issues
On the other hand, I would like to emphasize it was increasingly hard for Obama to acknowledge race or the
continued existence of racism. In a post-racial society, the first person to mention race would quickly be accused
of “playing the race card “and would often not lead to substantial discussions (Lopez, 2011; Esposito, 2011; EnckWanzer, 2011). In the following section, with the use of some of Obama’s own statements, it will become clear
how and why it was difficult for Obama to address race or race-related issues. In an interview with Coates (2016)
Obama commented on this challenge:
“But this is always one of the challenges of politics: It can never capture all the complexity and
contradictions in life. So you end up having to try to be true in a way that can be consumed for a mass
audience, but you're always missing some elements of it. You're always leaving some things out.”
(Coates, 2016, para. 31).
“And that’s part of the reason why race is such a difficult thing to deal with in politics, because the
evolution of racial identity, racial relationships, institutional racism, is never similar. The trajectory, I
believe, has been positive. But anything you say on the topic of race, there’s a counterargument, there’s
an exception, there’s a nuance. There’s a, Wait, hold on a minute, how about that? And that’s part of
the reason why, I think, it creates frustration. It’s also why it’s easy to demagogue. It’s also why
situations that look ambiguous can lead to people dividing into camps very quickly.” (Coates, 2016, para.
32)
Obama thus pointed out how difficult it was to talk about race and racism in politics as these are complex and
ever-changing issues over which a lot of controverse exists. Obama emphasized it is almost impossible to say
something about race without someone being offended by it. Subsequently, Obama gave two examples of
incidents in which his comments led to a backlash. In the first instance, Obama had said something about white
working-class people supporting a Republican agenda. However, Obama’s statement: “They cling to their guns
and Bibles” was taken out of context. His words were made to sound patronizing and were used as proof that
Obama was not supportive of white communities. Obama said about this instance:
“And if I had been a white person saying the exact same thing, it wouldn’t have played the same way. If
I had said it the way I meant it or felt it, it would have been absorbed differently. But because there was
a racial component to it, immediately it becomes a permanent talking point.” (Coates, 2016, para. 34)
Obama himself thus recognized that his color negatively influenced the way white conservatives would interpret
his words. The second example Obama gave was the backlash that followed after he commented on the so-called
Gates incident (Coates, 2016). Henry Louis Gates was an African American Harvard professor who was arrested
on the suspicion of breaking in while trying to get into his own home. The president reacted by saying that the
Cambridge police had “acted stupidly” in arresting the professor and also mentioned that African Americans and
Latinos had a long history of disproportionately being stopped by law enforcement. After this comment, the
backlash immediately followed. The Cambridge police department demanded an apology from the President and
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an ABC News commentator said that Obama had “crossed the line” (Johnson, 2017). Rush Limbaugh, a
conservative talk show host stated “here you have a Black president trying to destroy a White policeman”
(Johnson, 2017, p. 175). Glenn Beck, another conservative commentator said: “This president, I think, has
exposed himself as a guy, over and over and over again, who has a deep-seated hatred for white people, or the
white culture. I don’t what it is” (Johnson, 2017, p. 175).
Obama did not directly apologize for his remarks but he invited both the Professor and the involved officer to
the White House to ease the tensions. This became known as the “beer summit”. The incident caused a significant
drop in the president’s national approval rating among white voters and after the Gates incident, Obama became
even more hesitant to talk about race-related issues (Johnson, 2015; Johnson, 2017). When reflecting on this
incident Obama said that he thought he had said the obvious, that it would not have happened if Gates had not
been African American. However, according to Obama, people did not seize this moment to talk about race issues
but instead lashed out at him (Coates, 2016). In the last part of the interview Obama stated:
“So this is part of the reason why when I hear people say we need a dialogue about race, or we need
commissions on race, or this or that, I’m always somewhat skeptical because trying to engineer those
kinds of conversations on a national level in a way that could actually capture reality is very hard.”
(Coates, 2016, para. 36)
It should be clear that Obama’s mentions of race or race-related issues provoked offensive reactions and
increased racial tensions. As Obama became aware of this during the course of his campaign and presidency, he
became more reluctant to talk about race-related issues which led to disappointment among the Black
community.
3.6 Decreased Policy-Making Capacity
It should also be understood that Obama, although he was president, could not dictate everything that happened
in politics and could not get every proposed policy through Congress. Even if Obama would have been a staunch
advocate for affirmative action that would uplift Black people, he would not have been able to. Under Obama’s
presidency, partisanship increased and Congress became more divided which made it more difficult for Obama
to install new policies. Although Black people had been optimistic that President Obama would be able to
implement policies that would advance their lives, I will explain in the following section that the political
environment actually changed unfavorably with the election of Obama. This is important to understand that
Obama’s inability to address racial issues can not solely be blamed on his willingness, but was also restrained by
the political system.
During the campaign trail, it had been one of Obama’s main aspirations to reduce bipartisanship (Parsons &
Mascaro, 2017). However, the partisan divide actually increased during his presidency and this was mainly the
result of the increasing disapproval of the president from the opposition party. On average, only 14 percent of
Republicans approved of Obama, compared to an average of 81 percent of Democrats (Fig. 6). This divide
presented the largest gap of the last six decades. Obama’s Affordable Care Act led to great disagreement among
Republicans but also disagreements about immigrants, gun control and climate polarised the parties (Dimock,
2017). Conservatives had also become more conservative since 2004, while Democrats had shifted to the left
(Gramlich, 2016). Increased partisanship was also clear in Congress, where Obama was met with great opposition
from the Republican party. As they had been reluctant to make concessions, Obama was greatly limited in his
ability to make progress (Parsons & Mascaro, 2017). The fact that the Republicans opposed the President’s
policies was clearly on display when Senate Republican leader Mitch McConnel of Kentucky stated that “the
single most important thing we want to achieve is for President Obama to be a one-term president" (Carroll,
2010, para. 3).
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Figure 6: Approval Rating of President Obama (PEW Research Center, 2016)

With the Congressional elections in 2010, Congress became even more divided. Democrats lost six Senate seats,
ten governorships, and more than sixty House seats, which resulted in the worst democratic electoral defeat in
decades. There was a low democratic turnout, independents tended towards the Republican Party and people
from both parties were dissatisfied with the way Obama had handled economic problems. As Obama
experienced a voter backlash, the Republic party was able to gain political power, while Democrats lost the House
of Representatives and saw their majority in the Senate declining (Best, 2010). Although many of Obama’s
supporters had thought this new president would really be able to make a change in their life, Obama’s presence
in the White House has likely made it more difficult to get policy proposals through Congress. With the 2010
midterm elections, racially conservative districts became more Republican and subsequently failed to cooperate
with the president’s legislative agenda. Because of the GOP's unwillingness to compromise, the Obama
administration turned out to be very unproductive (Parker, 2016).
One of the most important factors in the increasing hostility of the Republican party towards the president was
the rise of the Tea Party which drove the party more towards the right (Parker, 2016). Although there had been
a growing number of conservative Republican activists, the Democratic victory accelerated the emergence of the
Tea Party movement, a conservative political movement within the Republican party. Obama was not only the
first Black president but was also the first non-Southern Democrat President since Kennedy and presumably one
of the most progressive ones. The fact that Obama came from a mixed racial heritage, pursued an ambitious
policy agenda, and was supported by a diverse range of people fuelled a negative reaction from social and
economic Republicans and from other white citizens who were dissatisfied with having a Black man in office. The
fact that Obama is Black has likely activated racial fears and resentments among some white people. These fears
and resentments have been encouraged by right-wing politicians and media outlets and intensified the negative
reaction towards the president. The Tea Party fuelled the idea that Obama’s values would be different from that
of white Americans because of his mixed racial heritage and also played into the rumors that he was a member
of Islam and had not been born in the U.S. As many conservatives were already opposing the progressive policies
Obama had proposed, like the economic stimulus and health care reform, and were also confronted with these
kinds of claims, the Tea Party managed to create a large pool of supporters and influenced the Republican Party
(Abramowitz, 2011).
3.7 Concluding Remarks
Although with the election of President Obama the idea of the post-racial era became the dominant narrative
and white, as well as Black people believed race relations had improved, it should be clear that his victory did
not mark the end of the influence of race, racism, (structural) discrimination, and police brutality. Although it is
important to acknowledge the symbolic significance of Obama’s victory, it is also important not to overestimate
it (Teasley, 2010). As Giroux (2009) also argued: “While ‘post-racial may mean less overt racism, the idea that we

40

have moved into a post-racial period in American history is not merely premature – it is an act of willful denial
and ignorance” (p. 574). Having Obama in the White House and the idea of the post-racial society obscured the
realities on the ground and that reality was that political, social, and economic institutions continued to repress
Black people and that racism and police brutality continued to threaten Black life. Anti-Black hate crimes even
increased throughout his presidency, which was in contrary to what many people had expected when Black
people turned out in record number to vote for Obama. As we have seen in the previous chapter, racism and
police brutality have become deeply embedded in American society and therefore they could not be eradicated
with the election of one Black president. Furthermore, now that many people thought that these problems were
a thing of the past and that the marginalized position of Black people resulted from a lack of personal
responsibility, it became harder for Black communities to talk about and address these issues. Obama himself
was also responsible for maintaining the post-racial narrative with his race-neutral rhetoric and the promotion
of individual responsibility which downplayed the continuous impact of race-related problems. In the next
chapter, we will clearly see how racism and police brutality continued to target de Black community under the
Obama presidency.
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4. Police Brutality During the Obama Presidency: the Death of Michael Brown and the
Ferguson Protests
In this chapter, the Michael Brown case and the subsequent protests will be described extensively. Michael
Brown was an 18-year old Black teenager who was shot and killed on the streets of Ferguson, MO. Mike Brown
was unarmed when he was shot but Darren Wilson, the officer who shot him was allowed to walk free. As Mike
Brown was Black, and the officer white, many who condemned the shooting saw the case in terms of racism and
police brutality (BBC, 2015). The Mike Brown case put the topic of police brutality and racism back on the national
agenda and was seen as a clear example of the continuation of racism and police brutality under the Obama
presidency (Garza, 2014; Taylor, 2016; BlackLivesMatter, n.d.). On the basis of the Mike Brown case and theories
of racism and police brutality, this chapter will show how these phenomena played out in practice.
The description of the case consists of three parts: contextualization and the first wave of protests, a description
of the mean-time, and the second wave of protests. In addition, the first part is divided into different sections.
The first section will shortly describe the history of Ferguson. Subsequently, I will describe how prevailing racist
ideologies and implicit racial bias were reflected in Wilson’s testimony about the shooting. Next, I will describe
how police violence targeted at the Black community continued after the shooting and how this resulted in
escalating protests. Then I will describe what further factors contributed to the frustration of the protesters
(underlying tensions, ever-changing policies, and the violation of rights, the police’s selective way of releasing
information, and division between protesters). The section about the mean-time will describe what
developments took place between Mike Brown’s funeral and the verdict regarding officer Wilson. The last part
will describe how the verdict and the police’s way of handing the protesters again led to escalating protests and
I will shortly touch upon the role of social media. The case is thus largely described in chronological order but is
also divided along themes. In addition, images are included to support the description of the case.
4.1 Contextualization and First Wave of Protests
4.1.1 A Brief History of Ferguson
To begin, I will shortly address the history of Ferguson. Ferguson is a small suburb (21,000 residents) of St. Louis
in the state of Missouri. As of 2010, St. Louis was one of the most segregated areas in the United States (Logan
& Stults, 2011). The next paragraph will sum up the most important developments that have contributed to St.
Louis and Ferguson becoming so segregated.
In 1916, St. Louis was one of the first towns to formalize racial segregation. The designated “Negro blocks” where
Blacks ought to live and they were not allowed to leave. In 1917, the Supreme Court decided this was unlawful,
but private real estate agents and other groups thought of new and informal means to enforce segregation. In
1923, the St. Louis Real Estate Exchange created zones to limit the number of Black housing. Real estate agents
could sell homes to Black families inside these zones but would lose their license if they designated a house
outside of these zones. In 1941, real-estate agents further formalized racial segregation. They combined the
zones into a single district and with the use of “racial covenants” they banned the sale of homes to Black families
outside of the district. Up from the 1970s, white flight took place in St. Louis. White families moved to the outer
suburbs, while Black families, pushed by “urban renewal” were forced to move to older, inner-ring suburbs.
(Bouie, 2014). While in 1990, 74% of the Ferguson population was white and 25% was Black, ten years later the
Black community had become the majority and made up 52% of the population. As of 2014, two-thirds of
Ferguson resident was Black (U.S. DoJ, 2015). However, leadership positions remained covered by white citizens.
The mayor was white, five of the six City Council members were white, the police chief was white and 50 out of
53 police officers working in the police department were white. The city’s power structure was thus not
representative of its community which caused dissatisfaction among the Black community (Vega & Eligon, 2014).
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Especially the relationship between the largely white police department and the largely Black community has
been disturbing ( Bouie, 2014). I will elaborate on this in the section “Underlying Tensions”.
St. Louis did not only deal with housing segregation as of 2014, education was also deeply segregated.
Nationwide, only Pittsburgh, PA experienced more Black-white segregation than St. Louis. Normandy high school,
the school that Mike Brown attended can also be used to illustrate this segregation. Of the 1064 students in
2014, 98 percent were Black and 74 percent were low-income. Only 58 percent of the students graduate,
compared to the average 80 percent in the state of Missouri (Goldstein, 2014).
As described in the theoretical framework, segregation in housing and education is a form of systemic racism
and maintains and increases inequalities between minority and non-minority households. It is understood that
Ferguson has been facing a lot of structural racism and this has negatively impacted its Black citizens. Growing
up in highly segregated areas leaves Black children with fewer opportunities than their white counterparts and
can lead to poverty and higher crime rates. Segregated areas are also more prone to policing which make Black
people more vulnerable to police violence. As Mike Brown was shot in Ferguson, it is important to understand
his case in this context.
4.1.2 Racist Ideologies and Implicit Racial Bias in Mike Brown Shooting
Now, we will turn to the specifics of the Mike Brown case, beginning with the deadly shooting. I will elaborate
on the testimonies that were given about Michael Brown’s final moments. First, I will discuss the testimony of
Dorian Johnson, Brown’s friend who was with him at the time, and thereafter I will discuss Wilson’s testimony.
Although Johnson’s and Wilson’s stories do not aline, it will give us a better idea of why Johnson and many in the
Black community thought the shooting was racially motivated and how Wilson’s interpretation of the situation
caused him to shoot the teenager. From Wilson’s testimony, it will become clear that racist ideologies prevailed
and implicit racial bias also influenced his decision to shoot the teenager.
According to Johnson, he and Mike were walking in the middle of Canfield Drive when they were approached by
the officer (Bosman & Fitzsimmons, 2014). The officer told them to “get the f-k off the street” and when they
refused to do so, the officer drove off, reversed his car, and opened the car door (Bouie, 2014). According to
Johnson: “He was so close to us that [the door] … bounced back toward him. At that point, he reached out the
window and tried to choke my friend. We were trying to get away, and he tried to pull my friend into the car”
(Bouie, para. 9). Thereafter, Wilson pulled his gun out and injured Mike: “We look at [Brown], he was shot and
there was blood comin’ from him. … We took off running, and I hid because I feared for my life. My friend took
off running, too” (Bouie, 2014, para. 9). According to Johnson, Wilson stepped out of his car and shot Mike again.
“Once my friend felt that, he put his arms in the air, and he started to get down, but the officer still approached
with the weapon drawn, and he fired several more shots, and my friend died. He didn’t say anything to him, he
just stood over him and kept shooting” (Bouie, 2014, para. 10). Another witness stated something in similar lines
saying: “I know he shot that child, and when he shot him, the little boy fell, then he shot him six more times,”
(Bouie, 2014, para. 10). Two separate law enforcement investigations would later conclude that Brown did not
have his hands in the air when Wilson shot him, but Johnson stood by his story. He said: “His hands were
definitely up when he turned around. Whether his hands were up, or hallway up, or fully down or up, he was
killed and he was unarmed. He wasn’t posing a threat.” (Lowery, 2019, para. 9). Johnson’s emphasis on Brown
trying to surrender led to the now widely known rallying cry: “Hands up, don’t shoot!” (Lowery, 2019). Johnson
was convinced his friend had been shot for no reason and people in the community also shared this opinion. One
man stated:
“They killed him for no reason … they just killed this n—er for no reason. Do you see a knife? Do you see
anything that would have caused a threat to these motherf–kin’ police? They shot that boy because they
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wanted to shoot that boy in the middle of the motherf–kin’ day in the middle of the motherf–kin’ street.”
(Bouie, 2014, para. 11).
However, Wilson had another version of events. In his testimony, he emphasized Brown’s size (Glenza, 2014).
“I see [Brown and Dorian Johnson] walking down the middle of the street. And the first thing that struck
me was, they’re walking down the middle of the street … And the next thing I noticed was the size of
the individuals because either the first one was really small or the second one was really big.” (Glenza,
2014, para. 5).
Wilson said he felt intimidated by Mike:
“I then looked at him, and I told him to get back, and he was just staring at me, almost like to intimidate
me or to overpower me. The intense face he had was just not what I expected from any of this.” (Glenza,
2014, para. 11).
According to Wilson, Brown was the one who started attacking him, which contradicted Johnson’s statement,
and again he emphasized the seize difference between him and the teenager:
“I tried to hold his right arm and use my left hand to get out to have some type of control and not be
trapped in my car any more. And when I grabbed him, the only way I can describe it is I felt like a fiveyear-old holding on to Hulk Hogan.” (Glenza, 2014, para. 7)
When the prosecution asked Wilson why he felt the need to pull his weapon he stated:
“I felt that another one of those punches in my face could knock me out or worse. I mean it was, he’s
obviously bigger than I was and stronger, and I’ve already taken two to the face and I didn’t think I
would, the third one could be fatal if he hit me right.” (Glenza, 2014, para. 9)
“He looked up at me, and had the most intense, aggressive face. The only way I can describe it – it looks
like a demon. That’s how angry he looked.” (Glenza, 2014, para. 13)
According to Wilson, Brown kept coming for him when he had shot him.
“I remember seeing the smoke from the gun, and I kind of looked at him and he’s still coming at me, he
hadn’t slowed down.” (Glenza, 2014, para. 15)
“At this point it looked like he was almost bulking up to run through the shots, like it was making him
mad that I’m shooting at him … And the face that he had was looking straight through me, like I wasn’t
even there, I wasn’t even anything in his way.” (Glenza, 2014, para. 17)
“And he had started to lean forward as he got close, like he was going to just tackle me, just go right
through me.” (Glenza, 2014, para. 19)
It can be noted that these are two very different versions of the same event. On one hand, Johnson’s testimony
emphasized Brown’s innocence and Wilson’s unlawful and aggressive approach, and on the other hand, Wilson
described Brown as a dangerous individual which had motivated him to shoot. In the way Wilson described the
incident, racial stereotypes and discourses clearly come forward. By describing Brown as “Hulk Hogan”, “a
demon”, and as having “the most intense, aggressive face”, Wilson dehumanized the teenager and these
descriptions correlate with the negative stereotypes existing about Black men. Wilson also described Brown in a
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very aggressive and violent way. Because of the prevailing “Black as Criminal” stereotype and implicit racial bias,
Wilson was more likely to view the Black teenager and his behavior as dangerous. Because of implicit racial bias,
officers are also more likely to shoot an unarmed Black individual, which also happened in this case. It should
also be noted that Brown and his friend were approached by the officer because they were walking in the middle
of the street, which is a minor offense. However, because of mass criminalization, a factor in the Police Violence
Model, Black people are more likely to get punished for this, which makes them more vulnerable to police
brutality. Also in this case, non-violent behavior ultimately led to police brutality and the death of a young Black
teenager.
4.1.3 Police Violence Continued
In the next section, I would like to elaborate on how the police handled Mike Brown’s death as well as the
community members who were witnessing the atrocity. We will see that police violence continued to provoke
the community and that the community immediately started to connect Mike Brown’s death with the wider issue
of police brutality and racism.
After Mike Brown was shot, his body was not covered or removed from the streets but was left where he fell,
bleeding, in the hot summer sun for more than four hours (Goldstein & Bosman, 2014; Parker, 2015; Taylor,
2016). It was a horrifying image and family, friends, and community members gathered around the scene,
simultaneously ushering their children to stay inside to prevent them from witnessing this horrible event. Mike’s
parents were not allowed to approach their own son's body but were kept away with dogs and under gun-shot
(Ibid). One officer told Brown's mother, Lesley McSpadden, to "get it together" (Parker, 2015, para. 1) and
Brown's stepfather later stated: "Nobody came to nobody and said, 'Hey, we're sorry'. Nobody said nothing"
(Goldstein & Bosman, 2014, para. 20). A committeewoman in Ferguson also commented on the way the police
handled the situation and its impact on the community.
"The delay helped fuel the outrage, it was very disrespectful to the community and the people who live
there. It also sent the message from law enforcement that 'we can do this to you any day, any time, in
broad daylight, and there's nothing you can do about it.’”(Goldstein & Bosman, 2014, para. 5)
It is clear that up from the moment Mike was shot, the police provoked the shocked community and used
disproportionate measures to contain the crowd that was gathering around Mike’s body. The police did not
function to “serve and protect” like they ought to do but abused their power to control the community. In this
approach, the prevalence of white supremacy is clearly recognized.
The disrespect from the police towards the deceased teenager and the grieving community continued after his
body was finally removed. To commemorate Mike Brown, residents made a memorial with teddy bears, cards,
and flowers. Later, when the police arrived, they let a dog urinate on the memorial. When Brown's mother
recovered the memorial and laid out rose petals on the spot where her son had died, a police cruiser came by
and crushed the memorial. The next morning, the residents rebuild a memorial for the third time, and again, a
police cruiser destroyed it. The destruction of the memorial led to outrage and an immediate rallying cry from
the supporters of Brown. However, the Ferguson police department appeared undisturbed by it (Taylor, 2016;
Pilkington, 2014). When asked about whether the destruction would be investigated, a police spokesman
referred to the memorial as "a pile of trash in the middle of the street" (Pilkington, 2014, para. 6). The police did
not try to support the community but continued to unnecessarily provoke them. This seems to indicate the police
did not think Mike Brown and the overwhelmingly Black community were worthy of respect which correlates
with racist ideologies and white supremacy that view Black people as a lesser racial group who ought to be
oppressed.
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Another striking thing is that from the beginning throughout, members of the community started to couple Mike
Brown’s death to the wider issue of racism and police brutality and emphasized that Mike Brown was not the
first Black teenager who died at the hands of the police. McSpadden, Mike Brown’s mother, stated shortly after
her son got killed:
“You took my son away from me. Do you know how hard it was for me to get him to stay in school and
graduate? Do you know how many Black men graduate? Not many. Because you bring them down to
this type of level, where they feel like they don't get nothing to live for anyway. 'They're going to try to
take me out anyway.” (Bosman & Fitzsimmons, 2014, para. 26)
Another Black woman also expressed her fear of the police and the way the police treat young Black boys in
general (Solomon, 2014). She said about her nephews:
"They're the same age as Michael Brown and they're right here in this community. This could have been
anyone, any one of our nieces, nephews, any one of our children. It's a trap and it's going all over the
world and it just needs to stop." (Solomon, 2014, para. 4)
Another resident stated:
"This happens a lot to the Black community, this is nothing new. It happens A LOT. This time it was
publicized. As a mother of four sons, I am touched by it deeply. I can certainly feel for the mother of
Michael Brown. A lot of things get swept under the rug." (Kochel, 2019, p.392)
These statements reflect the belief that Black lives continue to be a marginalized and oppressed group in
American society. Although formally Black and white people have the same rights, McSpadden and the other
testimonies refer to systemic racism which makes it increasingly hard for young Black men to get an education
or be save on the streets. Black men continue to be looked down on and criminalized, just like they were in the
past. The police’s way of handling the situation and signs of ongoing racism fuelled the anger in the Ferguson
community.
4.1.4 Protests Began and Police Violence Continued
The next section will describe how the protests for Mike Brown began and will show how police brutality
continued to defy, as well as motivate, the Ferguson protesters. The first protests emerged after the police held
a news conference in which stated they stated that the officer had shot the teenager because he would have
assaulted him. The statement dissatisfied the aggrieved community (Bosman & Fitzsimmons, 2014). Mr. French,
a city councilman in St. Louis stated:
“I find it hard to believe. It's a textbook example of how not to handle the situation. Ferguson has a
white government and a white mayor, but a large Black population. This situation has brought out
whatever rifts were between that minority community and the Ferguson government.” (Bosman &
Fitzsimmons, 2014, para. 8 & 9)
After the news conference, the Ferguson community organized a candlelight vigil at the place where Mike had
been shot (Bosman & Fitzsimmons, 2014). The candlelight vigil turned into a protest and thousands of people
flooded the streets chanting "Black Lives Matter" (Luibrand, 2015). This was the message that would not only
dominate the streets in the days and weeks after Mike Brown's death but would transform into a movement
calling for racial justice, equality, and the eradication of police violence (Garza, 2014). While the protest started
peacefully and the participants were unarmed, they were met by hundreds of police officers in riot gear, using
tear gas and rubber bullets to disperse the crowds (Bosman & Fitzsimmons, 2014) (Fig. 7, 8, & 9). A small portion
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of protesters turned volatile and looted businesses, vandalized vehicles, and confronted the police (CBS, 2014).
A QuickTrip (gas station), was set on fire and later became a staging ground for the Ferguson protests (Wilson,
2017). 32 people got arrested (Bosman & Goode, 2014). The protesters were caught by surprise by the brutal
response of the police. DeRay Mckesson (2019), who would become one of the leading voices of the BLM
movement, later said about this experience:
"I have seen photos of protesters bloodied for daring to march in politically inconvenient places. But I
never thought that in an American city in 2014, it would be illegal to stand still. I never thought I would
have to hide under my steering wheel to escape the police. I never thought I would learn to maneuver
in teargas like I learned how to tie my shoelaces – awkwardly and slowly at first, and then with grace. It
wasn't that I thought the US was better than teargassing its own citizens – I knew that was not so. But I
thought those tactics were a thing of the past. Instead, the default reaction to Black bodies assembled
in protest was to treat us as a threat." (para. 22)
Mckesson's statement is a clear testimony of continuing police brutality and also conveys the fact that the police
continued to criminalize Black people’s behavior and view Black protesters as a dangerous group who ought to
be controlled. These reflect racist ideologies and structures that dehumanize Black people and keep them in a
marginalized position.
The next day, August 11th crowds mainly consisting of African Americans re-emerged to question the role race
had played in the shooting of Michael Brown (Swaine & Laughland, 2015). The disproportionate response of the
police towards the protesters continued. A standoff took place in which a dozen men approached a wall of police
officers chanting "don't shoot me" (Fig. 10, 11 & 12). More than a hundred protesters were arrested for blocking
highways and refusing to move from the entrance of the St. Louis federal courthouse. Several protesters threw
stones and plastic bottles filled with ice at the police while the police were armed with weapons and pepper
spray. The tense standoff between the protesters and the police continued throughout the night and a state of
emergency was announced (Ibid).
The Ferguson police reacted disproportionately to the protests on the streets. The police’s reaction worked
counterproductively and escalated the protests. The right to peaceful assembly, freedom of association, and
freedom of expression are basic human rights and the police violated these rights by approaching the protesters
with riot gear and using tear gas, rubber bullets, and weapons to disperse the crowds. The violent reaction of the
police in response to a limited number of protesters has also violated the rights of the majority of participants,
who were protesting peacefully and were thus unjust (Amnesty USA, 2014). The evaluation of Amnesty USA
concerning the response of the Ferguson police confirmed the belief of many Ferguson citizens that they were
treated unjustly and were punished more harshly than if they would have been white. Although most protesters
had been peaceful, the police treated them as if they were a threat. In this, I note a resemblance with slave
patrols and Black Codes enacted in the past. For centuries, the police have been suspicious of Black people and
have criminalized their behavior as ways to control them. In this case, the protesters’ (mainly consisting of Black
people) peaceful behavior is also criminalized to justify the harsh response by the mainly white police force. Black
communities are also more likely to be deemed disorderly as theorized in the Police Violence Model, which can
also be used to explain the police’s violent response.
In the next few paragraphs, I will present some more personal testimonies from protesters which show what
motivated the protesters and how they felt about the violent police response. When Mckesson (2019) reflected
on the case, he stated that the community was left with a lot of questions but what was clear to them was “that
Michael Brown should be alive, and that we would not and could not leave the streets" (para. 27). Getting justice
for Mike had been the main goal and this collective goal, together with the shared pain united and motivated
the people on the streets:
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"And so we stayed, all night, every night, confident that we were on the right side of justice. And knowing
these things was the fuel that led us to stand firm despite, or perhaps because of, the terror that the
police were inflicting on us. We may not have known each other's names, but we knew each other's
hearts. And it was not that we were not afraid – often we were. But we had known fear in our silence,
too. And we had grown tired of being silent." (Mckesson, 2019, para. 27 )
As the protests for justice for Mike Brown continued, the escalating brutal response of the Ferguson police
seemed to arise out of frustration that they could not make the protesters submit (Taylor, 2016). A nineteenyear-old protester from St. Louis stated: "All of these things happen after the police provoke it. What they want
to do is impose their will" (Taylor, 2016, p. 156). However, the protesters pushed through. Every time the
memorial got destroyed, they rebuilt it. And every night the crowd got dispersed with the use of violence, they
would not back down, but they would re-emerge the next day (Taylor, 2016). One of the protesters said: "I've
been down here since the first day... We all had the same pain and anger about this. We all came together that
day... They're killing us, and it's not right" (Taylor, 2016, p.156). Another young man reacted in similar lines saying:
"This has been going on before Michael Brown. This has been going on before Trayvon Martin... It has been going
for a long time. And we're tired. We're all just sick and tired" (NYTimes, 2014). Another man reacted:
"You can't keep telling these guys 'be quiet, don't curse, pull your pants up' this that and other. This is
their everyday life. And they are mad! They are mad! I am mad! We should all be mad men! We should
all be angry at what is going on right now!" (NYTimes, 2014)
Johnetta Elzie, who would also become a key actor in the BLM movement, described how the protests were
changing:
"I became less of a peaceful protester and more of an active one. Using my voice to chant loudly along
with other protesters seemed to be enough but it wasn't. Instead, I decided to yell directly at the police.
I decided to dare the police to look at the faces of the babies and children their dogs were so ready to
chase down. As more people began to look directly at the police and yell their grievances, the more
aggravated they became." (Taylor, 2016, p.156)
From the testimonies, it becomes clear that the harsh police response not only provoked the protests but also
motivated the protesters to continue their fight for justice. The police posed more of a problem, rather than a
solution. Protesters again recognized that police brutality targeted at Black people had been a longstanding
problem and that they had to do something to change it. The protests were not solely organized to demand
justice for Mike but started to focus on the wider issues of racial justice and police brutality. Long-standing
grievances shared pain, and anger is clearly expressed and appear to function as important explanations for the
sustaining protests.
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Figure 7: Heavily armed police force guarding the Ferguson protesters (Olson, 2014)

Figure 8: Protests escalate (Olson, 2014)

Figure 9: A demonstrator stands his ground after the police fired tear gas (Olson, 2014)
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Figure 11: A heavily armed police force guard peaceful protesters (Forbes, 2014)

Figure 12: Stand-off between the Ferguson police force and protesters (Daily Sabah, 2015)
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4.1.5 Factors that Contributed to the Increased Tensions
Besides the continuation of police brutality targeted at the protesters, other factors contributed to the
frustration of the Ferguson community and the increased tensions between the police and the protesters. These
include: underlying tensions, ever-changing policies and the violation of rights, the police’s selective way of
releasing information, and division between protesters. I will discuss these factors one by one.
As described in a former part, Ferguson has a long history with segregation and its power structure has not been
representative for the population. This has caused underlying tensions that contributed to the grief and anger
of the Ferguson community. The relation between the largely Black community and the white police force has
been especially tense. Experiences with police brutality in Ferguson and racial bias within the police force will be
discussed in the next paragraphs and will clarify the great distrust between the community and the police.
Between 2008 and 2011, St. Louis police officer fired their weapons 98 times. Almost every Black person in
Ferguson has experienced or knows someone who has been harassed by the police (Bouie, 2014). Two
testimonies from Ferguson residents regarding police brutality include: “Even as a teenager, 13 or 14 years old,
I’ve been slammed on police cars..now I try to avoid riding through Ferguson” (Bouie, 2014, para. 2) and “Some
police say they saw me at a house, pulled me, said I fit a description, locked me up, and found out I was on parole.
They said I threw a plastic baggie, which they didn’t have when they took me into custody. beat the case, but
you know, this isn’t new. This happens every day ” (Bouie, 2014, para. 3). These statements demonstrate police
brutality cases and the latter is also a clear example of how non-violent behavior of Black people is often
criminalized and can lead the police to use excessive force.
In many testimonies from Ferguson residents, it was also acknowledged that long-standing tension between the
community and the police encouraged and contributed to the emerging protests (Bosman & Goode, 2014). One
resident stated: "You have to begin with the frustration. Treatment of these communities is not equal. In white
communities, the police truly protect and serve. In Black communities, that is not the case" (Bosman & Goode,
2014, para. 9). A nursery school teacher explained that the local police had a reputation for frequently stopping
young Black men for trivial things, which caused friction between the overwhelmingly white police force and the
largely Black population. The shooting added to these longstanding resentments (Bosman & Goode, 2014). She
said: “They’re just outraged and they’re tired of the police messing with them. It brought out all the anger and
tension that everybody’s been holding in” (Bosman & Goode, 2014, para. 27). A woman who had witnessed
Mike’s shooting from her nearby apartment was also not surprised by the eruption of anger. She stated: “This
community had underlying problems way before this happened. And now the tension is finally broken” (Davey,
Eligon & Blinder, 2014, para. 35). Two other residents stated:
“I’m affected by this. I’m African American. I and my family have been and are targeted by police.
Doesn’t feel good to be “us” against “them.” [We] don’t trust the police at all. The tension between
Black and white is just a mess.” (Kochel, 2019, p. 392)
"The people in North County - not just African- Americans, some of the white people, too- they are tired
of the police harassment." (Vega & Eligon, 2014, para. 5)
It is understood that the Ferguson police often engaged in racial profiling and harassed its Black community which
had caused the community to mistrust the police. White supremacy is clearly recognized in the way the Ferguson
police interacted with its mainly Black citizens. The fact that Ferguson is highly segregated also made its
community more vulnerable to police interactions. Because the police still viewed Black communities as more
disorderly, they justify tough policing in these areas. On top of that, it comes forward from the testimonies that
the police enacted broken-windows policing and mass criminalization to target the Black community.
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In response to the Mike Brown shooting and the subsequent protests, the Civil Rights Division of the U.S.
Department of Justice opened an investigation into the Ferguson Police Department (FPD) in September 2014
(U.S. DoJ, 2015). This was an important development as it would confirm the view of Ferguson residents that the
police department was racially biased. The research namely concluded that "Ferguson law enforcement practices
are directly shaped and perpetuated by racial bias" (U.S. DoJ, 2015, p.70). 85 percent of the vehicle stops, 90
percent of citations, and 93 percent of arrests involved African Americans while they comprised only 67% of the
Ferguson population. Also, 90 percent of cases in which excessive force was used, was targeted at African
Americans. Furthermore, they concluded that the Ferguson police has a strong focus on revenue generation
which results in aggressive enforcement of the Ferguson municipal code to increase city revenue (Fig. 13). By
issuing fines and fees mainly attributed to the Black population, they generated significant portions of the City's
income. The report acknowledged that the distrust of the Ferguson Police, which became undeniable after the
death of Michael Brown, is longstanding and could largely be attributed to Ferguson's approach to law
enforcement. “This approach results in patterns of unnecessarily aggressive and at times unlawful policing; 6
reinforces the harm of discriminatory stereotypes; discourages a culture of accountability; and neglects
community engagement” (p. 5). It is clear that racial bias influenced the police department and that this made
Black people much more vulnerable to police interactions and violence than white people. Besides racial
segregation, broken-windows policing, and mass criminalization, more concepts from Carbado’s Police Violence
Model can be recognized. The continuation of revenue generation, disincentive to exercise case, and racial
stereotypes are clearly stated in the report which also contributed to the Black community’s vulnerability in
Ferguson. The long-standing tensions have strengthened people’s belief that the killing of Mike Brown was
racially motivated and have encouraged the sustaining protests against police brutality.

Figure 13: Findings of the U.S. Justice Department into the
Ferguson police force (BBC, 2015)

The next factor that contributed to the increased tensions among the protesters concerns the fact that the police
constantly changed their policy and frequently violated the protesters’ rights. Although the next paragraphs
will show that the police did not always turn to violence, we will see that police violence mostly continued and
that the changing policies fuelled the tensions between the protesters and the police.
To begin, on the 14th of August, Jay Nixon, the Missouri governor, ordered the state highway patrol to take over
security operations from local law enforcement (Schwartz, Shear & Paulson, 2014) and this was the first policy
that effectively reduced violence. Captain Johnson, who was in charge of the state highway patrol, ordered his
troops to remove their tear-gas masks, and walked alongside protesters, listening to their experiences. The
armed vehicles and police cars were gone and there was a different atmosphere. One citizen gave a simple
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explanation for this: "Because they're not tear-gassing us tonight" (Schwartz, Shear & Paulson, 2014, para. 6).
Another woman, who was marching with her children stated: "The whole tone just turned around. Now I feel
like they are letting us know they think it's tragic, too. It's a beautiful thing" (Schwartz, Shear & Paulson, 2014,
para. 28). This change of atmosphere as a result of the changed approach by the police strengthens the perceived
relationship between the disproportionate police response and the escalating protests. When the police showed
empathy for the community and did not turn to violence, the protests remained peaceful and did not escalate.
However, a few days later, violence flared up again and Gov. Nixon implemented a curfew and declared a state
of emergency (NBC News, 2014). This decision again increased the amount of police violence used against the
protesters and community members anticipated that this would lead to new and heavier confrontations. One
resident said: “I think it violates people’s right to assemble. It’s a bad idea. It further provokes these people”
(NBC News, 2014, para. 6). Another person stated: “I don’t like it, but considering what happened, I understand
it. It’s just a few people who are causing these problems” (NBC News, 2014, para. 6). However, Captain Johnson
assured them that the curfew would not be enforced with the use of violence. "We won't enforce it with trucks,
we won't enforce it with tear gas, we will enforce it with communication. We will be telling people, 'It's time to
go home." (NYTimes, 2014). Not all protesters went home when the curfew went into effect and chants of “no
justice, no curfew!” could be heard. Soon the police approached the protesters and threatened them with arrest.
The protest escalated and crowds were met with tear gas, armored trucks, and gunshots, which are clear forms
of police brutality, although Johnson had vowed that this would not happen (NBC News, 2014). One protester
got shot (not fatally) and seven others were arrested. Later on, Johnson stated that the police had used a "proper
response tonight to maintain officer safety and public safety" (NBC News, 2014, para. 3). Although international
law allows for the restriction of the right to freedom of peaceful assembly if it is carried out for a legitimate aim,
Amnesty International (2014) would later condemn the decision of the governor to impose the curfew for the
entire city of Ferguson, which meant that the rights of peaceful protesters and the general public were also
limited. Again, the police acted illegitimately and treated the crowd as a threat. Although the protests had been
peaceful, the governor and the police abused their power to control the people on the streets. They criminalized
the protesters’ behavior and treated them in an inhumane way. Again, this shows how the racist ideologies which
view Black people as inferior and white people as superior continued to exist and how racist structures played
into these ideologies.
After two days, the curfew got lifted, but the Ferguson police thought of a new policy to control the crowds. They
adopted the “five-second rule” which threatened protesters with arrest if they stood still for more than five
seconds (Mckesson, 2019). The adaptation of this policy was a disgrace to the protesters as it violated their
constitutional right to freely assemble (Amnesty International, 2014). Mckesson (2019) reflected on this rule by
saying:
“It was illegal to stand still on the streets of Ferguson ...This wasn't on account of any law that had
existed prior to the presence of hundreds and thousands of protesters on the streets... It was a rule, ...,
born of hubris and desperation. The police were simply out of ideas for how to coax the swelling ranks
of protesters of the streets. So they thought they would wear us out. And before we knew it, we were
walking, day and night.” (para. 14)
The sudden invocation of this new policy reminded the protester that the law was not neutral but could be
adopted when in favor of the ones in power. Again, it strengthened the protesters' motivation to continue their
fight for justice: "Instead of tiring us out, it only strengthened our resolve. We couldn't stand still? OK. We would
march all day and all night, and we would make the police do the same. We wouldn't be the only people
exhausted" (McKesson, 2019, para. 21).
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The implementation of the five-second rule was unjust and provoked the peaceful protesters. The policy reflects
the prevalence of white supremacy and racist structures as racist policies that undermined the right of an
overwhelmingly Black community was enforced by law.
To restore the peace in Ferguson, Gov. Nixon decided to bring in the National Guard (Davey, Eligon & Blinder,
2014). This was yet another policy to control the protests and the residents seemed confused about the everchanging approaches applied by the police. One resident for example stated:
“It almost seems like they can’t decide what to do, and like law enforcement is fighting over who’s got
the power. First, they do this, then there’s that, and now who can even tell what their plan is? They can
try all of this, but I don’t see an end to this until there are charges against the cops” (Davey et al., 2014,
para. 16 & 17).
The guard did not wait for clashes to take place but already banned stationary protests during the day, and
although the curfew was no longer in place, they demanded the crowd to disperse around midnight (Davey et
al., 2014). Once more, the rights of peaceful protesters were violated and police brutality continued.
After one and a half weeks of unrest and confrontations, tensions on the street finally seemed to ease (Blinder
& Robertson, 2014). The police did not use violence on the protesters which decreased tension. Some arrests
took place, but no heavy confrontations were observed. One of the protesters stated: "Now that's what I call a
good protest. Ending in a prayer, no gas in the air" (Blinder & Robertson, 2014, para. 31). Norm Stamper, a former
police chief who had been in charge during the Seattle protests in 1999, also reflected on the Ferguson protests
and noted that the wrong tone was set from the first day: "the basic perspective that I have over this whole thing,
dating back to the shooting incident itself, what we had were largely peaceful vigils and protests that were met
with police tactics that were highly aggressive and militaristic. That response ignited what we have seen all week"
(Blinder & Robertson, 2014, para. 21). In the one and a half weeks following Mike's death, more than 150 people
had been taken into custody, most of them for "failure to disperse". These charges had mainly been a response
to acts of peaceful protests (Lowery, 2017).
It is understood that the Ferguson police as well as the National Guard violated the rights of peaceful protesters
on multiple occasions. While protests remained peaceful when the police also withheld from violence, the
implementation of illegitimate curfews and policies provoked the protesters and led to escalation. The everchanging policies implemented and executed by official state actors reflect racist ideologies and racist structures
of white supremacy, as they functioned to protect white power while suppressing Black people.
The third factor that increased tensions in the community was the fact the police selectively released
information. I will describe two occasions on which this happened. The first time was when the police refused
to announce the name of the involved officer (Bosman & Eckholm, 2014). Police chief Thomas Jackson said he
did not want to identify the officer because of safety reasons. However, they did release a statement saying that
the involved officer got wounded in the face during his encounter with Brown, which was not true according to
Brown's friend who was with him at the time. This fuelled the population's anger (Ibid). One of the protesters
commented on the police’s unwillingness to announce the officer’s name: "I get why they want to protect him.
But the people want answers. When we get answers, things will calm down" (Bosman & Eckholm, 2014, para
12.).
A week after Brown’s death, the police changed their decision and announced the name of the officer involved
in the shooting. However, at the same time, the police released a video showing evidence that Brown had been
a suspect in a convenience store robbery that happened shortly before he got shot (Bega, Williams & Eckholm,
2014). This was the second time the police selectively released information, as it distracted attention from the
real issue. The police also released a report which consisted of 19 pages of information about the robbery, but

54

no new details about the shooting. This presented another disappointment for the Ferguson community. Brown's
family, lawyer, and community members expressed disgust and accused the police of diverting attention from
the unexplained shooting of an unarmed Black teenager (Vega et al., 2014). Crump, who represented the Brown
family stated: "It is smoke and mirrors. Nothing, based on the facts before us, justifies the execution-style
murder by this police officer in broad daylight" (Vega et al., 2014, para.7). What we see here is that the police
was trying to justify the killing of an unarmed Black teenager by presenting arguments that make it more plausible
that Mike Brown was a serious threat to the officer. By doing this, they amplified the idea of Black people as
dangerous and it reflects how the American criminal justice system legitimizes the use of excessive force against
Black citizens, as explained in the Police Violence Model.
The videotapes of Brown in the convenience store, struggling with a clerk, were also not in line with his family's
portrayal of him who said he was opposed to violence and had been on his way to college. However, the timing
of the release of the robbery allegations led to questions about the police's motive. In a later conference that
day, the police admitted that the involved officer did not know that Brown was a suspect in the robbery which
highlighted the central question of how a police interaction with an unarmed teenager could lead to a young
men's death? (Vega et al., 2014). It is clear that throughout the case, the police selectively released and framed
information and this fuelled the frustrations among the Black community.
The fourth and last factor that increased tensions was the fact that division between protesters
took place. Although the majority of protesters had been peaceful, separate groups emerged which carried out
acts of violence and looting. While some protesters were looting, other groups were trying to protect the stores
and blocked the looters from coming through (Bosman, 2014). Many Ferguson residents voiced their belief that
mostly outside activists were responsible for the violence emerging during protests. However, there had also
been a wide variety of peaceful outside activities: Buddhist monks, Muslims, Christians, and Socialist Worker
Party activists had come to Ferguson to show their support (Carrol, 2014).
Ferguson residents held different viewpoints on the violent protests. While some residents condemned the
violence, others saw it as necessary means to gain attention. On one hand, residents stated things like: “If you
don’t live here you don’t worry about the burning and looting. You don’t worry about stores closing, or losing
your job, or walking miles to buy food. Well, I live here and I do worry” (Carrol, 2014, para. 8) or “I appreciate
seeing people coming here to support us, but some of them are violent. And I’m wondering if the negative
outweighs the positive. The focus should be on the family and their loss. The rowdiness should stop” (Carrol,
2014, para. 10). One of Mike Brown’s cousins also strongly condemned the violence and looting:
“My family does not represent nor condone what's going on here. We want answers, but this is not the
way to get them. This is not the way to do it. You guys say you're doing this for my baby cousin, you say
you're doing this for justice. What are you accomplishing? That's what I want to know. What are you
accomplishing by the ignorance you're displaying in this community?”(NBC News, 2014, para. 7&8)
On the other hand, some residents saw the benefit of the violent protests: “If it wasn’t for the looting, we
wouldn’t get the attention” (Vega & Eligon, 2014, para. 39). Comments along similar lines include:
“We need the protests to get attention and be heard. People need to know what is going on. I’m sorry
about the businesses, but shootings have happened hundreds of times over. We finally stood up to the
police, who treat the value of an African American male as very low on the stock exchange.” (Kochel,
2019, p.393)
“Because if they—protestors—hadn’t have gone to the extent they did, no one would know this is a
problem (profiling, racist cops), no one would care. It got nationwide attention.” (Kochel, 2019, p.393)
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“Look at what the response has done! Ferguson is on the cover of TIME magazine. It’s making people
aware of a current and common situation. People know now what’s going on and now they want [it] to
change. But it has to be done right.” (Kochel, 2019, p.393)
It is understood that the division between violent and peaceful protesters and the different opinions about these
protests increased tension within the community. Although the violent protests had increased attention for
Ferguson, they also harmed the city and its residents.
4.2 The Mean Time
Now I will discuss what happened between Mike Brown’s funeral and the second wave of protests emerging in
November. This will show how attention for the case and police brutality was maintained during the months
leading up to the verdict regarding officer Wilson.
At the end of August, Mike Brown’s funeral took place which was attended by thousands of people (BBC, 2014).
After the funeral, calmer scenes could be observed in Ferguson. The focus started to turn to the investigation
into the Mike Brown case. A grand jury had been convened and the prosecuting attorney had been appointed
(Bosman, Apuzzo & Santora, 2014). Although case hearings had begun, the country prosecutor had made clear
that the process could take several months (BBC, 2014).
In the meantime, attention for Mike Brown and police brutality remained. The national media, tanks, tear gas,
and rubber bullets had left the streets of Ferguson, but people continued to march for racial justice (Solomon,
2014). Outside activists joined the protests in Ferguson which kept attention for police brutality cases alive
(Taylor, 2016). For example, Moore & Cullors, involved in the BLM movement organized the “Black Life Matters
Ride” which was an initiative to bring Black people from across the country to Ferguson in solidarity with their
Black brothers and sisters who had been brutalized by the police for weeks. They thought it was important to
acknowledge that Mike Brown's death was not an exception, but that this was happening a lot in Black
communities and that this was wrong. Consequently, during Labour Day weekend, at the beginning of
September, more than 500 people traveled from cities all across America to Ferguson and more and more people
got engaged in the fight for racial justice (BlackLivesMatter, n.d.). In October, a similar event took place as
thousands of protesters from across the country traveled to Ferguson for "Ferguson October", a four-day protest
to revive attention for police violence and the failure to hold the police accountable (Pitts, 2014). Likewise to the
Black Lives Matter Rides, Ferguson October strengthened the durability of the movement and again showed the
willpower of the Black community to fight for justice (Democracynow, 2014). One of the organizers of the
weekends said the Ferguson Protests were meant "to build momentum for a nationwide movement against
police violence" (BBC, 2014, para. 5). Again, people emphasized that the protests were not merely to win justice
for Mike, but were meant to fight against institutional racism manipulating Black lives in the whole of American
society (Stewart, 2014).
There were also a few developments that flared up frustrations among the Black community. Firstly, the
community was frustrated that the officer who had shot Brown had still not been arrested, but remained free
and was even on paid leave (McGreal, 2014). Furthermore, Chief Jackson apologized to the peaceful protesters
who had not felt protected by the Ferguson police and acknowledged the pain of the African American
community in Ferguson. He said there was much work to do to solve the problems in their community (AP, 2014).
However, he would not resign, although the protesters had demanded this. After Chief Jackson announced that
he would remain on the Ferguson police, new protests broke out and clashes with the police took place. A video
released by the St. Louis Public Radio clearly showed that the police turned to violence again. Officers were
pushing and shoving protesters, even knocking some people to the ground (St. Louis PublicRadio, 2014). These
were clear examples of continuous police brutality. One protester said: "His words seemed to do nothing to
placate the crowd that called for his resignation" (St. Louis PublicRadio, 2014, para. 3). Jackson’s statement might
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have been well-meant, they fuelled tensions and as his police force turned to violence on peaceful protesters
hours after his statement, his motives were questionable.
4.3 Second Wave of Protests
After more than three months after Brown’s death, on the 24th of November, the prosecution declared that they
would announce their decision regarding Wilson later that day. The decision did not only signify an important
moment in the Mike Brown case but affected many people in the Black community (Casper, 2014).
Awaiting the Grand Jury decision, people started to gather outside of the city's police department and tensions
started to build up (Swaine, Lewis & Roberts, 2014). Before the verdict would be announced Brown’s parents
released a statement saying:
“We are not here to be violent. We are here in memory of our son. We are here for the protection of all
children. We are here to support justice and equality for all people. We lift our voices to ensure Black
and brown men, women and children can live in this country without being devalued because of the
color of our skin.” (Bankoff, 2014, para. 5)
This statement reflects the fact that the protests were no longer solely about justice for Mike Brown, but
represented the wider goal of achieving freedom, racial justice, and equality for all people.
In the evening, the grand jury in St. Louis County announced their decision not to indict Darren Wilson for the
killing of the Black teenager (Swaine, Lewis & Roberts, 2014). This decision immediately increased tensions
among the Black community. Brown's mother voiced her frustration outside the police station yelling: "They
wrong! Y'all know y'all wrong!' (Davey & Bosman, 2014, para. 12). The verdict was not only seen as a statement
towards Brown’s family but was seen as a message towards the whole Black community and the message was
that Black lives did not matter enough to be protected or get justice for. The outrage and disappointment in the
verdict were reflected in the following statements:
"The system failed us again." (Davey & Bosman, 2014, para. 3)
"They treat us like criminals. This is what it feels like to be Black in America." (Basu & O'Neill, 2014,
para. 4)
A mother of four responded: "I just know they can't walk on our streets. I'm scared. This is so sad." (Basu
& O'Neill, 2014, para. 13)
"I hate this for our youth. We've been fighting for 100 days. This breaks my heart." (Basu & O'Neill, 2014,
para. 14)
The verdict in the Mike Brown case led to great dissatisfaction among the Black community. It confirmed their
belief that the American justice system was not designed to get justice for Black people and grievances about
ongoing racism are clearly expressed. It is recognized that Black people continue to be criminalized and de-valued
which has been an ongoing practice in American history. On top of that, community members conveyed fear
about ongoing police brutality which continued to target and threaten Black lives.
As a result of the dissatisfactory verdict, a new wave of anger arose (Davey & Bosman, 2014). "I am tired of being
peaceful, I am tired of being calm you know. They being going walnuts for over 400 years, so I ain't peaceful, I
ain't no protester. I am violent" (NYTimes, 2014). Another protester reacted: "I am seen as this angry Black
person. Or I am seen as this rioter or this looter. It is a justified expression of anger of frustrations of losing Black
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life at a consistent basis" (Ibid). These two statements also clearly reflect the fact that protesters were not only
angry about the Mike Brown case but were grieving over systemic racism and police brutality. Feelings of injustice
are also clearly conveyed in the following statements: “You can't just go shoot an 18-year old who's unarmed on
the street, despite what the story may have been" (BBC, para. 4, 2014) and:
"This is a tragedy that, you know brought us all together to try to make this community stronger. I don't
agree with the rioting and the violent protesting and all that stuff. But I mean, you have to remember
that these scars are deep in our community. And they feel like they didn't receive the justice that they
should have, so they are gonna act out! These kids are young and they're angry and they're thirsty for
knowledge and information. So we got a lot of work to do!"(Vice News, 2014)
In response to the protests, the police turned to violence again and met the protesters in full riot gear.
Consequently, the protesters aimed their anger at police vehicles and boarded-up storefronts. The air filled with
noxious gas. The police denied this, but news reporters insisted that this gas was used to attack the crowds (Basu
& O'Neill, 2014). It should be noted that the Ferguson police again violated the protesters’ right to peaceful
assembly, freedom of association, and freedom of expression. Protests openly urged the police to restrain from
violence. Among others, co-founder "Hand Up United", pleaded: "I'm urging calm for the police officers to not
pepper spray me, tear gas me, mace me and shoot rubber bullets," he said. "People need to urge the police to
be calm. Stop hurting kids, stop traumatizing our communities" (Basu & O'Neill, 2014). Due to the injustice
inflicted on Mike Brown, the Black community, and the protesters, Ferguson turned into a war zone for the
second time that year. A retired police officer from Philadelphia also came to Ferguson in support of the
protesters and agreed to their notion that white cops often did not hesitate to shoot a Black civilian. According
to him, this was no isolated incident. Instead, he noted that "There's a thousand Fergusons all over America"
(Basu & O'Neill, 2014).
This officer's words are a good description of what happened after the verdict. Protests did not only emerge in
Ferguson but erupted all across the U.S. in solidarity with the people in Ferguson and to denounce the jury
decision (Gurman, 2014). In New York, thousands of people marched through Manhattan. In Oakland California,
violent protests broke out and people vandalized police cars, businesses and clashed with the California Highway
Patrol. In Los Angeles, protesters flooded the U.S. 101 freeway and 150 people were arrested. In Portland and
Boston, protests also emerged which drew between 1000 and 1500 participants (Ibid). In Washington, hundreds
of demonstrators, many of them Howard University students, laid on the ground outside of the Whitehouse
staging a die-in (Ruck, 2014).
4.4 The role of social media
Lastly, I will shortly elaborate on the role of social media in the Mike Brown case and the Ferguson protests. As
described in the theory, the increased use of mobile phones and social media platforms greatly contributed to
the increased awareness of American police brutality and these factors also played an important role in
transforming the death of Mike Brown into a high-profile case. Citizen journalism enabled the spreading of police
misconduct videos and as Mike got killed by an official state actor, the media widely discussed the issue of police
brutality. This enabled sustainable conversations and activism on this problem (Ince et al., 2017).
From the beginning, bystanders started to capture and spread images and videos of the horrifying scene
unfolding on Canfield Drive. Later on, local officials would say that the images of the inhumane way Brown's body
was treated set the scene for the global story of police violence and racism in America (Goldstein & Bosman,
2014). Soon, images and videos of rallies, distressed community members, the heavily armed police force holding
sniper rifles, fires and looting, angry citizens, people holding signs with messages about police racism, the police
using dogs and deploying tear gas, also started to appear and rapidly spread over the internet (Kochel, 2019;
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Storey, 2014). The use of social media platforms and cell phone cameras enabled the people in Ferguson to share
stories of the event as they were unfolding (Chernega, 2016).
Twitter was used as the main communication tool and served to share personal experiences, organize protests,
spread messages, and educate those in, and outside of the movement (Luibrand, 2015; NYTimes, 2014). Samuel
Sinyangwe, who would become a key actor in the Black Lives Matter movement, emphasized the role Twitter
had in bringing attention to Ferguson: "People would not have heard about Ferguson if it wasn't for social media.
And when I say social media, I mean Twitter. It allows people to organize and build a community where it
previously has not been" (Luibrand, 2015, para. 32).
However, information spread on Twitter is mainly received by social media users who have a certain connection
to that information, and thus Ferguson did not yet gain the attention of the larger public (Chernega, 2016). It was
not until two reporters from The Huffington Post and The Washington Post respectively were arrested by a
heavily armed police force, that national media outlets started to pay attention to Ferguson and the Mike Brown
case (Tau, 2014). Up from their arrest, the mainstream media became involved in the events evolving. This act
increased social media attention significantly. The day before their arrest, Twitter observed 200,000 mentions of
the search term "Ferguson", whereas, on the day the reporters were put into custody, this number increased to
700,000 hits (Ibid).
It can be said that it was not solely the tragedy of Brown's death, but rather the escalated response of the police
towards the protesters and the mistreatment of reporters that drew wide media attention to the case (Chernega,
2016; Tau, 2014). Persisting police brutality, citizen journalism, and social media platforms enabled everyone to
witness the violent acts from the police and this brought the case wide attention. Whereas in previous years,
when cell phones and social media were not yet so developed, the case might have only attracted local news
stations, the whole nation was now aware of Ferguson and the problem of police brutality (Verney, 2018).
4.5 Concluding Remarks
In Ferguson, the exhaustion, sadness, frustration, and anger of the Black community about ongoing racism and
police brutality boiled over and motivated the Black community to stand up against these atrocities (Taylor, 2016;
Abdullah, 2018). While a large part of the Black community had thought or hoped that with the election of
Obama, racism and police violence targeted at Black people would be less of a problem, the Michael Brown case
and the interactions between the Black community and the police during the Ferguson protests clearly show that
racist ideologies, structures, and police brutality remained problematic. The police continued to criminalize and
dehumanize the Black community and racist structures, that protected the overwhelmingly white police force
and violated the rights of Black protesters, which is a clear sign of the continuation of white supremacy, remained
in place. Racist ideologies and mechanisms of the past that marginalize and oppress Black people thus continued.
Furthermore, many factors described in the Police Violence Model could be recognized in the described case.
This case thus present clear evidence of ongoing racism and police brutality during the Obama presidency.
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5.Obama’s Reluctant Response to the Michael Brown Case and Ongoing Police Brutality
When President Obama was elected President in 2008, it was expected that there would be more open and
honest conversations on race and race-related issues (Taylor, 2016; Allen, 2012). However, as we have seen in
chapter three, it actually became harder to address these issues. When Mike Brown was killed and the man who
shot and killed him was allowed to walk free, it led to great outrage and disappointment in the Black community.
At the same time, from the viewpoint of many Black Americans, it was seen as a key moment in which President
Obama could take the opportunities to talk about police brutality, racial profiling, and racial issues in the criminal
justice system, but also American society in general. However, the community did not get the reaction and the
sentiment from the President they had hoped for . When reflecting on the Obama presidency, Cullors (2020)
stated:
"The Black community especially was grateful for Obama; many of us thought that, finally, we would
have a champion in the White House. We understood that white supremacy was one of the most
devastating constructs that had happened to Black people and communities of color; it might have
been thought of as an issue of the past but it needed to be mitigated in the present. We were
disappointed." (para. 4)
This statement clearly conveys that the Black community had great hope when Obama was elected, but got
disappointed when he was unable or unwilling to stand up for the Black community. In the upcoming chapter, I
will outline how President Obama responded to the death of Michael Brown and Wilson’s acquittal. I will also
discuss concrete steps the President took after the verdict to combat police brutality. It will become clear that
the president’s reaction did not encourage open conversations on racism and police brutality which is part of
the reason racism and police brutality could prevail under his administration.
5.1 Obama’s Response to the Death of Michael Brown
Although Michael Brown had been killed on Saturday the 9th of August, and Ferguson and its protesters had
suffered from escalating protests and violent confrontations since Sunday, President Obama did not respond to
the case until the 12th of August (NBC News, 2014). This led to dissatisfaction and disappointment among the
Black community. The upcoming section will describe how Obama responded to the death of Michael Brown and
the subsequent protests in Ferguson. It will become clear that the president was reluctant to directly condemn
police brutality and acknowledge that this is a racial problem and that this increased frustration among the Black
community.
The first reaction of the president to the deadly shooting merely consisted of a written statement (Obama White
House, 2014). He called his death “heartbreaking” and acknowledged that this event evoked a lot of emotions,
but his reaction also reflected a sense of aversion towards the violent protests. He said: “ (…) but as details unfold,
I urge everyone in Ferguson, Missouri, and across the country, to remember this young man through reflection
and understanding. We should comfort each other and talk with one another in a way that heals, not in a way
that wounds.” He ended his statement with: “Along with our prayers, that’s what Michael and his family, and
our broader American community, deserve.” Obama thus did not condemn the shooting and police violence
targeted at the peaceful protesters as many in the Black community had hoped for (NBC News, 2014), but rather
emphasized the need for peace. This statement also reflects Obama’s preference to speak in universal terms as
described in chapter three. He does not directly address certain communities or actors, but encourages
“everyone” to engage in conversations and refers to a “broader American community”. By doing this, Obama
presents this shooting as an American problem, and not as a racial problem that urgently needs to be tackled to
protect Black citizens.
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The carefully worded statement led to criticism from the media and on Twitter where people from the Black
community expressed their disappointment in the weak response (NBC News, 2014). An African American politics
editor and political science professor stated in an interview with MSNBC:
“What have you done? What have you done President Obama? We still have ‘Stand Your Ground’ laws
everywhere. There are all sorts of things that people wanted policy-wise after the president expressed
something personally (after the Martin incident) that we haven’t seen manifested,” (NBC News, 2014,
para. 6).
The statement reflects the disappointment of the Black community who had expected the president to do more
to protect Black life after Trayvon Martin got killed by a neighborhood watch in 2012. On the 14th of August,
Obama publicly commented on the death of Michael Brown and the protests emerging in Ferguson and the wide
criticism had likely contributed to this decision (NBC News, 2014). However, we will see that his second reaction
would also lead to disappointment.
He repeated that he thought his death was heartbreaking and tragic and acknowledged that what was happening
in Ferguson was disturbing (Obama White House, 2014). He emphasized that a thorough and independent
investigation should be done to the death of Mike Brown. Furthermore, he emphasized that people have the
right to peaceful protests and that this right should be respected. He condemned the police for using excessive
force against peaceful protesters, while also condemning people who were violent against the police and
engaged in vandalism or looting. He acknowledged that different perceptions of what happened would exist:
“There are going to be different accounts of how this tragedy occurred. There are going to be differences in terms
of what needs to happen going forward. That’s part of our democracy. But let’s remember that we’re all part of
one American family” (Obama White House, 2014, para 16). Lastly, the president urged for peace and calm in
Ferguson (Ibid).
Again, Obama carefully chose his words and did not say anything about police brutality, ongoing racism, or racial
disparities in the criminal justice system. He took a neutral stand as he condemned both actions from the police,
as well as of protesters, and acknowledged that multiple interpretations of the incident would exist. This
statement is thus in line with Obama’s race-neutral rhetoric he had adopted since his campaign. Notably, Obama
referred to the existing disagreement about the incident as “part of our democracy” instead of calling out
ongoing racism and acknowledging racial tensions. Lastly, Obama again emphasized the idea of “one American
family” which undermines the fact that strong differences exist in how people in America are treated and valued.
Obama’s response provoked different responses among the African American community. On one hand,
members of the community felt he was too reluctant to address racism and police brutality, but on the other
hand it was recognized by some that the president could not speak too harshly on the incident and appreciated
the measures that he took. I will elaborate on both of these standpoints.
The people who were disappointed in the president’s statement had hoped that the president would have
connected the deaths of Michael Brown, Eric Garner, and other Black men to the broader issue of police brutality
and ongoing racism (NBC News, 2014). They recognized that Obama’s reluctance to directly point out harmful
behavior that affected the Black community had become a pattern. “Even dating back to his candidacy he was
reluctant to discuss race unless it was pressed upon him and I think this fits into that template” (Cobb, as cited
in Fitzpatrick, 2014, para. 17). Many African American academics voiced their disappointment. Anthea Butler
stated: "This is actually worse than Trayvon Martin, you have standoffs in the streets. He has met it with his
dispassionate speaking. That is not useful. We have a big racial problem, and he has tiptoed around it" (NBC
News, 2014, para. 10). Cobb stated:
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"I thought the president's comments were middle of the road. Understandably, there are constraints on
his position. But what we saw here, it looked like a siege in an American city. I think what has happened
warranted something that was at least a little bit stronger from the president," (Fitzpatrick, 2014, para.
13).
Another African American professor said: "With the specter of urban insurrection in an American city that looks
more like Fallujah than Ferguson, this is not the time to be detached” (Butler as cited in Horsley, 2014, para. 5).
He continued:
“Look, the president has his haters. And he's always going to have his haters. I think he's gone out of his
way to try to appease them. And that's resulted in neglecting not just his political base, but a large sector
of the American population, including African-Americans, who need his leadership on these issues."
(Horsley, 2014, para. 9).
Lastly, Spence voiced his frustration about ongoing police brutality while Obama was in charge by saying: "I am
so tired and frustrated. And I know America's a better place than it was. But this continues to happen? And we've
got a Black guy as the president? You've got to be kidding me” (Horsley, 2014, para. 9). From these statements,
it becomes clear that many African Americans had expected and thought it would have been appropriate if the
president had condemned the killing and the subsequent violence taking place and if he would have addressed
racism. Many Black political thinkers thought this was the moment Obama “needs to be ‘the Black president,’
not just a president who happens to be Black” (Bates, 2014, para. 6). Because Obama remained reluctant to
speak up for the Black community and address issues of race, many in the Black community felt neglected.
To defend Obama’s word-choosing, White House officials offered an explanation for why the President had to
be careful with what he said. As the country is deeply polarized on racial issues and about the president, he could
not condemn the shooting too harshly as this would risk worsening the situation instead of making it better
(Parsons & Hennessey, 2014). One senior aide stated: "His words can't heal things overnight — centuries of racial
history and decades of economic unwinding take time to repair. But if his words are careless, they can inflame
the situation, and he knows that" (Parsons & Hennessey, 2014, para. 4). However, Obama also did not come to
Ferguson to meet with members of the community which further led to disappointment (Bates, 2014). Political
scientist Jason Johnson stated: “When it comes to gravitas, power and symbolism, there is no substitute for the
president of the United States speaking” (Bates, 2014, para. 17).
Although many community members were disappointed, some Black political leaders understood that Obama
had to be careful with his words and was satisfied with the actions he had taken. They appreciated the fact that
Obama had opened a Justice Department’s investigation into the case and that he had asked for a separate
autopsy (Parsons & Hennessey, 2014). NAACP President Brooks stated: "But his actions speak volumes. The prose
of his conduct and decisions outweigh the poetry of any press release" (Parsons & Hennessey, 2014). Rev. Al
Sharpton also expressed his understanding of the President's caution: "Some of the criticism, though wellintentioned, you have to be very cautious of. What we don't need is defendants and defense attorneys saying
the president forced a prosecution through his comments" (NBC News, 2014).
It is understood that Obama continued his race-neutral rhetoric when he talked about the Mike Brown case and
Ferguson and that this kind of rhetoric frustrated a large part of the Black community. Although some members
of the Black community showed an understanding of the president’s way of handling the unfolding events, many
thought he was too reluctant to speak about racism and police brutality and felt he did not stand up for the Black
community as they had expected of him. Obama’s reluctant response made it harder for the Black community
to connect Michael Brown’s death to ongoing racism and police brutality and get acknowledgement for these
atrocities.
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5.2 Obama’s Response to the Michael Brown Verdict
The second time Obama’s response provoked strong criticism was when he commented on Wilson’s acquittal.
Although the protesters were deeply disappointed in the verdict and felt the system was failing them again,
Obama opposed this position and emphasized the legitimacy of the criminal justice system. The following section
will describe Obama’s response to the verdict and will show that he continued to deny that police brutality and
systemic racism were inherent problems of American society.
In contrast to the former statement, Obama did not wait a few days to comment on the verdict but released a
statement on the night the verdict became clear. However, his speech (Obama White House, 2014) immediately
began by defending government institutions and the criminal justice system. "First and foremost, we are a nation
built on the rule of law. And so we need to accept that this decision was the grand jury's to make" (para. 2). In
this statement, it immediately becomes clear that Obama did not support the protesters’ claim that the verdict
was unjust. Prominent Black activists like Taylor (2016) would question how the president could legitimatize the
rule of law while looking at the lawlessness of the Ferguson police department witnessed in the past months?
The second point Obama emphasized is that policers have a tough job to protect the public: "Understand, our
police officers put their lives on the line for us every single day. They've got a tough job to do to maintain public
safety and hold accountable those who break the law" (Obama White House, 2014, para. 3). It is striking that
Obama rather sympathized with police officers rather than condemn the shooting of an unarmed Black child.
The third point Obama made was this:
“Finally, we need to recognize that the situation in Ferguson speaks to broader challenges that we still
face as a nation. The fact is, in too many parts of this country, a deep distrust exists between law
enforcement and communities of color. Some of this is the result of the legacy of racial discrimination
in this country. And this is tragic because nobody needs good policing more than poor communities with
higher crime rates.” (Obama White House, 2014, Para.4)
What stands out is that Obama saw the distrust between communities and law enforcement as “the legacy” of
racial discrimination, and did not acknowledge that American police continued to kill Black people at a
disproportionate rate in America’s current society. Furthermore, Obama’s emphasis on the need for good
policing again legitimized the work of police officers. Another striking part of Obama’s statement is his optimism
about racial progress. "We have made enormous progress in race relations over the course of the past several
decades. I've witnessed that in my own life. And to deny that progress I think is to deny America's capacity for
change" (Obama White House, para. 7). By saying this, Obama obscured the fact that racial discrimination is still
an inherent part of American society that continued to marginalized Black people. This kind of rhetoric is also
part of the reason why it became harder for Black people to talk about racism. If the president himself did not
talk about racism as if it were a big problem, how could others?
Although in a later section, Obama acknowledged that people of color still experience racial problems, he refused
to see what happened in Ferguson as an example that systemic racism prevailed, unlike the perception of a large
part of the Black community:
"But what is also true is that there are still problems and communities of color aren't just making these
problems up. Separating that from this particular decision, there are issues in which the law too often
feels as if it is being applied in a discriminatory fashion. I don't think that's the norm. I don't think that's
true for the majority of communities or the vast majority of law enforcement officials. But these are real
issues". (Obama White House, 2014, para. 8)
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However, since Black males continued to die at a disproportionate rate at the hands of the police, it is worrisome
that Obama emphasized that discriminatory behavior shown by law enforcement officials is NOT the norm as it
again downplayed the prevalence of systemic racism and police brutality. Obama also stated that it is important
to understand these issues and to figure out how progress can be made. However, he is not clear about how
progress should be established, although he does strongly emphasized that rioting and vandalizing were not the
answer.
Instead of acknowledging that racial bias could have played a role in the shooting of Mike Brown and the
subsequent process, Obama thus emphasized the legitimacy of the criminal justice system once more and denied
that discrimination is still an inherent part of law enforcement. Obama rather emphasized the difficult job police
officers have than talk about intuitional racism or police brutality that disproportionately impacts Black
communities. The President thus did not condemn prevailing racist ideologies and racist structures but derived
attention to these problems.
And thus again, people who had hoped the president would say something more impassioned and outraged were
disappointed (Klein, 2014). His speech was largely criticized by the news media as it was "less empathetic" and
"more cautionary" than people had expected (Anderson, 2015). Especially now that President was in his second
term, many people did not understand why the President could not be the spokesperson Black people expected
him to be when they elected him in 2008 (Klein, 2014; Bates, 2014). Many African Americans expressed their
disappointment on Twitter. Coates tweeted: “Oh man Obama. Not ready to hear this.” (Klein, 2014). Others made
statements along similar lines: “I respect Obama but hiss statement tonight is incredibly disappointing. Weak”
(Gay, as cited in Klein, 2014), “Again, I know that President Obama isn’t Malcolm X and that he can’t say
everything that’s on his mind, there is just something missing” (King as cited in Klein, 2014) and “He does know
he’s not running for a third term, right?” (Jones, as cited in Klein, 2014). Cornel West, a prominent Professor of
African American Studies was deeply disappointed and argued that Ferguson signified the end of the age of
Obama. In a CNN interview (CBS DC, 2014) he stated: "It's a very sad end. We began with tremendous hope and
we end with great despair" (para. 2). He blamed the president for his inability to reform a criminal justice system
that does not deliver justice to Black and brown people, but allows police officers to go free after killing innocent
Black men:
"The sad thing is we have a Black president and a Black attorney general, we have a Black head of
Homeland Security, but not one federal prosecution of a case against a policeman killing a Black youth
under the five-and-a-half years where we've had all Black folk in place." (para. 5)
West continued:
"He chose not to give even one speech that focusses on the Jim Crow criminal justice system that has
been targeting poor, Black, and brown youth saying: 'The era of police impunity and is over. The era of
lack of accountability of police is over. I am going to ensure as president that every American citizen,
especially Black and poor and brown will be treated well. We never got that! It's been almost six years!"
(Feldman, 2014).
It is clear that Obama’s speech regarding the verdict did not comfort a large part of the Black community but led
to great disappointment. However, Anderson (2015) has offered an explanation for the president’s cautious
response. As this case involved the actions of a government official and institution, harsh criticism or accusations
of wrongdoing would evoke a lot of resistance from people who did agree with the outcome while undermining
the decision of a democratic institution and the white patriarchal system that order the American government.
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5.3 Concrete Steps Obama Took after the Ferguson Protests
Although many Black activists and scholars were disappointed in Obama’s statements, the president did take
some concrete steps to try and address police brutality and change law enforcement policies. The following
section will outline these initiatives. It is interesting to look at these measures as these might implicate how come
racism and police brutality could prevail.
To begin, around a week after the verdict, Obama, Vice-President Joe Biden, and Attorney General Eric
Holder, invited a number of some of the more visible activists from Ferguson and across the country to talk
about ongoing police brutality (Black Youth Project, 2014). Although the White House had debated long about
whether or not to send the president to Ferguson to address the community, it was decided that a meeting would
be too complicated and controversial (Epstein & Brown, 2014). One of the officials stated: "It's complicated, a
high wire. We have done complicated trips before. Bur for us, it is more of substantive way to take the challenges
head-on" (Epstein & Brown, 2014, para. 3). Therefore, after the protests re-sparked after the Grand Jury decision
in November, Obama decided to bring the conversation to the White House (Ibid).
During this conversation, the activists emphasized the seriousness of the racial tensions and could voice their
frustrations regarding police violence, and urged the president to make police officers more accountable (Black
Youth Project, 2014). Ashley Yates, co-founder of Millennial Activists United was one of the invitees:
"The president requested this meeting because this is a movement that cannot be ignored. We have
two sets of laws in America – one for young Black and Brown people, and one for the police. We are sick
and tired of our lives not mattering, and our organized movement will not relent until we see justice."
(Black Youth Project, 2014).
Rasheen Aldrige, director of Young Activists United St. Louis commented:
"We attended this meeting to make it clear to President Obama that we are in crisis, and police officers
must be held accountable. It is a crisis when a Black American can get locked up for traffic fines, but
police officers are rarely prosecuted for killing unarmed children. Black communities have suffered
under racially biased policing and unconstitutional law enforcement policies for far too long. This has to
stop." (Black Youth Project, 2014)
Sharrilyn Ifill, president of the NAACP Legal Defense and Education Fund added (Epstein & Brown, 2014):
"These young people really spoke out of their pain and I think that moved the president very much, but
obviously the president's been very sensitive to this issue. One of the things that the president said that
was most important was, 'This is a genuine problem,' because too often we've been told that this is not
a problem, that this is a figment of African-Americans' imagination. But when the president of the United
States says this is a genuine problem, that has power." (para. 16)
During the meeting with the young activists, they expressed their frustrations that they were not being heard.
Obama responded to this by saying that they were heard, as they were sitting in the Oval Office talking to the
president of the United States. Obama also discussed the presented challenges with more than 40 other people,
including mayors, civil rights leaders, law enforcement officials, youth activists, and administration officials
(Epstein & Brown, 2014).
After these meetings, the president proposed a new funding plan intended to improve the relations between
police departments and minority communities. He requested $263 million to invest in police body cameras and
police training. This budget would cover as many as 50,000 cameras. (NBC News, 2014). These measures attempt
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to make the police more accountable, but their effectiveness was questionable. The four officers responsible for
the Rodney King beating were not charged despite the evidence from the video, and Laquan McDonald (17) died
in October 2014 after he was shot 16 times while walking away from the officer, although the officer's actions
were recorded from his own vehicle. These are just two examples that show that the widespread use of
camcorders might not be effective measures to reduce police brutality (Luconi, 2018). However, the meetings
with activists could have led to a better understanding and more acknowledgment of the prevailing problems
which poses an important step in addressing them.
The second initiative Obama organized to improve trust between communities and the police department was
the Task Force on 21st Century Policing, also established in December 2014. The Task Force composed of eleven
members and included leaders from law enforcement, police unions, academia, youth movements, and civil
rights organizations (COPS Office, 2015). The goal of the task force was, among other issues, to examine "how to
strengthen public trust and foster strong relationships between local law enforcement and the communities that
they protect, while also promoting effective crime reducing" (Obama White House, 2014). The Task Force was
established as part of the Administration's efforts to respond to the fatal incidents involving law enforcement
and the communities they ought to serve and protect. The Task Force conducted over 140 witnesses ranging
from law enforcement officials to civil rights advocates to get input from a wide range of voices (COPS, 2015). Six
main topic areas were established and these consisted of (President’s Task Force on 21st Century Policing, 2015):
1. Building Trust and Legitimacy: “Law enforcement culture should embrace a guardian—rather than a warrior—
mindset to build trust and legitimacy both within agencies and with the public. . . Law enforcement agencies
should also establish a culture of transparency and accountability to build public trust and legitimacy.” (p.1)
2. Policy and Oversight: “Law enforcement agencies should collaborate with community members, especially in
communities and neighborhoods disproportionately affected by crime, to develop policies and strategies for
deploying resources that aim to reduce crime by improving relationships, increasing community engagement,
and fostering cooperation.” (p.2)
3. Technology and Social Media: “Implementing new technologies can give police departments an opportunity
to fully engage and educate communities in a dialogue about their expectations for transparency, accountability,
and privacy.” (p.2)
4. Community Policing and Crime Reduction: “Community policing emphasizes working with neighborhood
residents to co-produce public safety. Law enforcement agencies should, therefore, work with community
residents to identify problems and collaborate on implementing solutions that produce meaningful results for
the community.” (p.3)
5. Training and Education: “law enforcement agencies should engage community members, particularly those
with special expertise, in the training process and provide leadership training to all personnel throughout their
careers.” (p.3)
6. Officer Wellness and Safety: “(1) encouraging and assisting departments in the implementation of scientifically
supported shift lengths by law enforcement and (2) expanding efforts to collect and analyze data not only on
officer deaths but also on injuries and “near misses.” (p.4)
As a result, the Task Force generated 59 recommendations with 92 action points which were anchored in
measurable and behavioral change. The report was submitted to the President in May 2015 and presented a
clear road map on how to improve policing and build trust with the public (COPS Office, 2015). Among others,
the report argued for the use of new technology (such as body-worn cameras), recruiting more officers from
ethnic minorities backgrounds, processes and procedures that ensured independent, transparent, and publicly
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accountable investigations in case an officer was involved in a complaint or incident, better police training, and
a systemic collection and analysis of data involving police caused deaths and injuries (Verney, 2016).
To strengthen the effectiveness of the report, the White House and the COPS office, co-hosted a forum on the
President Task Force which was attended by over 150 participants including representatives from law
enforcement, elected officials, and community partners. During this event, the participants discussed and shared
strategies on how to implement these recommendations (Davis, 2015).
However, it is debatable whether the measures proposed by the Task Force would be productive, looking at the
theory and previous cases. To begin, as previously stated, the use of video recording devices has not stopped
police brutality before and still has allowed officers to walk free (e.g. in the case of Rodney King, Oscar Grant,
and Eric Garner). Secondly, it is questionable whether “independent” and “accountable” investigations can be
truly independent and accountable, as racism is deeply embedded in the criminal justice system and implicit
racial bias unconsciously influences how actors in the justice system interpret police brutality cases. A change of
law enforcement culture and better police training could be effective measures. The “warrior mentality”
adopted by law enforcement promotes violence and better training, focused on de-escalation, and shoot/don’t
shoot training can reduce implicit shooter bias which would lead to fewer police shootings (Lawson, 2015). Lastly,
it is questionable whether recruiting more officers from ethnic minority backgrounds is an effective measure.
Although it would make police departments more representative of their population, people from minorities
experience the same implicit bias as white people so it does not automatically mean that Black citizens are less
vulnerable to police brutality.
The third measure President Obama initiated was that he signed an executive order to create a working group
to limit the transfer from military-style equipment to local police departments (Robertson, 2020) as these could
"alienate and intimidate residents and send the wrong message" (Peralta, 2015, para. 1). As Obama adopted the
recommendations of the workgroup, he banned the transfer of tank-like vehicles, weaponized aircraft, highercaliber weapons and ammunition, bayonets, and grenade launchers. However, police departments were still
allowed to use riot gear, specialized firearms, and armored trucks, equipment that was largely used during the
Ferguson protests. Besides, the local department could still get access to military equipment when they got
approval from local officials. However, gaining approval from local officials had not been difficult in the past and
as local police were still allowed to use other heavy equipment, this policy was criticized for being a "halfmeasure". Although the policy change bare symbolic value, it would not stop the local police from using
disproportionate measures which made the effectiveness of this measurement highly debatable (Parsons, 2015;
Peralta, 2015). Kraska, chairmen of the graduate program injustice studies at Eastern Kentucky University stated:
"They wanted to change the ethos from a warrior mentality to a public servant mentality. But allowing
the discards of war to still be transferred, albeit with some new restrictions, to our local police sends
them the message that they're engaged in this warlike endeavor where they need warlike machinery."
(Parsons, 2015, para. 7).
On top of that, this policy change was announced months after the waves of protests had emerged in the streets
of Ferguson and beyond and were seen more as a palliative to defuse tension than as a real solution (Luconi,
2018).
The last measurement Obama took was that his Department of Justice Civil Rights Division conducted “pattern
or practice” investigations among police departments to find out whether constitutional rights violations were
part of a pattern. Subsequently, the department obtained court-enforced consent decrees to urge police
departments to implement changes. Former federal prosecutor Sklansky stated that “Consent decrees were a
very important initiative to try to bring systemic change to police departments,” (Sklansky, as cited in Robertson,
2020, para 21). According to her, the Obama administration “launched more of these investigations than any
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previous administration” (para. 21). Under the Obama administration, 23 investigations took place that focused
on the Ferguson police, as well as on departments in Baltimore, Chicago, and other cities (Robertson, 2020).
5.4 Concluding Remarks
When Michael Brown got killed in 2014 a large part of the Black community was in great shock. The fact that
President Obama remained race-neutral and did not condemn police brutality and racism targeted at Black
citizens frustrated the community even more. Obama kept avoiding talking about race and racism like he had
done during his campaign and refused to acknowledge that racial bias in the criminal justice system is the norm.
Instead, he defended the legitimacy of the criminal justice system and the importance of police officers.
However, many people in the Black community had seen Mike Brown’s death as clear evidence that racist
ideologies and structures remained in place and had hoped that Obama would seize this moment to have a
conversation on this. As Obama did not take this opportunity, many African American academics voiced their
disappointment on Twitter and in interviews and expressed that the Black community needed his leadership and
that this was not the time to be neglective. Although people had been protesting to call out police brutality and
racism for weeks after Brown’s death and again after the verdict, the president did not acknowledge their calls.
On the other hand, some prominent Black leaders seemed to acknowledge that it was hard for the president to
condemn this incident without fuelling racial tensions. Besides, the president did try to take concrete steps to
address and limit police violence. He met with activists, set up a Task Force, limited the military transfer to local
police departments, and initiated investigations into local police departments. However, it remained
questionable how effective these measures were.
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Conclusion
This thesis aimed to find an answer to the question: “How can the continuation of police brutality and racism
during the Obama presidency be explained in the context of America’s racial history?”. With the use of literature,
as well as with a case study, several factors have been found that contribute to the continuation of these
phenomena.
To begin, racism and police brutality are complicated phenomena that consist of and are influenced by multiple
factors. Racism that oppresses Black people has been part of American society since the first Black slaves were
forcefully brought overseas and therefore has become deeply ingrained. Contemporary police brutality has
become institutionalized and has resulted from racist policing mechanisms that have been enforced in the past.
Racist ideologies and racist structures remain present and because police violence consists of structural
dimensions that make Black people more vulnerable to be victimized by it, these phenomena continue to control
Black lives. The next section will give a more in-depth elaboration of how Golash-Boza’s theory of race and racism
and Carbado’s Police Violence Model can be used to explain ongoing racism and police brutality during the
Obama presidency and will make clear how this is connected to America’s racial past.
To begin I will discuss Golash Boza’s theory of Race and Racism. Her framework attempted to gain a better
understanding of the role of race and racism in society. This framework theorized that race and racism consist of
racist ideologies and racist structures that maintain and enforce racism. This thesis has found that these elements
were indeed still strongly present in American society during Obama’s presidency.
Tabel 3: Prevailing racist ideologies

Prejudice/stereotypes
Black people were still seen as
dangerous, threatening, violent, and
criminal. Noticeable in Wilson’s
description of Michael Brown and
the way the Ferguson police
approached the mainly Black
protesters. Obama also fueled
negative prejudice about Black
people during speeches and
statements.

Racist Ideologies
Racial discourses
White people remained suspicious of
Black people. With the election of
Obama, Black people were seen to be
responsible themselves for their
marginalized position. Although Obama’s
election fueled the idea of the post-racial
society, negative racial discourse
prevailed. Visible in the Michael Brown
case. On one hand, the perception of
racial discourse changed, but on the
other hand negative racial discourse
continued and became harder to tackle.

Racialized Identities
Race and color remained meaningful
throughout Obama’s presidency. This
became clear from the fact mentions
of race and color would provoke
strong discussions. Distinction
between white people and Black
people remained meaningful.

Racist ideologies that negatively frame Black people prevailed in American society (Tabel 3). Black people
continued to be stereotyped as dangerous, violent, and criminal, and this reinforced prejudice that exists about
Black people. Negative prejudice/stereotypes about Black people have originated from historic mechanisms.
During slavery, Black Africans were seen as natural slaves, uncivilized, and inferior and these views were used to
justify their enslavement. While slavery got abolished in 1865, Black people were still seen as inferior and their
behavior got criminalized to justify re-enslavement. Slave patrols, Black Codes, and Jim Crow laws were set in
place to control Black life and because of these mechanisms, white people have been conditioned to view Black
people as dangerous, violent, and in need of though policing. Contemporary laws that disproportionately target
Black people have led to an overrepresentation of Black people in prison which has also re-enforced the idea of
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Black people as criminals. In the Mike Brown case, negative stereotyping of Black people came forward in the
way officer Wilson described his confrontation. He described Mike Brown as “Hulk Hogan” and as having the
“most intense, aggressive face” which are clear examples of negative stereotyping that criminalizes Black people.
Obama has also fuelled negative stereotyping of Black people during his presidency by implicating Black people
are not taking enough responsibility for themselves and their children. As Obama also defended the criminal
justice system on multiple occasions, he did not condemn the shooting of innocent Black people but backed up
the decision of a white police officer to shoot a Black individual. This could also be seen as a re-enforcement of
the Black as dangerous stereotype.
Racial discourses, the second component of racist ideologies, refer to the prevailing narratives and ideas
regarding groups of different color. Racial discourses are strongly related to racial stereotypes and prejudice.
Racial discourses regarding Black people have also resulted from historic mechanisms. Black people in America
have always been seen as more dangerous and violent and this discourse has been used to justify racist policies.
Racial discourses also create a vicious cycle that can explain their prevalence. Because Black people are often
seen as more criminal, they are disproportionately targeted by the police and are more likely to end up in prison.
As many people in American society, as well as the police, are aware of the fact that most people in prison are
Black, the idea of Black people as dangerous and in need of though policing has been fuelled. Consequently, the
police are more likely to target and use excessive force on Black people which again leads more Black people to
get incarcerated. Furthermore, the Obama presidency changed racial discourse in America. After Obama’s
election, many white, as well as Black people believed that race relations had improved while the belief in racial
discrimination, structurally marginalizing Black people, decreased. As a consequence, many people, including
Black people, started to blame themselves for their marginalized position. If a Black man could become president,
claims of racism could no longer be used to declare their marginalized position, and protests against structural
limitations became more difficult. Obama himself also promoted a neoliberalist viewpoint by emphasizing
individual responsibility and the need to work hard. When Michael Brown died and protests took place in
Ferguson, Obama downplayed the existence of racial discrimination and bias in the criminal justice system. The
Obama presidency thus changed the way people thought about race relations and racial discrimination, but
negative racial discourses regarding Black people continued to exist. The prevalence of negative discourse was
apparent in the way the Ferguson police handled the death of Michael Brown and the participants of protests.
The police felt the necessity to use much force on the protesters, which has likely been fuelled by negative
discourse about the mostly Black protesters. However, as many people believed race relations had improved, it
became harder to address negative racial discourse which has allowed it to continue.
The third component of racial ideologies is racial identities. Racial identities that distinguish between Black
people and white people continued to be meaningful. During Obama’s campaign and presidency, color and race
remained influential topics and played a significant part in Obama’s election. As Black people felt related to
Obama as he was also Black, and thought his color meant he would stand up for the Black community, they
turned out in record number to vote for him which enabled Obama to win the race for the presidency.
Throughout Obama’s campaign and presidency, many comments on his color and race were made and mentions
of these topics made by the president were met with strong discussions. While many white people thought the
president talked too much about racism, Black people thought the president was often reluctant and felt
disappointed in their president. This shows that racial identities were still an important component during
Obama’s presidency. On top of that, it is important to note that being white still represented a superior position,
while being Black still translated into an inferior position. This was on wide display when a white officer was
acquitted for shooting an unarmed Black teenager.
The second main component in Golash Boza’s framework is racist structures. As previously explained, these
consist of micro and macro structures in which the microstructure refers to the more personal acts of racism,
and the macrostructure refers to the institutions and laws that continue to reproduce racism (Tabel 4).
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Tabel 4: Prevailing racist structures

Racist Structures
Micro

Macro

Race-neutral acts

Individual acts of
bigotry

Institutions that
reproduce inequality

Laws, Policies and Practices

Obama’s race-neutral strategy
and promotion of individual
responsibility decreased
attention to structural racism
which allowed it to be
maintained. Implicit racial bias
also continued to impact
people’s behavior.

Racist expressions,
number of racial hate
crimes increased,
shooting of innocent
Black people and
peaceful protesters

Criminal justice
system remained
severely biased.
Political system also
not designed to
implement radical
change.

Historic racist mechanisms have
been transformed in contemporary
racist policies. Black people remain
disadvantaged under American law.
Visible in acquittal of white police
officers and for example the “fivesecond rule” enforced in Ferguson.

First, we will discuss the microstructures prevailing during the Obama presidency. These consist of both raceneutral acts that reproduce inequality and individual acts of bigotry. As Obama adopted a race-neutral strategy
and promoted a neoliberalist viewpoint, he might have thought his actions were race-neutral acts. However, by
doing this he downplayed the influence of structural racism which allowed it to be continued. Furthermore,
implicit racial bias influenced almost everyone in society and negatively impacts the Black community. This also
became clear in the Michael Brown case and the Ferguson protests, as implicit racial bias has likely influenced
the decision of officer Wilson and has induced the disproportionate response of the police towards the peaceful
protesters. The fact that racism can also be carried out unconsciously has also made it hard to eradicate it.
Individual acts of bigotry is the second component of the microstructure. In this thesis, it has been found that
individual acts of bigotry were still strongly present during Obama’s presidency. Obama himself was often the
target of racist expressions made by media commentators. On top of that, the number of racial hate crimes
increased during his presidency which is a clear sign of the continuation of racism. In the Mike Brown case, racist
acts came forward. The fact that a white officer shot an innocent, unarmed Black man is in itself a racist act. The
way the police subsequently interacted and approached the community and the protesters also included many
racist acts. However, since the police belong to a governmental institution, these are part of the macrostructure.
Institutions that reproduce racial inequality are the first part of the macrostructure. In this thesis, it has been
described that racial inequalities continue to exist in almost all areas of society. This is caused by the fact that
institutions do not function in a fairway. Institutions are fuelled by racial bias and therefore Black people are
disadvantaged. The criminal justice system is significantly biased which causes more Black people to get
incarcerated. On top of that, segregation in education and housing maintains and re-enforces inequality which
has also become clear from the Ferguson case. Unfair institutions have resulted from historic mechanisms.
American institutions have been created by white people and therefore have been set in place to protect and
serve the needs of white people. Segregation has also long been part of American society used to separate white
and Black people and maintain the white power structure. Despite the fact a Black man was chosen as president,
he does not have the power to change the power structures that have allowed him to become president. He is
constrained by political and social limitations which have made it more difficult for him to address racist
institutions.
The second part of the macrostructure are the laws, policies, and practices that maintain and reproduce racial
inequality. As we have seen, American laws have been racialized since Black people were forcefully brought to
the continent. Black people have been oppressed by slavery, Slave patrols, Black Codes, and Jim Crow laws for
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centuries. Although Black people gained equal rights in 1965 and racism and discrimination got prohibited by
law, contemporary wars on drugs and crime continued to produce racial inequality. Contemporary laws continue
to disadvantage Black people which caused them to get incarcerated more often and receive higher sentences.
On top of that, implicit racial bias influences the functioning of the criminal justice system and negatively
influences how Black people are convicted. In the Mike Brown case, it came forward how laws were applied in a
racist manner. The rights of peaceful protesters were continuously violated while the police enforced racist
policies like the five-second rule. While white people thus continued to be protected by the criminal justice
system, Black people were threatened by it which shows that laws are not enforced in an equal way.
All components of Golash-Boza’s framework were still present in American society during Obama’s presidency.
Racism is deeply rooted and manifests itself in different ways. Obama’s presidency changed the way people
thought about racism but as his election for many signified the end of racism, the differential components of
racism were allowed to continue. Furthermore, ideologies of white supremacy and implicit racial bias continued
to influence Black people’s daily life in a negative way. I will now turn to Carbado’s Police Violence Model to see
how the elements in this framework correspond with the found data.
Carbado’s Police Violence Model has been used to see how police brutality came forward in the Michael Brown
case. The first step in this model has repeated police interactions. In the Mike Brown case, it has been found that
repeated police interactions were a reoccurring problem in Ferguson. Most of the Ferguson community is Black,
and as Black communities are more likely to be seen as disorderly, more policing takes place. This is also related
to racial segregation, which is largely present in Ferguson and represents the third component of why Black
people are more prone to repeated police interactions. In Ferguson, many stories and testimonies of community
members could be found who said they have been approached by the police for no reason. The fact the police
mostly approached and punished Black people was also confirmed by an investigation of the Department of
Justice.
Mass crimination also took place in Ferguson. Black people’s behavior is more likely to be criminalized, which is
related to the fact Black people are seen as more disorderly. In the Mike Brown case, he was also approached by
the police for walking in the middle of the street, which is a minor defense. However, the officer used this as a
justification to approach the young teenager which ultimately led him to get killed. During the subsequent
protests, mass criminalization took place took place on numerous occasions. Although most protesters were
peaceful, their behavior was constantly criminalized to justify the harsh response from the police. Peaceful
protesting is a basic human right but eventually even standing still was seen as a criminal offense which led a lot
of protesters to get tear-gassed and targeted by rubber bullets.
Revenue generation also played a significant role in Ferguson as it was found that a large part of the city’s revenue
was generated by issuing fines to the Black population. This made the Black community, including Michael Brown,
more prone to interactions with the police and police brutality.
The criminality stereotype, which constitutes the fourth factor, clearly came forward in the way officer Wilson
described his confrontation with Michael Brown. As Wilson viewed Brown as dangerous and violent, which was
contrary to the way Johnson described Brown’s behavior during the confrontation, Brown became more
vulnerable to police brutality. The way the police treated the community after Brown’s death, also indicates the
police viewed them as dangerous and criminals who needed to be controlled.
The functioning of the Fourth Amendment law has likely played a role in the Mike Brown and the way the
subsequent protesters were handled, but as it is difficult to identify whether the police’s approaches were
constitutional or not, which is part of the reason this Amendment is problematic, I will not elaborate on this
factor and its role in the Ferguson protests.
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It is clear that the police interactions in Ferguson fit well into Carbado’s model and that these factors are a result
of racist ideologies and structures prevailing in American society. As the Black population in Ferguson was still
viewed as disorderly and dangerous, the police were more likely to approach them, which is in line with how the
police viewed Black communities in the past. As the Black community has more interactions with the police,
chances also increase they will become a target of police brutality. The way police culture, training, and discipline
can translate into police brutality has also become clear. Although Michael Brown and the peaceful protesters
were not engaging in criminal activity, the police still felt threatened by the situation which led Mike Brown to
get killed and the protesters to be violently approached. The police are trained to view every encounter as
dangerous and threatening and therefore the police were encouraged to respond in a violent way. The police
are also influenced by prevailing racist ideologies and implicit racial bias which made them even more likely to
view encounters with Black people as dangerous.
Furthermore, the legal system did not take steps to condemn the shooting. They protected the involved officer
by not releasing his name at first and he did not get arrested. The officer who killed Michael Brown was acquitted,
while Mike Brown lost his life and the Black community did not get the justice they deserved. It can not be more
clear how America’s criminal justice system was built to protect white life while undervaluing the lives of innocent
Black people. Because an officer can commit a serious crime like this without being punished, officers are less
likely to refrain from violence in a next encounter.
It is clear racism and police brutality did not vanish when Obama got elected as president but continued to exist
in American society and oppress Black life. While many people believed Obama’s election signified the U.S. had
entered a post-racial society in which race and racism no longer posed a barrier for Black people, racist ideologies
and structures remained in place which continued to promote police brutality targeted at Black people. In fact,
having a Black president made it harder to tackle racist ideologies and structures. As many white, as well as Black
people thought racism was a thing of the past, addressing racism was no longer seen as an important step in
elevating the position of Black people. Their marginalized position now often got blamed on their lack of
responsibility and motivation, a perspective that Obama himself also often promoted. While Black people
continued to die at a disproportionate rate during Obama’s presidency, he did not seize these moments to
condemn racism and police brutality but continued to legitimize the criminal justice system and the importance
of police officers. Obama oftentimes emphasized the progress the country had made with regards to racism while
disregarding the belief that racism in the criminal justice system is the norm. Obama had adopted this raceneutral strategy since his campaign and this meant that he avoided race talks as much as possible. Rather, he
emphasized the need to look past America’s racial past and promoted individual responsibility as means to
overcome limitations. By doing this, he ignored the fact that structural racism still significantly marginalized Black
people, which made it more difficult to accurately address and eradicate racism and police brutality. However, it
is important to note that in the so-called post-racial society, mentions of race could quickly inflame racial tensions
which also made it increasingly hard for Obama to have open discussions on racism and condemn police brutality.
Despite this difficulty, a large part of the Black community was disappointed in Obama’s reluctance to speak up
for them and talk about racial issues.
In contrary to what many people had expected, police brutality mainly targeting Black people thus remained a
significant problem throughout Obama’s presidency. Racial hate crimes increased when Obama became
president. For white extremists, the fact that a Black man could now become president threatened the status
quo and resulted in increased xenophobia and racism. And so, Black people continued to die at the hands of the
police during Obama’s presidency which led to a large outcry in the Black community. Although Obama tried to
take some concrete steps in addressing police brutality, it remains questionable if these measures were effective
as racism and police brutality are deeply ingrained and because some of these measures were not really strict or
had not been effective in the past.
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During his time as president, Obama thus had to maneuver in an environment where on one hand, many Black
people were relying on him to speak up about and address racial issues, while on the other hand, a large part of
society thought that racism was no longer a problem, so mentions of race and racism were often seen as “playing
the race card” and could quickly increase racial tensions. Increased racial tensions were not only notable in the
media, but also in the political environment which showed a widening gap between the Democratic and the
Republican party. In contrary to what many Black people had hoped for, opportunities to talk about racism and
install policies that would advance Black people thus decreased with Obama as president. In combination with
the fact that racism and police brutality have become deeply embedded in American society, the continuation
of racism and police brutality during the Obama presidency could be explained.

Discussion and Recommendations
To finalize this research, I would like to elaborate a bit on the limitations of this research and I would like to give
some recommendations.
First of all, because of the Covid-19 pandemic, fieldwork in the U.S. has not been possible. Travels to the U.S.
have not been allowed and therefore this research has made use of existing literature and resources that could
be accessed online. However, interviews with people who have personally witnessed and experienced racism
and police brutality in the U.S. could provide valuable information and would have strengthened the research.
Therefore, for further research, I would recommend including several months of fieldwork in the U.S. to get a
more in-depth understanding of these phenomena. Interviews could be done with people who have personally
experienced racism and police brutality, and interviews with family members, friends, or community members
of police brutality victims could also be included. On top of that, it would be interesting to interview participants
of protests against racism and police brutality to get a better understanding of how these protests and
interactions with the police exactly occur. To get a different viewpoint on these phenomena, interviews with
members of the criminal justice system, such as police officers, could also be carried out. However, depending
on the time available for the research, it might be wise to choose one group of interviewees as interviews are
very time-consuming. In that way, many interviews with one sort of group could be carried out which will make
the research more valid and in-depth.
Secondly, while writing this thesis I came to realize how large and complicated the topics of racism and police
brutality areas so many aspects are connected and involved with them (e.g. theories, concepts, perspectives,
different causes, and consequences, policies). As I had also included the Obama presidency in this thesis, which
is also a multifaced and complicated occurrence/condition, this thesis had to cover a lot of different topics in a
limited amount of time. Although all of these topics are interconnected and therefore it is interesting to include
them in research, I would say that a master thesis does not provide enough time to research all these topics in
an ultimate way. Therefore, for further research, I would recommend taking more time or to limit the scope of
the research.
On top of that, I had to change my initial research question over the course of this thesis. While writing, the
research took a different direction than I had initially anticipated. This also complicated my writing process. For
a next research, I would demarcate the research question more so the research has a clearer focus. This includes
limiting the research phenomena included, as described in the previous section but also demarcating the time
frame and geographical location of the research.
Lastly, I would like to emphasize one more time that racism and police brutality are serious and life-threatening
problems that impact the lives of Black Americans daily. Therefore, it is important more research on these
phenomena is done and transparent data with regards to racism and police brutality cases are available. In this
way, more acknowledgment and attention and to these problems can be created which are important steps in
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eradicating them. By writing this thesis, I hope I have contributed a tiny share in creating awareness and
understanding surrounding these serious topics.
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