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Sociopathic American Gaze in the Wake of 
George Floyd s̓ Murder
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Abstract

page in the wake of George Floyd’s murder managed to break with traditional American 
couraged what Elizabeth Alexander 

calls  the perspective of “witness” rather than “spectator,” which   motivated    users to 
proactively take Black  subjectivity seriously and  inspired  an incredible amount of action.

environments bring 
about not only a physical proximity but allow the user to feel they are in what is normally a private 

of mutual looking that reoriented its users’ gaze and opened their eyes to the value of Blackness and 
its possibility, and, further, provides an analysis on the relationship between Tiktok’s recommendation 
engine and the many eyes suddenly pulled towards BLM content. TikTok’s young user base being a 
group of people whose collective sense of understanding and relationship to economic harm disrupts 
many of the assumptions that make it hard to identify with or understand Black subjection, they 
managed to break with the sociopathic nature of the American ordinary, demonstrated most savagely 
in Derek Chauvin’s casual callousness as Floyd begged for his life. Engaging with interlocutors such 
as Alexander, Steve Martinot, Kimberly Juanita Brown, and Harriet Jacobs and individual videos 
posted by various TikTok users, this piece takes up these considerations along with social media 
technology, such as TikTok’s method of video dispensation, and ends by thinking through the 
methods by which activist TikTok has maintained its corner of the internet since the summer of 2020.

For most of my youth, a fairly strong divide 
existed between millennials and the generations 

ideological1 but was also present in a popular 
culture that consistently put us down while also 
placing a revealing level of responsibility on our 
shoulders. In May of 2013, I graduated from 

Me Me Generation” and subtitled, “Millennials 
are lazy, entitled, narcissists who still live with their 
parents. Why they’ll save us all,” was published in 
Time magazine. At one point, the author says, in 
broad strokes and with all sincerity, “not only do 
millennials lack the kind of empathy that allows 
them to feel concerned for others, but they also 
have trouble even intellectually understanding 
others’ points of view.”2 A few years later, Ellen 
DeGeneres’ “millennial tests” would attempt to 
prove us inept via challenges requiring a young 

person to use a phone book or rotary phone, refold 
a paper roadmap, or tune an analog radio3—must 
have skills for any twenty-year-old in the 2010s. 
Attacks on millennial character were unceasing 
and, tellingly, would often describe how millennial 
“entitlement” resulted in a loss of corporate 
productivity or wealth.4

Probably as a result of this, along with the ever-
impending nightmare called earth, my generation 
has also been found to be rather cynical5 however, 
as Gen Z comes of age, we are no longer alone 
in this estimation, and I’m personally appreciative 
of the company despite the circumstances. In 
the midst of a global pandemic, my millennial 
peers and I found ourselves hope(lessly) tethered 
to younger faces that spent much of their time 

then three, and now ten minutes or less—wielding 
an attitude and serving deadpan that crystalized a 
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deep disenchantment. The events of 2020 led me 
to see power in our collective cynicism and our 
ideological similarities,6 as, even if only for a few 
weeks, many of us were able to escape the White 
(neo)liberal allegiances that monopolize America’s 
sociopolitical discourse. In the time following 
George Floyd’s murder, the video sharing app 
TikTok demonstrated the capacity of generations 
who lack an unquestioned faith in America as 
concept to do what Elizabeth Alexander describes 
as taking up “the perspective of […] witness rather 
than […] spectator,”7 and in doing so, managed to 
collectively reject America’s supremacist capitalist 
roots. More succinctly, TikTok allowed young 
Americans to find kin in a time of isolation 
and channel their institutional distrust toward 
sociopolitical action.

America’s bedrock or its foundation of 
slavery, colonial capitalism, western expansion, 
and the violence needed to maintain them, are 
what today make American racism so prosaic. 
According to Steve Martinot and Jared Sexton, 
racism’s mundanity and control over American 
consciousness betrays a “total violation of reason 
and comprehensibility.”8 This absurd moral 
blindspot is what largely holds this country and 
its spurious institutions together, a cognitive 
dissonance bolstered by insincere national 
assertions of freedom, equality, and civility, made 
plainly evident by our ever-growing vocabulary: 
from “separate but equal” to “no child left behind.” 
This discrepancy is highlighted whenever racism 
makes the national news, and we witness an 
“awakening” or the collective shock that follows, as 
if such events qualify as unforeseen. After the 2017 
violence in Charlottesville, Virginia, Huffington 
Post contributor, Cami Thomas wrote, “I was 
taken through an emotional rollercoaster, but I 
did not feel surprised,” she continues, “Imagine my 
disbelief then when I logged on to Facebook to 
be met with posts that indicated shock and awe.”9 
The surprise Thomas catalogues is a symptom of 
this dissonance, as the American ethos relentlessly 
neuralyzes10 its public, restoring its ideological 
camouflage. As pointed out by Shannon Winnubst, 
“White culture” seems very much “allergic to 
ontological claims, especially about race and 
racism.”11 Referencing the racial strife that grew 
from the 2016 election and the subsequent increase 
of White supremacist activity, she notes the chant 
“No Hate! No Bigotry! No White Supremacy!” 

that responded to Charlottesville.12 She makes 
the point, however, that unlike the previous 
rhetoric of the 1990s and 2000s that looked 
to “celebrate diversity,” stamping out “White 
supremacy” requires a referent. A referent, if taken 
seriously, would require us to reckon with the 
ontological nature of hate and to locate it within 
ourselves and those around us, within our speech, 
thoughts, and actions—in the sociopathic13 nature 
of the American ordinary. Such an implication 
may often be overlooked, as the stagnant 
banality of Whiteness and its historical weight 
overwhelmingly determine what and how we 
see, often via cultural mechanisms we hardly 
recognize. Yet, in naming an evil, it’s a shift from 
our discrepant language, as it admits to a past and 
present problem, the presence of American White 
supremacy itself. This contrasts directly with calls 
for diversity and inclusion that, in corroborating 
the great American melting pot, work to dissolve 
the histories behind our differences and their 
resulting effects. 

Martinot and Sexton implicate the spectacle, 
making the claim that the general public’s 
relationship to police brutality is one of “spectacular 
events” (like the many horrific recordings of police 
violence released over the years) that work to 
hide racism’s existence in our everyday lives. As 
both the exception and the rule, they conceal “the 
banal as excess.”14 This excess becomes unnecessary 
to even comprehend, because, certainly, such 
acts of wanton violence must be extraordinary 
in our ‘civilized’ society, founded on the equality 
of all men. These events exhibit exceptionally 
bad cops, or fearful cops, or misinformed cops 
and yet still work to assemble and maintain the 
implicit guilt of the Black body as paradigm—as 
the beating of Rodney King was used to justify 
its necessity. Alexander quotes the officer who 
supervised the night of the attack, who, at the 
time of her writing was declared “psychologically 
disabled,” and spent his days reading over the 
case’s files and rewatching the brutal video.

You blow it up to full size for people, or 
even half size, if you see Rodney King 
four feet tall in that picture as opposed 
to three inches, boy, you see a whole 
bunch of stuff… He’s like a bobo doll. 
Ever hit one? Comes back and forth, 
back and forth. That’s exactly what he’s 
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Figure 1. In this cropped image of Derek Chauvin murdering George 
Floyd, we see him peering down at his victim as Floyd begins to lose 
consciousness. At the same time, bystanders accuse Chauvin of “enjoy-
ing” the activity, but he appears unfazed by the accusation. 
Source: Darnella Frazier

doing. Get him down on the ground. 
Prone is safe. Up is not. That is what 
we’re trying to do is keep him on 
the ground, because if he gets up it’s 
going to be a deadly force situation…15

His words demonstrate a commitment to the 
narrative of Black aggression and the necessity 
of White violence. His actions were mimicked 
by Rush Limbaugh who played a piece of the 
video “over and over again until it did look 
like Rodney King was advancing on the police 
officers.”16 While these explosive instances of 
terror may captivate their audience, they never 
evidence racism’s everyday, rooted, omnipresent 
nature, its tacit mundanity, as gentrification, 
the military control of Black neighborhoods, 
intrusive surveillance, or extreme methods of 
arrest and incarceration exist as unexamined 
and appropriate givens—the spectacle of police 
violence somehow inferring both White impunity 
and Black guilt, determining both rarity and rule.

In many ways, George Floyd’s murder broke 
with this logic. Perhaps it was the murder’s 
duration, eight minutes and forty-six seconds 
of a cop unsympathetically suffocating a man to 
death, or the video’s lack of explosivity. Beyond the 
boredom of the COVID-19 pandemic, something 
won out over White denial. Derek Chauvin and his 
fellow officers’ casual callousness as Floyd begged 
for his life and called out for his mother, the 
officers’ rejection of the pleas of nearby witnesses, 
and Chauvin’s contempt when they began to 
question him as the life drained from Floyd’s body, 
all somehow laid bare the commonplace nature of 
this disturbing violence. For Martinot and Sexton, 
spectacles serve exemplary means, but, “Examples 
cannot represent the spectrum of contemporary 
white supremacy from the subtle (e.g., the 
inability to get a taxi) to the extreme (e.g. the de 
facto martial law occupation of many black and 
brown neighbourhoods), all of which has become 
structural and everyday.”17 However, in contrast to 
the horrific electricity present in much of the video 
evidence of past police brutality—from the beating 
of King to the murders of Robert Davis and Alton 
Sterling—Floyd’s murder revealed something 
much more methodical, communicating the 
proximity and presence of the systemic rather than 
the singular cautionary warning of the exemplary. 
This is evidenced most clearly when four police 

officers indifferently kneel on George Floyd’s 
neck, back, and legs, as he lies motionless, or we 
might locate it in the seven minutes Chauvin 
spends kneeling on his neck, even after calling in 
medical assistance for Floyd, as he bleeds from 
the mouth. Besides Floyd’s muffled pleas, the 
murder is quiet, still, and lacks much of a struggle. 

As life leaves Floyd’s body, we see Chauvin look 
down at him, and it’s hard not to see his actions 
as coolly calculated, as reasoned and purposeful. 
Chauvin gets upset when he’s momentarily 
bothered in his work, as bystanders attempt 
to point out that Floyd is no longer conscious, 
Chauvin pulling what appears to be mace on them, 
before returning to his subdued task. Rather than 
depicting a sudden or unexpected outburst, his 
actions evidence his point-of view, his training, his 
nineteen years as a police officer, and the eighteen 
official complaints against him18—including an 
upsettingly similar incident involving a fourteen-
year-old Black boy, who Chauvin bludgeoned with 
a metal flashlight across the head and held down 
with his knee until the child lost consciousness, 
also ignoring pleas that the boy could not breathe.19 
Lastly, the video tells us this murderous intent isn’t 
specific to Chauvin, as his accomplices support and 
engage in the killing, oozing of the same habitual 
indifference.

Chauvin and his fellow officers’ apparent 
attitude is reminiscent of the “Mrs. Flint” 
Alexander discusses from Harriet Jacobs’ Incidents 
in the Life of a Slave Girl. The White mistress of 
a Southern plantation, Mrs. Flint’s “nerves were 
so strong she could sit in her easy chair and see 
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a woman whipped till the blood trickled from 
every stroke of the lash.”20 This kind of violence 
is demonstrative of its own prosaic calculation, 
commonplace in the Antebellum South and 
not yet dead. Floyd’s murder demonstrated this 
ruthlessness, a ruthlessness that often goes unseen 
in so-called “civilized” space, as White Americans 
work to maintain an ontological distance from 
the cruelty of the prison or the over-policing of 
the ghetto. Jacob’s hope, however, was that such 
violence would implicate its viewer or her reader. 
But obligatory attention, driven by White guilt, the 
kind that encourages the posting of a resource list 
or a black square and not much else, does little to 
escape American sociopathy and the assumption 
of Black transgression, especially when the viewer 
identifies more with enslaver than enslaved.

In her visceral depictions of violence, Jacobs 
urges her readers “to reject Mrs. Flint’s perspective 
and assume instead her own, the perspective of 
a witness rather than a spectator,”21 hoping to 
make abolitionists of them. For Alexander, the 
perspective of witness often involves a kinship 
that acknowledges the precarity of one’s own 
position, as many of the Black testimonies she 
cites involve the knowledge that this violence is 
also meant for, and may very well be experienced 
by, those narrating. Consequently, I claim that a 
combination of generational harm and institutional 
distrust22 along with TikTok’s format and 
algorithm, including the idea that those on your 
“For You” page (TikTok’s home page or “newsfeed”) 
are also like you—whether that be queer, Black, 
radical, into cottage core, kinky, conservative, 
etc.—allowed a kind of witnessing and collectivity 
to take place, that skirted the ubiquitous 
mundanity of White, capitalist, American logics.

These logics determine the expectation that 
in viewing anti-Black police violence you accept 
the assumed criminality and baser nature of those 
harmed. But this concept has become troubled 
amongst a group of young people that often accept 
theft, criminality, and sex work as an essential part 
of their condition under capitalism. We see this 
evidenced on TikTok, as hypermarket employees 
condone the theft they witness while on the clock, 
or individuals explain how selling feet pics and 
dirty underwear or webcamming paid their rent. 
In a shift away from the slander of the 2010s, a 
2020 Washington Post article declares Millennials 
“the unluckiest generation in U.S. history,” finally 

reckoning with the Millennial reluctance to 
purchase diamonds23 and fabric softener.24 As if 
the exploitation of “economic growth” has much 
to do with chance, we are placed below every 
generation—in descending order Silent (1925-
1945), Boomers (1946-1964), Progressive (1843-
1859), Gen X (1965-1980), Missionary (1860-
1882), Transendental (1792-1821), Gilded (1822-
1842), and Lost (1883-1900)—in economic 
growth after entering the workforce.25 This fate 
is, of course, now also befalling Gen Z, with the 
pandemic only worsening their circumstance. As 
a report by the Economic Policy Institute notes, 
the unemployment rate for young workers, ages 16 
to 24, soared during the pandemic, jumping from 
8.4% to 24.4%. This demographic was also the most 
likely to experience job loss, and young people who 
came of age during the pandemic often could not 
receive unemployment benefits as they had not yet 
been employed, regardless of an inability to find 
work.26 These circumstances have only been made 
more dire due to persistent rent hikes,27 inflation, 
the sky rocketing cost of education,28 and the 
dismantling of workers’ rights and protections.29 
We should be far from surprised that generations 
forever harmed by American fundamentalism 
(the same system that has violently abused the 
non-White for longer than the generational 
expanse just listed) often lack the desire (or ability) 
to live and die by its laws and social customs.

Rather than being produced for the evening 
news or as the eye-catching fodder that might 
populate your Facebook newsfeed, the personal 
style of the TikTok content posted in response 
to Floyd’s murder—often handheld, including 
eye contact, physical proximity, and point of 
view perspective—avoid what Kimberly Juanita 
Brown calls “voyeristic distancing,” and in cases 
of physical harm, foreclosed on the usual visual 
and aural techniques utilized to allow the viewer 
to “escape the violation on display,” like distance, 
obscurity, a reliance on racial stereotype, or the 
implication of the fantastic or superhuman.30 The 
latter often used rhetorically to characterize Black 
men who find themselves victims of the police. As 
Alexander notes, Rodney King “was described as 
a ‘buffed-out’ ‘probable ex-con,’ ‘bear-like,’ ‘like 
a wounded animal,’ ‘aggressive,’ ‘combative,’ and 
‘equate[d]…with a monster.’”31 In many ways, the 
videos managed to bypass the way Black pain and 
experience is often “distorted and dehistoricized”32 
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Figure 2. Stills from three of the TikToks described above. Created by 
users @j.esquire, @theblackqueen24, and @kevoysomers.

via the mechanisms that maintain America’s 
supposed ignorance. Surprisingly, TikTok instead 
unearthed a more authentic Black subjectivity, 
and I don’t say that lightly, and gave it a platform. 
Some of the most visceral of these videos taking 
place in automobiles or enclosed environments, 
engendering not only a physical closeness, but 
allowing the user to feel they are in what is 
normally a private space, creating a momentary 
intimacy rather than maintaining a spectacular 
distance. However, these uploads broke with 
the traditionally happy-go-lucky environment 
curated by the app. We might assume because 
the sheer volume of them was hard to censor. 
As observed Kate Klonick, and reported on by 
Shelly Banjo for Aljazeera, TikTok’s scale alone 
makes it “pretty impossible to enforce a rule like, 
‘We only allow fun on our site.’” Further, Banjo 
writes, in January of 2020 the company had made 
changes to its guidelines allowing for content 
that may be “educational, historical, newsworthy, 
or otherwise aim to raise awareness about 
issues,” even when it broke with the app’s rules.33

In one video, user @j.esquire_’s (now 
@jandcgang__) phone seems to lie in his lap, 
looking up at him, as he sits in his car with the 
window open. Through the open window we see 
the hands of his young son. The text across the 
video reads, “On My Way To A Protest And My 
Son Teared Up And Said ‘Please Be Safe Daddy’ 
‘Tell The Cops You Have Kids.” As the video 
plays we hear his son say, “Tell the police please 
don’t hurt me I have kids,” and as it ends the pair 
exchange “I love yous,” and his son reaches through 
the window for a hug.34 In another, we witness user 
@theblackqueen24, a shaken service member in 
uniform, worried about Vanessa Guillén. She sits 
in her driver’s seat and begins speaking as she puts 
on her boots, “Hey guys, I know a lot of you are 
worried about my safety cause I’m talking about 
Black Lives Matter and about Vanessa, but the 
reality is Vanessa’s in the Army, I’m in the Marine 
Corps, she’s one of us.”35 As user @kevoysomers 
(now @kevtheboy) begins a video, tears already run 
down his face, the camera sits at eye level. He starts 
by stating, “I’m tired, I’m pissed off.” He expresses 
his dismay that even during the recent protests 
Black individuals were still being brutalized 
more than other protesters. The video ends with 
his voice raised as he tearfully repeats “Why the 
fuck is White skin still more fucking valuable? 

Why the fuck is it still more valuable? What’s the 
fucking point of all this shit?”36 While standing in 
her bathroom, user @libra.moonstone, tells a “put 
a finger down” story—a popular trend on TikTok 
that asks viewers to “‘put a finger down if ’ this has 
happened to you.” Her story starts, “Put a finger 
down if you started to feel your stomach getting 
really upset…” and then tells us of her experience 
being dismissed by seven separate doctors, the 
eighth, the only “woman of color” of the bunch, 
finally taking her claims seriously, only to find a 
thirty-foot tape worm that, due to medical neglect, 
had laid eggs in her intestinal tract.37 In one video, 
reposted from LiveLeak by @cuteepye01, a family 
is attacked by a white mob after being told that 
their car is stolen. As the young daughter in the 
backseat cries in fear, the father, Lee Allen,38 
repeats that “This is not her car!” referring to the 
woman who made the claim. The video is from 
his daughter’s perspective, and whips around to 
capture various people attempting to violently 
open the car’s doors, producing a kind of heart-
wrenching motion sickness in its viewer. The whole 
ordeal is terrifying, as you view the event through 
her eyes, and you can hear this terror in her voice 
as she repeats, “Dad! Dad!” through muffled 
cries.39 Such personal experiences, thoughts, and 
stories are not common content on other social 
media apps, let alone fed to you in succession.

In another video, posted by user @sarah_dib8, a 
man holds his phone up and we see him as well 
as a police officer who is reaching his hand inside 
the young man’s vehicle, shining a light in the car 
as its owner yells, “Can you please stop! What are 
you doing? What have I done?” The officer doesn’t 
answer and once the police get the door open, we 
hear an officer say, “Get him out.” As the young 
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man is pulled from his car and wrestled to the 
ground by police, he yells, “What have I done? Stop! 
Stop!” and the video becomes increasingly violent. 
As it ends, it looks as if he is being choked.40 This 
perspective is echoed by a White twenty-two-year-
old, user @johnnyk451 (now @aboveaveragesimp), 
limping home from a protest. Having already been 
shot by a rubber bullet, he notes that the police are 
still following him. But as he addresses the camera 
he’s knocked hard to the ground by the police, 
who yell, “Put your hand behind your head!” and 
“Stop resisting!” The police continue to press him 
into the ground and at one point appear to knee 
him in the skull.41 The two posts’ memetic nature—
they feature upsetting movements brought on by 
police aggression, the young men’s cell phones 
violently jerked around once they hit the ground 
as streaks of light dance alarmingly across the 
screen, highlighting the bodily harm being done—
demonstrating not an equivalency but a solidarity 
that surpasses the obligatory social media post. 

After the first COVID-19 lockdowns of 2020, I 
downloaded TikTok about a month before Floyd’s 
death. As soon as the news of his murder hit and 
the subsequent protests began, my “For You” page 
was almost entirely populated by videos reacting to 
the tragedy or documenting the resulting unrest, 
and my engagement with these videos meant they 
would continue to be fed to me. This is due to 
TikTok’s algorithm. Similar to YouTube, when you 
watch a video (particularly to the end) or engage 
with it (comment on it or like it), its algorithm 
assumes you want to continue to see similar videos, 
as whatever holds your attention is likely to keep 
you on the app for longer. That being said, the 
app also houses features that are largely specific 
to TikTok—most obviously, its short-form video 
format, recently mimicked by Instagram’s “reels.” In 
the amount of time you can watch a single television 
show or a couple of YouTube videos, it’s possible to 
consume hundreds of TikToks. Further, not only 
can videos be just seconds to minutes long, you also 
do not get to “select” what you’d like to watch next. 
Instead, the videos shown to you are determined by 
the app’s algorithm, based almost entirely on your 
behavior. While “on YouTube more than 70% of 
the views come from the recommendation engine,” 
on TikTok it’s closer to 90 or 95%. According to 
an investigation done by The Wall Street Journal—
which used over a hundred “automated TikTok” 
accounts to “understand how [the app] knows 

users so well”—“officially, the company says that 
shares, likes, follows, and what you watch, all play 
a role in what TikTok shows you.” That being said, 
they “found that TikTok only needs one of these 
to figure you out, how long you linger over a piece 
of content, every second you hesitate or rewatch, 
the app is tracking you.” This means that TikTok’s 
method of dispensation is not simply based on 
what you “like” or consciously want to see, but what 
you linger over even for a moment. This, The Wall 
Street Journal claims, is one of the reasons TikTok 
can learn its users’ preferences so quickly. By its bot 
accounts simply “rewatching or pausing on videos,” 
the app “fully learned many of [the automated] 
accounts’ interests in less than two hours, some 
it figured out in less than forty minutes.” While 
this kind of affective surveillance and its resulting 
knowledge should doubtless alarm us, and its 
resulting echo chambers have been legitimately 
and endlessly critiqued, it can be said that 
TikTok’s recommendation engine results in highly 
personalized subcultures that the app works hard 
to cultivate and maintain.42 Upon downloading 
the app, it did not take long for it to suss out my 
interest in Black and Indigenous community, 
leftist politics, or even regenerative agriculture. As 
a result, when George Floyd and Breonna Taylor 
became the focus of the summer of 2020, TikTok 
easily found exactly who might wish to not only 
recognize this callous loss of life but act on it.

The videos I mention in this paper, and the 
vast majority of countless others that were posted 
in response to Floyd’s murder, were uploaded by 
this country’s younger generations. These TikToks 
garnered billions of likes, views, and shares (videos 
using #BlackLivesMatter reaching over 10 billion 
views in June of 2020).43 They exhibited the 
unexceptional nature of stories based in American 
racism and race-based violence, in both their 
volume, TikTok’s short-form enabling a scalar 
shift, and their intimacy, as users shared personal 
moments and stories that lacked the highly stylized 
commercialism more common on other platforms. 
This type of engagement was boosted by the app’s 
algorithm, as much of the content was posted not 
by influencers or brands but by the app’s everyday 
users. According to Wired, citing an official TikTok 
blog post, “a new user with few followers can still 
make it to the For You page,” and this is because 
of the way the app vets and promotes videos.44 
When a TikTok is posted, barring “objectionable” 
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content, it is likely shown to users that have 
already demonstrated an interest in similar videos, 
regardless of the number of followers its creator 
has. Users that engage with videos that discuss 
racism or the Black Lives Matter movement are 
used as test subjects for newly uploaded videos with 
similar content, and their level of engagement is 
what determines the success of the video. In other 
words, when a new video is posted, rather than 
its reach depending wholly on whether its creator 
already has an active or sizable following, TikTok 
tests out the video on relevant users and as the video 
continues to do well, it goes on to be shown to more 
likeminded individuals.45 So, in the wake of Floyd’s 
death, TikTok’s algorithm fed relevant videos 
to those sympathetic to this influx of testimony.

Further, the app had already done the work of 
identifying the many young people dismantling the 
lie of meritocracy and deconstructing our country’s 
narratives. In a video from early May of 2020, 
TikToker Jacqueline Ajueny says direct to camera:

A lot a y’all love to say, “but if the 
roles were reversed?” Reverse them! 
Shit. I’m tryna go driving out at 
4am, like in the teen angst movies, 
without getting pulled over. I wanna 
walk through Home Depot without 
some random woman following 
me. Reverse the roles, baby. Chase 
after what you believe in. Make that 
dream a reality. Live in your truth.

Currently, this TikTok sits at over 474,500 views 
and has over 187,100 likes. Its comments pick 
up on her irony, stating “If you wish upon a star 

 ” or “she finished it off with a ‘live laugh love    
’.” Others simply back her sentiment. For 

example, the comment “‘but if the roles were 
reversed’ is admitting there is inequality,” has 
over twelve thousand likes.46 Such a video and its 
response are not unique on the app and they 
provide us with a solid example of the attitudes 
of, not all, but many of the politically engaged 
young people that use it. In this environment, of 
eye-contact and unfiltered feeling, the ideological 
strain of identifying with those exploited by the 
system, or with a desire to unsettle it, is broken 
down significantly. Young people across the 
app demonstrate real efforts to witness Black 
experience, not just as spectacle or entertainment 

but as comrade, as partners in crime. Users are 
encouraged to interact with each other via stiches, 
duets, replies, and comments—features that allow 
for a kind of talking with rather than a talking 
to.47 After Floyd’s murder, videos including 
demonstrations, police violence and misconduct 
(much of which has since been removed), oral 
storytelling, protest tips, discussions of White 
privilege, education, relevant news, Indigenous 
experience and solidarity, and calls for justice and 
restraint, flooded the “For You” pages of those 
who already sympathized or identified with a 
marginalized positionality—matching the “talk” 
already present on the app with action. Many of 
the posts asked something of their viewer, and 
engendered an incredible amount of activity, 
including the signing of petitions, the building of 
coalitions, the creation of websites, the attending 
of protests, the redistribution of wealth and 
contribution to mutual aid, and eventually the 
sabotage of a presidential political rally.

In her 1992 article Eating the Other, bell 
hooks discusses young Americans, along with 
the belief in diversity or pluralism. She states:

Masses of young people dissatisfied by 
U.S. imperialism, unemployment, lack 
of economic opportunity, afflicted by 
the postmodern malaise of alienation, 
no sense of grounding, no redemptive 
identity, can be manipulated by 
cultural strategies that offer Otherness 
as appeasement, particularly through 
commodification. The contemporary 
crises of identity in the west, especially 
as experienced by white youth, are 
eased when the “primitive” is recouped 
via a focus on diversity and pluralism 
which suggests the Other can 
provide life-sustaining alternatives.48

hooks makes the point that the desire for 
difference, or “spice,” is an appropriative one and 
this appetite is certainly present on TikTok, most 
clearly evidenced by dance trends created by Black 
users and then adopted by White influencers who 
gain views and notoriety via the appropriation of 
Black labor and culture. Charli D’Amelio, a White 
eighteen-year-old, who was, until June of 2022, 
the most followed user on the platform, grew her 
account by doing just that. Similar to Winnubst and 
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her point that calls for diversity are often “a façade 
of good faith efforts towards social equality,”49 
hooks specifies that this kind of appropriation is 
often a tool to assuage White guilt. hooks remarks 
on “a group of very blond, very white, jock type 
boys,” she overheard while teaching at Yale, who 
express a desire to have sex with women outside of 
their race. She claims that their open dialogue and 
free expression of such a, once taboo, desire, allows 
the boys to distance themselves from the White 
supremacy they undoubtedly uphold, a “deni[al] 
of accountability and historical connection.”50 
Consumption as a method of absolution. However, 
in contrast to 1992, many young people today 
have spent their more conscious years contending 
with the presence of overt White supremacy, 
as it’s shed many of its past euphemisms. 
“Diversity,” especially as lone solution, may not 
only feel a bit trite but lies dangerously close to 
the #AllLivesMatter that always seems to follow 
recognitions of or commitments to Black life.

hooks goes on to say that when diversity is 
offered up to validate American progressivism, “it is 
not African American culture formed in resistance 
that surfaces.”51 Further, both Alexander and 
Brown, examine how Black experience is stripped 
of its information when passed through White 
hands,52 encouraging White spectatorship, rather 
than the camaraderie of witness. This is what, in 
many ways, TikTok has proven itself capable of 
avoiding, as we might locate hook’s radical culture 
in Ajueny’s TikTok or in many of the others this 
paper discusses. Videos are recorded and edited by 
their creators, often with no intention (or means) 53 
of making a profit, then, rather than enter a space 
that requires one to acquiesce to a mainstream 
White audience, they are instead shared first with 
the like-minded and as they gain views are provided 
a larger reach. This isn’t a perfect transaction by any 
means. There are content moderators, racist filters 
available to users that can change the shape of 
your facial features, and formatting requirements 
to conform to, in addition to TikTok’s leaked 
aims to suppress the videos of those it deems 
“ugly” or poor.54 However, even given these 
challenges, users managed to create and maintain 
communities that were capable of uplifting the 
voices of the minoritized, and arguably still are.

Since last summer, TikTok has slowed the wide 
circulation of similar posts, even more than it 
had previously, actively pulling its users towards a 

White universalism, as well as educational content 
as opposed to activism, with a shamelessly biased 
algorithm55 that will often suppress or block single 
posts or whole accounts based on the content 
being created and the identity of the poster. This 
phenomenon was overwhelmingly evident when 
“Stop Line 3” became a call to action over the 
summer of 2021. One Indigenous creator, who 
now goes by kitha56 and was actively involved in 
protests at the Line 3 site in Minnesota, had to 
create new accounts consistently as their previous 
ones would be suspended by the app. Although 
less extreme, White creators speaking on the 
issue would also see their content suppressed. 
After receiving a fair amount of pressure from 
her followers, environmentalist and YouTube 
content creator Shelbi Storme posted a video57 to 
TikTok on the issue, but it performed worse than 
the majority of her other educational and lifestyle 
posts, despite its high engagement—interaction 
that traditionally should work to increase a post’s 
visibility. In fact, the only other videos she posted 
during this time with similarly low views were 
sponsored videos, which tend to do poorly due 
to a lack of interest. Not only is there persistent 
evidence that the app has begun to work harder 
to discourage this kind of political activity, and 
the many “controversial” Black and Indigenous 
creators engaging in this kind of content, TikTok 
often instead heavily encourages a contemporary 
minstrelsy. Even in 2021, some of the app’s most 
popular Black creators revolve entirely around racial 
stereotypes, and Black users have continued to note 
the suppression of their content and accounts.58

Keeping all this in mind, since the summer of 
2020, there’s been a consistent activist presence 
on TikTok. We might note the Amazon Labor 
Union or ALU account,59 created by Chris Smalls, 
the thirty-three year old president of the ALU 
looking to unionize on Staten Island, which, while 
clearly suppressed by the app, managed to help 
support his efforts, workers voting to unionize in 
April of 2022,60 despite the 4.3 million dollars the 
company has spent on anti-union consultants.61 
More recently, and inspired by Small’s success, a 
TikTok based advocacy group, Gen Z for Change, 
have organized the “People Over Prime Pledge.”62 
The pledge, so far signed by over ninety TikTokers 
with a combined follower count of fifty-eight 
million, is a promise to stop working with the 
company until certain labor standards are met. 
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