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Abstract 
 
This dissertation develops the theory of “the caring state,” in the context of Ferguson, 
Missouri. The caring state discusses the ways the state operates through care, empathy, 
kindness, and inclusion in order to commit violence, harm, and militarization. While 
these techniques of power appear as two different, discrete, and contradictory modes, I 
argue they work in tandem and are both productive of institutionalized racism. State 
power is often narrated through care, not in contradiction to violence, but to enable it. 
This dissertation is critical of the aspirational and empathetic modes of statecraft for what 
they conceal and make possible. I critique feminist literature on care, which 
unequivocally represents care as desirable, and seeks to make institutions more caring. I 
am also critical of the over-representation of militarism, which neglects other kinds of 
state power. After Michael Brown’s death, the militarization of the police force was 
demonstrated and broadly critiqued, while the state’s production of empathy and care was 
welcomed. I demonstrate throughout this dissertation that care produces violence, and 
what appear as contradictory modes of statecraft are integral to the function of police and 
other state institutions.  
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Introduction: The Politics of Care: Feminism, Feminist Theory, and the State  
 

This dissertation emerged out of an ongoing interest in state power, particularly as 

it relates to the carceral state. The conversation and events that overwhelmed these topics, 

for me, have been police violence. The shooting of Michael Brown, an unarmed black 

teenager, by white officer Darren Wilson in Ferguson, Missouri became a national story, 

and framed what would become ongoing attention to police brutality. Moreover, the 

degree to which the police force and National Guard responded with military equipment, 

weapons, tanks, and riot gear sparked debate about what role police forces play in 

communities, if they have overstepped their authority, and the legitimacy of protest. 

While these are all important and worthy contributions, what seemed more troubling was 

the way that people readily accepted the solutions offered by the state. These solutions, 

and the rhetoric surrounding them, are what I have framed as “care.” They included 

things like community policing, accountability, and soft reforms like body cameras. As 

more unarmed people of color were killed by the police, it became immediately clear that 

the solutions offered were not enough to upend the problem, policing itself.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure One: Police officer hugs protestor 
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One of the most popular images to circulate after the Ferguson grand jury 

decision is one of a young black boy in an embrace with a white cop during a protest 

taking place in Portland, Oregon. This photo was shared over 400,000 times on 

Facebook, and marked a desire for reconciliation without meaningful change. The police 

officer appears to be comforting the boy, who is sobbing; it marks a tender moment 

between two differently affected groups, as though this could have been Wilson and 

Brown under different circumstances, if only they would have exhibited more care. In 

telling the story behind the photo, the pictured police Sgt. Bret Barnum approached the 

boy, Devonte Hart, who was holding a “free hugs” sign, “not as a police officer but just 

as a human being” (Grinberg 2014). Barnum continued, “it really solidified what all of us 

do this work for – this job for – to create good will” (Grinberg 2014). This isn’t the only 

“feel good” photo to circulate, there were other hugs, high fives, sharing food, etc. that all 

indicated this sense of peace and racial harmony. This sentimental moment between 

officer and person of color demonstrates a will and desire to care. These moments of 

sentimentality, as embodied in the state, are at the center of this dissertation. They foster 

the feeling that policing could be about good will, and that the state doesn’t necessarily 

intend to commit harm.  

It is not just that the caring solutions and rhetoric offered by the state were 

ineffectual. These responses actually produce more harm. What on face appears to be 

contradictory aims and effects of state power, violence and care, are actually integral to 

each other. The reforms and sympathetic rhetoric offered by the state do not contribute to 

less policing, but rather extend policing. Rather than take on the serious critiques of 

policing, these reforms are offered as a way to harmoniously and surreptitiously continue 
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and exacerbate the violent effects of policing. As it became clear in the years that 

followed, reforms failed to substantially affect police brutality, and in fact helped to short 

circuit some of the critiques about policing, all the while making the state appear kinder 

and gentler.  

This dissertation investigates this range of political effects, from the violence and 

militarization to the use and popularization of care as a technique of re-legitimization and 

extension of state power. Brown’s death was not the first killing of an unarmed black 

person by a white officer to rise to public attention, but it did garner a particular 

resonance among activists, political officials, and the media. This dissertation takes stake 

in two particular moments: the death of Brown and the grand jury’s decision to not indict 

Wilson. These moments sparked larger questions about the function of the criminal 

justice system and who is afforded legal protections. The criticism of the grand jury 

decision and Ferguson policing practices culminated in a Department of Justice (DOJ) 

investigation that found racial injustices and disproportionately distributed revenue-

raising practices.  

In looking to care as a state technique, this dissertation examines media, state, and 

activist discourses surrounding the death of Brown, as well as the historical and political 

context of St. Louis. Using a cultural studies framework, I examine these discourses and 

archives asking: What are the particularities of Ferguson that catalyzed such a response? 

What is the context in which racist policing practices emerge? How does the political 

system admit injustice while also maintaining the fiction of colorblind democracy? This 

dissertation reveals the nuances and contradictions of state practice with respect to 

history, space, militarization, and justice. Finally, I consider the practices of social 
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movements and the possibilities of incorporating care into more revolutionary 

frameworks amidst state-based care. 

I situate my discussion of the shooting of Michael Brown in four fields of study: 

feminist theory, state theory, cultural studies, and political geography. I deploy feminist 

theory to understand how difference is made meaningful and contributes to disparate life 

outcomes; state theory to contextualize this iteration of statecraft with regard to care and 

violence; cultural studies to read and interpret language, discourse, and texts that are 

made meaningful through power; and political geography to discuss the impact of 

processes of spatialization and differentiation on policing practices. As I argue, in the 

contemporary U.S. landscape, state power relies on violence alongside inclusion, 

sympathy, and recourse. While Brown was shot in an act of violence, and the Grand Jury 

resulted in a legal violence, the subsequent responses of the Attorney General, President 

Obama, and the Department of Justice illustrate the ways in which the violence of the 

state is reoriented into rhetoric of justice, sympathy, and impending equality. Both 

violence and the more insidious operations of power are necessary to the functions of the 

state. 

Brown’s death has a continued resonance in the ongoing attention to police 

violence, yet it was not the first, last, or most extraordinary. While Ferguson lies at the 

heart of this dissertation, I explore the political, social, and cultural milieu in which 

Ferguson is situated and articulated. Amidst a background of ongoing police 

militarization, dominant frameworks seek to maintain that blackness, as a constellation of 

ideas projected on and embodied in particular people, is the threat to American peace and 

justice rather than the extra-/illegal actions of the police. This dissertation seeks not only 
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to unravel this claim, and demonstrate the racist ideologies that guide police action under 

even its most benevolent forms, but also to demonstrate the racist, gendered, sexualized, 

and classed underpinnings of the most idyllic of terms and aspirations from the state, and 

the ways in which these contradictions are actually critical to its function.  

The events in Ferguson exceed the geographic and political stakes of the event 

itself. Ferguson is instructive to the larger context of police and state power. Brown’s 

death is not an isolated instance, and protest and social movements do not respond to 

Brown alone. Rather, Brown’s death points to the larger milieu of racist policing 

practices—past, present, and future—taking place in Ferguson and across the United 

States over generations. Stuart Hall et. al's Policing the Crisis (1978; 2013) provides a 

framework and model to think about the significance of a singular event (in their case, the 

Handsworth mugging) and its relationship to the social milieu. Of their method, they say: 

Our concern was to use such a starting point – concrete events, practices, 

relationships and cultures – to approach the 'structural configurations that cannot 

be reduced to the interactions and practices through which they express 

themselves'... we sought to emulate the ethnographic imagination but also to 

move beyond the focus on the here and now of everyday 'interactions and 

practices' by locating them in the histories taking place behind all our backs (Hall 

et al. 1978; 2013, xi). 

The text shuttles between the historical context, the Handsworth mugging, the symbol of 

the mugger, the state, the media, and the structuring logics of law and order. I follow the 

method put forth in Policing the Crisis to describe the events in Ferguson, but also their 
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larger histories, contexts, representations, and effects. I also describe the expressions of 

care and their contextualization amidst violent rhetoric and effects.  

Care 

Sara Ahmed opens The Cultural Politics of Emotion (2015) with a question: 

“How does a nation come to be imagines as having a ‘soft touch’? How does this 

‘having’ become a form of ‘being’, or a national attribute?” (Ahmed 2015, 1). Deeply 

personal, and personalized, attributes like emotions, feelings, and orientations, take on a 

national form, and are narrated as traits of the nation. Taking Ahmed’s description of 

national emotions as a starting point, I explore these questions throughout: How are 

emotions imagined to be part of collective bodies and institutions? What are the 

implications of imagining care as an institutional activity or affective orientation? What 

does it mean to make the police care?  

In The Care of the Self (1986) Michel Foucault talks about care as pertaining to 

the body and the soul, as a means to cultivate and perfect oneself. Foucault describes the 

evolution of care: 

It took the form of an attitude, a mode of behavior; it became instilled in ways of 

living; it evolved into procedures, practices, and formulas that people reflected on, 

developed, perfected, and taught. It thus came to constitute a social practice, 

giving rise to relationships between individuals, to exchanges and 

communications, and at times even to institutions. And it gave rise, finally, to a 

certain mode of knowledge and to the elaboration of a science” (Foucault 1986, 

45). 
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Foucault describes a shift in care from the self to more general realms like medicine, 

knowledge, and institutions. Care is an orientation toward the self, as well as to objects. 

Foucault provides the scaffolding to think of care as extending beyond the self, or 

relations between people, and to thinking about the state and police as institutions of care, 

or as institutions involved in caring relations. In other words, the state has the capacity to 

care, to invoke care, for its citizens.  

 The meaning of care includes many dimensions including care for the self, care 

for others, and institutionalized care. Care most often describes a relational, ethical 

orientation, which eschews individualism in favor of communitarian ethics (See Engster 

2005; Thomas 1993). These discussions and various viewpoints on care are related to the 

central terms discussed by Ahmed and Foucault, namely the integration of care into 

institutions and the projection of care, feelings, and emotions onto national bodies. I 

briefly consider care and caring, particularly as they have been developed in feminist 

ethics and theory, as feminine, ethical, interdependent, blurring public and private 

spheres, and finally when oriented to the state. While the meaning of care and its 

implications are often debated and discussed, care is generally portrayed as a panacea to 

political problems with very little consideration of what some potential pitfalls of care, or 

how care could be mobilized in malevolent ways. 

 In In a Different Voice (1982), psychologist, feminist, and ethicist Carol Gilligan 

argues for essential moral differences based on gender. Gilligan says that men and boys 

are more likely to be oriented toward justice, while women and girls are predisposed to 

care. Additionally, in interviews women were more likely to describe themselves based 

on their relationships, while men defined themselves through separation (“I” vs. “we” 
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statements). Gilligan highlights gender-based differences, that though not based on 

biology, are essential in nature. She emphasizes these differences not as a part of social 

context, processes of socialization, or the social construction of gender, but as traits of 

men and women. Gilligan’s work, though influential, was critiqued for these elements of 

essentialism. In a discussion of her work, Gilligan held that care is feminine, saying, “the 

focus on care ... is characteristically a female phenomenon in the advantaged populations 

that have been studied” (Gilligan 1986, 330).  

Political scientist Joan Tronto (1987) argues that care needs to be developed as a 

full ethical stance, rather than as an essential female characteristic. Drawing on 

conversations in the wake of Gilligan’s work, particularly around the gender essentialism 

of care, Tronto argues that while care is not necessarily “feminine,” it also must be more 

fully explored and integrated into political theory and politics. Some of the central 

concerns for this integration are: “What should be the role of the market in a caring 

society? Who should bear the responsibility for education? How much inequality is 

acceptable before individuals become indifferent to those who are too different in status? 

How well do current institutions and theories support the ethic of care?” (Tronto 1987, 

661). While her work leaves these questions unresolved, it does maintain care as a goal (a 

social good) and feminist, if not exclusively female/feminine.  

Ethicist Daryl Koehn describes care as “female ethics.” Koehn distinguishes 

“female ethics” from Gilligan’s gender essentialism, and instead argues that female ethics 

are informed by gendered expectations. “Female ethics” is defined by a duty to care for 

and to empathize with vulnerable members of our community (Koehn 1998, 6). This is in 

contrast to individualism, or liberalism, which emphasize autonomy and personal 
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responsibility. Feminist philosopher Alison Jaggar (1989) argues that emotion, love, and 

care are associated with women (gendered), and also viewed as less valuable, less 

objective, and less theoretically sound than (masculine) rational, calculating frameworks. 

According to Jaggar, a feminist epistemology includes emotion as a subversive 

contribution to knowledge production. Jaggar demonstrates that emotion is integral to all 

forms of knowledge, and rationality functions to solidify social hierarchies based on race, 

class, gender, and sexuality. In other words, some people are in control and capable of 

overcoming emotion, while others are subject to the whims of emotion. These 

distinctions are racialized, gendered, classed, and imbued with social power. 

Care is a critically debated ethical framework, viewed as an intervention to the 

primacy of disembodied, and independent ethical frameworks like justice. For some 

feminists, care emerges from the labor of caregiving. Feminists philosophers Eva Feder 

Kittay and Ellen Feder mark care as not an essential characteristic of women, but rather 

as an active morality: “Feminists have demonstrated that caregiving is not merely a 

‘natural’ activity, an inevitable feature of women’s essential nature. It is thoughtful, 

intentional work. Furthermore, as a moral activity, it presents an alternative to models of 

social and political life fixated on interactions between autonomous equal agents” (Feder 

Kittay and Feder 2003, 2). Feder Kittay and Feder are responding to theorists like 

Gilligan who argue for the naturalness of women’s caring, and instead points to the 

intention and effort behind care. They attempt to discuss care apart from its connections 

to female-ness, and as a valid moral and ethical framework, one that requires effort and 

labor.  



Kelly C. Sharron  16 

Dutch feminist political and ethical philosopher Selma Sevenhuijsen (2003) 

frames care as an ethic and considers what she calls “the relocation of care.” The 

relocation of care is a way to discuss care as moving from individuals and relations 

between individuals to institutions and practices of governance. She says: 

It [the relocation of care] also concerns care as part of a politics of needs 

interpretation, as a dimension of cultural identity and as object of taste and 

opinion; care as a moral perspective, as a form of existential ethics and as a 

medium for building ties and commitment…The new politics of care will 

encompass the institutions and mode of operation of ‘civil society’: the area 

between citizen and parliamentary politics. Institutions such as community work, 

social service work, educational advisory projects, schools, social psychiatry, care 

for the elderly, child protection and the police will be assigned a new place in the 

social infrastructure of care (Sevenhuijsen 2003, 182-3, emphasis added). 

Sevenhuijsen thinks about care as occupying different social spaces and contexts, 

including a realm of state institutions like policing. She describes an attempt to reform 

aspects of what she terms “civil society,” which include various arms of the state.  

Sevenhuijsen says the “relocation of care” is a way to imbue these institutions with caring 

ethics as a means to achieving more feminist aims.  

The feminist ethic of care often encompasses relationality as a key feature. 

Relationality, or relational ethics, is held in contrast to the privileging of independence 

and autonomy. Ethics of independence and autonomy maintain that people should be 

self-sufficient, and ignores the embeddedness of people within networks, and the various 

social privileges and embodiments that produce autonomy. Independence is also a critical 
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function of capitalism, to short-circuit networks of interdependence in favor of the 

market. Feminist political scientist Fiona Robinson argues that an ethics of care is the 

antidote to autonomy. Robinson says, “In order to transcend these limitations, yet still 

retain a meaningful conception of the nature of morality and moral relations, we must 

look beyond the tradition of Enlightenment, rationalist, principled ethics-not to the 

limited and often conservative position of communitarianism but toward the relational 

ethics of care” (Robinson 1997, 118, emphasis original). Care is an ethical stance that is a 

curative for a number of social ills, chief among them the ethical and epistemological 

orientation of institutions. Moreover, relationality – addressed in this dissertation 

primarily through community policing and the imaged relationship between police and 

community – is offered as a curative without attention to power and hierarchies between 

the two bodies in question.  

Independence and interdependence have accompanying social positions that they 

are often associated with. Following Jaggar’s discussion of emotion, Nancy Fraser and 

Linda Gordon (1994) trace “dependency” as a term associated with feminized and 

racialized people and groups, while the rational independent (white) man is that universal 

subject that underpins liberalism, neoliberalism, and capitalism. Fraser and Gordon make 

clear that these distinctions produce political effects, namely in their case, a hatred and 

distaste for social services and the social welfare state. Care is also a product of women’s 

historical position of dependence, based on their exclusion from political and civil life, 

and their role as caretakers and responsibility for reproductive labor (See Mackenzie, 

Rogers, and Dodds 2014). Care moves away from autonomy and its attendant social 

exclusions. Feder Kittay and Feder say, “A care ethics has furthermore pointed to the 
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undesirability of limiting our understanding of human moral interactions to a model 

based on such independence” (Feder Kittay and Feder 2003, 2). Care makes obvious the 

limits of independence and the possibilities of embracing interdependence.  

Sevenhuijsen describes the tension between independence and care through 

citizenship. She says:  

The most important point is that the ethic of care encapsulates a constructive 

critical perspective on the norm of independent citizenship. The notion of human 

nature embedded in the ethic of care diverges from the unilateral individualism 

which is central to many a moral theory and thus also to the normative 

assumptions of many policy theories. Relationality and interdependence are core 

concepts in the ethic of care. Thinking in terms of binary oppositions between 

autonomy and dependence, individual and community, and independent citizens 

and those dependent on care is exposed (Sevenhuijsen 2003, 183). 

Sevenhuijsen says that care offers critical insight into the framework of normative 

citizenship as well as the ways that these ethics drive policy making. Again, here it 

becomes obvious that care and relationality are portrayed as important frameworks to 

pursue more feminist outcomes of state power. Care is the antidote to liberalism, to 

theories of morality that rely on the white, male subject and perpetuate racism, classism, 

and sexism. 

 Care also marks an inclusion of private emotions into the realm of public life. The 

breakdown of public and private spheres, realms of productive vs. reproductive labor, has 

been a common theme in feminist theory. Care, particularly in the form of caretaking, has 

traditionally been undertaken in the home, the domain of private life, and by women. The 
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integration of care into political life blurs, and questions, these domains. Koehn argues, 

“female ethics treat the so-called “private” realm of familial and household relations as 

being of public significance. Persons who learn to trust and care within the realm of the 

home bring these virtues with them into public life as well” (Koehn 1998, 6). The 

separation of public and private is not tenable, and in fact Koehn offers that care should 

be extended into the public sphere to serve the public good.  

 The extension of care from interpersonal and familiar relationships to institutions 

and ethical frameworks isn’t without complication. Robinson says, “Indeed, it has proven 

difficult enough to wrench care from the private sphere of home and family relationships 

into the public sphere of domestic politics. Care does not, at first sight, seem to respond 

well to distance” (Robinson 1997, 125). Robinson, and other ethicists, highlight the 

imperative of extending care out of the private and interpersonal realms and into the 

public sphere. Care encompasses feminist spheres, feminized labor, and intervenes in the 

logics of capital and power. Feminist theory has offered care as a reparative measure to 

institutions of harm, only concerned with the potential difficulty of implementing care, 

not the overall effects of institutional caring. I have a different, yet also feminist, concern, 

which is that care can actively produce more violence, and serves to restore institutions of 

harm. It is not that care isn’t integrated or scaled appropriately, but rather that when care 

is folded into the state, it functions as brutality. 

Care, and other emotions, can also be integrated into the state, or practices of 

governance. Ahmed writes of a love for the nation: “Indeed, to feel love for the nation, 

whereby love is an investment that should be returned (you are ‘the taxpayer’), is also to 

feel injured by these others, who are ‘taking’ what is yours” (Ahmed 2015, 1). Ahmed is 
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speaking to the ways that collectives acquire emotional states: such as soft or hard, in her 

analysis. Ahmed uses the example of Britain, viewed as “soft,” seemingly characterized 

by lax immigration policies and a more robust social welfare state, and Britain’s desire to 

become more “hard” – to protect the collective “we” from the invasion and infiltration of 

others.1 Of Britain she says, “the soft national body is a feminised body, which is 

‘penetrated’ or ‘invaded’ by others” (Ahmed 2015, 2). In Britain, Ahmed describes a shift 

from soft to hard, which has since come to fruition with policies like Brexit.  

In my analysis, the U.S. is following a distinct path – that from “hard” to “soft.” 

The use of militarization and police brutality is juxtaposed against the solutions of 

accountability, reform, and community policing – a distinctly “softer”, albeit nefarious, 

approach to policing. The collective police body, and other branches of discipline, are 

altering their emotional state, as a way of crafting legitimacy. Ahmed says “softness” is 

made akin to femininity – a generalized display of weakness, an overabundance of care, 

and a lack of rationality (Ahmed 2015, 3). In contrast, I consider how “softness” – or care 

– is not weak, or marked by its contrast to masculinity. Rather, care is co-opted in the 

face of abundant violence. As a way to reclaim national love, and faith in the state, care is 

deployed not in contrast to violence, but to supplant, and exacerbate it. Processes of re-

legitimization are a necessary aspect of statecraft, and this provokes a similar emotional 

state to what Ahmed describes. While Ahmed describes a state, or collective, moving 

away from emotion, I interrogate the move toward, and embrace of, emotion. The 

                                                
1 Of hardness Ahmed says, “Hardness is not the absence of emotion, but a different emotional orientation 
towards others” (Ahmed 2015, 4). Importantly, she says it is marked by rage, and other characteristic 
emotions of independence, and masculinity.  
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emotional state is not less white and masculine as Ahmed says, but rather in service of 

disguising whiteness and masculinity, and ultimately in their service and protection.  

I am critical of these prior discussions of care for their embrace of care-oriented 

ethics, and their willingness to integrate those ethics into larger systems of power. When 

the state and police “care,” or are guided by emotion, it doesn’t upend or change these 

systems, rather it further replicates harm. As I demonstrate, care, and other terms and 

orientations like community, trust, and accountability, contribute to the same racialized 

and gendered critiques of individualism, independence, and autonomy by these scholars. 

Care extends modes and domains of policing by pushing into the private sphere and 

private space, exemplified in the solution that police attend neighborhood pick-up games 

and are installed in schools. Additionally, care serves to re-legitimize policing so that the 

calls for more substantial and potentially revolutionary protest appears out of proportion 

and alienating. The picture that opens this introduction demonstrates that it is much easier 

and more comforting to witness the police engaging in scenes of care than in scenes of 

violence. The turn to the “soft” state – with caring police, systems of accountability, and 

community trust – is soft in name alone. And, despite these rhetorical promises and 

reforms, the effects of policing, and the militarization of the police force are ongoing and 

continually ravaging the population.  

Black feminist scholar Jennifer Nash (2011) discusses a very different operation 

of care informed by the work of June Jordan, Alice Walker, and Audre Lorde. Nash says 

that these canonical black feminist authors centralize the operation of love within 

activism and develop self-love and self-valuation as starting points for social 

mobilizations. Nash develops black feminism’s politics of love in relation to public 
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affects, and national affects, as defined by scholars like Ahmed, Ann Cvetkovich, Lauren 

Berlant, and Michael Warner. Merging these two literatures, Nash articulates a “radical 

ethic of care” that sharply departs from previous feminist discussions I’ve highlighted 

here. This radical ethic of care does not seek to appease the state or integrate within the 

state. Instead, it directly confronts state power and manifestations of violence, and refuses 

reforms or visions of state-based ethics. Nash holds that there is no way to substantively 

change or redirect the state to make it less violent against people of color. Using a radical 

ethic of care, Nash seeks futures without state violence.  

Chapters 

Each chapter focuses on a discrete, yet overlapping, set of archives, materials, and 

discourses related to Brown’s death. These include: (1) historical context, urban planning, 

and policing in Ferguson; (2) media accounts of Brown’s death and the grand jury 

decision; (3) state discourses related to Brown’s death and the grand jury decision; and 

(4) activism and feminist praxis surrounding Ferguson. While each of these chapters on 

face deals with discrete archives and materials, I think about how they are all mutually 

informed and informing. Moreover, there is overlapping information and coverage, which 

I have demarcated when it occurs. While the focus is on Ferguson, I use these materials 

to think about the broader constitution and formation of state power and social 

movements, with a particular emphasis on the role care plays in both.   

Chapter 1: Laying the Groundwork: Political Geography of Ferguson, St. Louis County 

This chapter takes stake in the historical political and social formations that have 

made possible the shooting of Brown, as well as the entire operations of the police force 

(Wagner 2008). Legacies of slavery and the Reconstruction period are evident in the 
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suburbs of St. Louis, the drawing of city lines, and the economic structure of the area 

(Jack 2008; Astor 2012). There has also been a significant demographic shift in Ferguson 

from majority white to majority black since the 1970’s, alongside many St. Louis county 

suburbs (Gibson 1998). St. Louis county has a very particular political geography that is 

necessary to understanding contemporary policing practices, and in fact, necessitates the 

existence of those practices. I explore this political geography through court cases, 

municipalities, urban planning, zoning, and other tactics of spatial abuse and division in 

order to draw connections to the revenue raising practices of the police, embedded racism 

within policing, and the function of municipal courts in St. Louis county.  

In particular, I draw on Michel Foucault’s (2007) explanation of “pastoral power” 

to explain the way that governmentality operates through the maximization of life, and 

more explicitly through care, in contrast to other forms of disciplinary or sovereign 

power. Foucault’s pastoral helps to illuminate how policies of exclusion, and decisions 

with disparate outcomes based on race were justified through the logic of ordering and 

managing life. I also consider how cities are managed and described as living organisms, 

and how that rhetoric justified segregation for the “health” of the city. All these 

management techniques and technologies produce the carceral and policing state in St. 

Louis county. While juggling these different times and spaces, I maintain that the longer 

history of Missouri, St. Louis, and Ferguson is integral to the functioning of 

contemporary violence. I demonstrate that while Ferguson is part of a much larger 

context, and policing is an inherently violent practice, Ferguson provides a unique stage 

for state power and Brown’s death has particular potency in the contemporary moment.  

Chapter 2: Meaningful Contradictions: Militarized State as Apparatus of Care 
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In the wake of the shooting in Ferguson, the state issued a diverse array of 

responses from military grade weapons and vehicles to displays of care and sympathy for 

protests, often in the same day. This chapter discusses the range of state responses, 

focusing on the ways that care is deployed to re-legitimize policing. I explore the 

ingrained racism and violence of policing through Graham v. Connor (1989), which set 

the precedent for the justified use of force, as well as the culture of Ferguson as 

exemplified in the circulation of racist e-mails (DOJ 2015).  In the aftermath of Brown’s 

death, there were a flurry of speeches and interviews including interviews with Darren 

Wilson (Wilson 2014) and Missouri Governor Jay Nixon (Nixon 2014). Attorney General 

Eric Holder discussed the findings of the DOJ, as well as offered community policing as 

a solution to violent, racist policing (Holder 2014). President Obama has made a variety 

of speeches including about both Ferguson and the Iraq War (2014); after the grand jury 

decision (2014); in Selma regarding civil rights and Ferguson (2015); and on race 

relations one year later (2015). I read all these speeches for the various ways the state is 

positioned as the savior to its own ills, and the caring reforms promised.  

 Finally, I address two watershed moments of state action with regard to Ferguson.  

The first is the grand jury, and the decision to release all documents related to the grand 

jury including evidence and testimony (CNN 2017). Additionally, the DOJ report 

regarding the investigation of the Ferguson police department provides invaluable insight 

into the workings of the city, the revenue raising practices, and institutionalized racism 

(DOJ 2015). The DOJ report also made suggestions about how to improve policing and 

community relations in Ferguson, which amounted to a more caring police force and an 

extension of policing. I interrogate “community policing” as a reform strategy often 
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offered after violence, but which ultimately does not empower communities, and 

increases the scope and reach of the police. Taken together, these approaches demonstrate 

the dangers of care when operated by and through the state.  

Chapter 3: Building a Narrative of Care: The Media Apparatus 

 The media coverage of Ferguson was expansive and swift, and in many ways 

responsible for the ongoing attention to Ferguson and the growth of social movements 

like Black Lives Matter. I consider the impact Ferguson had on media, and on future 

reporting of police violence, or what has been dubbed the “Ferguson effect” (Demby 

2016). The Ferguson effect describes the speed at which news stories are popularized and 

spread. I contextualize this speed within the state apparatus, and discuss the relationship 

between the state and media. Care becomes a frame or lens through which state violence 

or intervention is cast in media coverage, performing an ideological function for the state 

that legitimizes violence, described as the opposite of “violent” protest.  

 I begin the chapter by examining an award-winning account of the events in 

Ferguson one year after Brown’s death produced by St. Louis Public Radio (2015). The 

retrospective includes sound, video, images, and audio, all compiled from the scene, and 

evidence, in order to “re-tell” key events in Ferguson like the immediate scene, the grand 

jury, and social movements. I then discuss a New York Times online Q&A column 

(2015) that was continuously updated and a Cable News Network article called “5 Things 

to Know About Michael Brown's Shooting” (CNN 2014). Finally, I turn to two pieces 

written after the grand jury, one from USA Today (Alcindor et al. 2014) and the other 

from National Public Radio (Peralta and Chappell 2014). Both of these pieces explore the 
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ongoing protest in Ferguson, and specifically the ways that blackness is coded as 

violence, and the state operates through care.  

Chapter 4: Black Lives Matter, Social Movements and the Afterlives of Ferguson 

The final chapter focuses on activist responses to the shooting and the grand jury 

decision. I consider the ways that the state and social movements deploy similar language 

of care, the effect of their shared discourse, and how care continues to operate within 

feminism, feminist theory, and black feminism, to perhaps more revolutionary ends. I 

address a few different domains of activism including social media, Black Lives Matter, 

and pedagogical practice. Though this is not an exhaustive list of organizations and 

people playing a role in Ferguson-related activism, I focus on these to demonstrate what 

effect Ferguson has had on the space of organizing, and how care emerges as an activist 

praxis.   

The contemporary moment has been called “The Age of Ferguson” to account for 

the ways Ferguson has vastly shaped and influenced activist space, as well as police 

technologies and militarization (Bernard 2015). This chapter attempts to map some of the 

lasting effects of Ferguson on the socio-political landscape, its resonance across the 

country and world, and its provocation of powerful social movements. Care plays a role 

in the demands and practice of social movements, but also is collapsed and co-opted by 

the very regimes of power they intend to resist. This curious relationship, as well as the 

relationship to other anti-racist movements, is explored in order to frame what care has to 

offer, and how a radical ethic of care can be deployed outside of structures of power, 

violence, and dispossession.  
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This dissertation intervenes in a timely political discussion to reframe the 

horizons offered by activists and the state alike. The events in Ferguson offer a critical 

entry point to thinking about diffuse and contradictory state effects2, technologies of 

power, media representation, and the swirling of activism organized around unnecessary 

death and matter-ing. Much like the Handsworth mugging featured in Policing the Crisis, 

the events in Ferguson serves as the “absent center” of this project to think about the 

wider effects and phenomena at play in the present political juncture amongst colorblind 

democracy on the one hand and disproportionate death, indebtedness, and incarceration 

on the other. Jacques Derrida (1976) discusses the absent center as that which holds a 

system in place, but is ultimately unstable and contains shifting meanings. Ferguson is 

illustrative of trends of militarized policing, as well as solutions to violence like care, 

community, and accountability. Ferguson points to a much larger argument about 

contemporary statecraft that occurs through processes of re-legitimization in times of 

ongoing and recurring violence.  

This dissertation goes beyond pointing to the racist practices of the police and the 

logics of policing, but rather highlights the ways in which death is made inevitable under 

current regimes of power. I make the argument that the state produces its own 

contradictions (militarizing its streets alongside sympathy for protest) that are in fact 

critical to its function. Militarization requires care, and care presupposes militarization. 

The effects of Ferguson radiate and inform practices that far exceed it, as care is made 

operative across many times and spaces. While care and violence appear as contradictory, 

                                                
2 Bob Jessop (1990) opts for the term “state effects” to discuss the ways in which the state is no more than a 
collection of institutions and cannot be theorized as a coherent whole which acts in unity. I borrow this 
term to discuss what is at the core of this dissertation: the contradiction between care and violence that 
sustain the state and policing.  
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they are tethered to each other, and misappropriated to further the reach and brutalities of 

state power.   
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Chapter 1: Laying the Groundwork: Political Geography of Ferguson, St. Louis 
County 

 
St. Louis is not a typical city but, like a Eugene O’Neill play, it shows a general condition 
in a stark and dramatic form.   

-unknown, quoted in Mapping Decline 
 

Nearly all, by separate policies in zoning, subdivision regulation, and more subtle private 
action – maintain the white noose around the city. 

-Theodore Hesburgh 1971 
 

 

Since the death of Mike Brown at the hands of Darren Wilson, the governing 

structures of Ferguson and St. Louis have come under scrutiny for racial disparities in 

traffic stops, fines, jail time, and revenue raising practices. The Ferguson Commission 

(2015), a non-governmental group that studied the socio-economic disparities exposed by 

Brown’s death, and the Department of Justice (2015) issued reports that indict the 

municipal structure and its skewed protection of power, capital, and whiteness at the 

expense of people of color and poor people. These reports point to the wider climate of 

policing, community distrust, racism, and spatial disparities that have long proceeded the 

shooting itself and precipitated the upswell of anger after Brown’s death. This chapter 

looks to the political geography of St. Louis county asking, how are space and place 

impacted by institutional racism expressed as care? What techniques of power are at play 

in urban geographies that come to make up the uneven landscapes of St. Louis? And, 

more specifically, what is the effect of the political geography of Ferguson, Missouri on 

contemporary police brutality and policing practices? 

Geographers have considered how care affects and constitutes space and spatial 

relationships. Hannes Gerhardt (2007) provides a spatial analysis of care that extends the 

feminist ethics of care literature to include how ethical relationships and stances affect 
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geographies. Gerhardt says, “an ethics of care, which is based on a deeply internalized, 

interpersonal ethical commitment, tends to promote a focus on locally specific 

geographies, with the aim of having this geography pragmatically assist in the 

implementation of one’s care” (Gerhardt 2007, 124). In Gerhardt’s case study of the 

“globally focused Christian right” in Sudan and Darfur, he suggests that an ethics of care, 

defined as “where ethical motivations and actions are undergirded by an emotional, 

interpersonal commitment to a particular other,” drives the Christian right’s involvement 

in, and relationship to, Sudan and Darfur (Gerhardt 2007, 123). Caring relationships 

established between Christian missionaries and aid workers and Sudanese people shifted 

the aims of Christian organizations from hard-line military engagement to active 

negotiators in peace processes. Gerhardt holds that international relationships of care 

fundamentally shifted the relationship to space, and that care ethics are “geographically 

nuanced, focusing on context, particularity and thus locality” (Gerhardt 2007, 146). 

 Geographer Jeff Popke (2006) discusses moral geographies and “caringscapes” 

which spatialize caring work as well as the social, political, and ethical relationships of 

care. “Caringscapes” include spaces like health facilities and homes, spaces of feminized 

labor and emotional work (Pratt 2003; Dyck 2005; McDowell et al. 2005). Moreover, 

these moral geographies also take stake in the affective relationships between people and 

the embodied work of care (see McCormack 2003). While certain spaces and 

relationships can breed duties and attachments of care, others have sought to extend these 

caring relationships for the development of a care ethics, or an “alternative ethical 

standpoint” (Popke 2006, 506). Much like the feminist ethicists discussed in the 

introduction, these geographers called for relationships of care to exist independently of 
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having an intimate connection, and instead as the basis for a relationship with the world 

and others. Following Gerhardt’s discussion of care as stemming from relationships 

developed between Christians and people in Darfur, David Smith (2000) posits that 

relationships of care should extend beyond people you meet so that “some people are not 

beyond its [care’s] reach” (Smith 2000, 97). The focus instead it to extend care beyond 

confined “caringscapes” and affectual relations and amend politics and justice so as to 

include care.  

 These prior discussions of care within geography follow and draw on a similar 

trajectory to the feminist ethicists discussed in the introduction. That is, theorizing the 

relationships of care, how care has been integral to labor and space, and how to further 

extend care into politics, institutions, and spaces. Care is again put forward as good, 

helpful, and important to shifting the political and social landscape. Gerhardt offers some 

qualifications, or what he terms “careful care,” but nonetheless holds that care is an 

important value in political relationships. I depart from these considerations of care 

instead considering how care has been used as a political and spatial technique to 

maintain and deepen relationships of inequality. This chapter takes stake in moments of 

caring that, regardless of intent, have shaped the unequal relationships of power in 

Ferguson.  

I argue that police brutality is galvanized by the spatial politics of Ferguson, and 

moreover, that the circumstances of Ferguson are a driving force in the disproportionate 

outcomes of policing and criminal justice along the faultline of race. To briefly place 

Ferguson, it is a suburb of St. Louis with a predominantly black population and 

predominantly white power structure, including the police, city council, and school 
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board. The history of racial tensions in Ferguson is instructive as to the concurrent 

accumulation of white political power and disenfranchisement of black people. Until the 

late 1940s, the suburbs of St. Louis were segregated, and in the 1950s and 1960s, 

exclusionary zoning tactics were put in place that maintained majority white populations. 

These zoning practices have resulted in 90 municipalities in St. Louis County. 

Subdivisions in unincorporated areas could establish their own towns that could then 

disallow public housing and multi-family homes, functionally ensuring that these towns 

remained white and upper-middle class. Eventually, these restrictions were overturned 

and as black families moved into the suburbs in the 1980s, whites fled further west, 

resulting in the present demographics.  

Today, the numerous small municipalities continue to function to the detriment of 

the poor, with people being fined for the same (non-violent) offenses in multiple 

jurisdictions on the same day (Balko 2014). Cycles of disenfranchisement, debt to the 

state, and jail terms are in the very fabric of St. Louis County. The Department of Justice 

report issued in the wake of Brown’s death reveals the revenue raising practices of these 

municipalities that rely on the further exploitation of the residents. This chapter seeks to 

explore these histories in order to guide a more complete understanding of the 

intersection of political disenfranchisement and racial discrimination interwoven in the 

contemporary geographies of St. Louis County.  

In so doing, I take stake in two spatial formations: histories of St. Louis county 

with a particular focus on discriminatory municipality and city formation and zoning; and 

the political geography of policing, militarism, and the judicial system. Policing is 

spatial: “policing rests fundamentally upon a political geography; the effort to attend to 
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minute details involves the diagramming and controlling of space” (Herbert 1996, 49). In 

including these fields and literatures, I demonstrate the ways in which they are all 

connected to each other and the contemporary political moment and shape the violent 

policing practices of which Brown’s murder is a symptom. Moreover, I emphasize the 

ways these political and spatial decisions have been framed through “care,” and in 

particular through a discussion of Michel Foucault’s (2007) pastoral.  

Early Negotiations and Compromise: Missouri as Gateway 

The foundation of Missouri, through the Missouri Compromise, involved the 

necessary disenfranchisement and enslavement of people of color. The context of police 

brutality today cannot be understood without the historical circulation and trade of bodies 

intimately connected with Missouri’s entrance into the United States that has legacies in 

the space’s operations and police force. Missouri gained statehood on August 10, 1821, 

after the negotiation of the Missouri Compromise, which admitted Missouri as a slave 

state, Maine as a free state, and prohibited slavery in the Louisiana Territory (Library of 

Congress 1820).  The Compromise was brokered in an attempt to maintain the balance of 

power between slave and free states in the U.S. congress. In 1854, the Compromise was 

repealed (via the Kansas-Nebraska Act 1854), and ruled unconstitutional in 1857 (Dred 

Scott v. Sandford 1857). In 1861, the Civil War erupted, with Missouri having dual 

governments, sending men to both sides, its star appearing on both flags, and guerrilla 

warfare within the state’s boundaries that long outlasted the Civil War itself.  

At the very inception of Missouri, there was a purchase of black life made in the 

name of the “greater good,” staving off catastrophic war, and maintaining law and order. 

This tactic of compromising interests to maintain paternalistic structures of power, 
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nation, and law, continues to operate today to the detriment marginalized people and 

people of color. Political disenfranchisement has evolved utilizing different mechanisms 

of disavowal from non-human or partial human status and voting tests, to criminal 

barriers like felony convictions. Today the numerous Confederate flags still flying in the 

U.S. operate as their own indicators of the relevance of paying attention to legacies of 

slavery on the U.S. political climate. The institutional and spatial memory of Missouri 

government, jails, and police forces generate and enliven discussions of the mattering of 

black lives.  

The racial tensions that were characteristic of Missouri during the Civil War 

contributed to the somewhat hasty and early deployment of the techniques of power that 

followed. Because Missouri was a border state in the Civil War, many formerly enslaved 

people passed through, and some settled in, St. Louis (Fellman 1990). As the “gateway to 

the west,” St. Louis invited many travelers, creating a racially and economically diverse 

population. Thus, St. Louis in many ways was one of the earliest places to manifest 

spatial techniques of racism. In comparing St. Louis to other segregated urban areas in 

the U.S., historian Colin Gordon says, “the contours and timing of the urban crisis was 

shaped by local demographic patterns, by local political geography, and by the catalytic 

events of the twentieth century. Because its African American population was relatively 

well established early in the century, white St. Louis reacted earlier and more stridently to 

the ‘threat’ of black occupancy” (Gordon 2008, 223). St. Louis became somewhat 

inventive in their uses of laws, zoning, and municipal governance. These very early 

techniques of power continue to be consequential in the lives of people of color.  
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Arguments for the relevance of the slave trade to modern policing practices 

should appear self-evident as the police force has always been in the business of 

protecting white people and white property. From protecting the slave trade and 

enforcing Jim Crow laws to the War on Drugs and the explosion of the prison population, 

the language may have changed, but the effects have stayed the same (see Alexander 

2012). Belonging has been a category of trespass, violence, and forcibly withdrawn at the 

hands of the police. The legacy of slavery and the border status of Missouri is deeply 

engrained in the legal structures, racial disparities, and policing of the state. When 

thinking about the contemporary structures of policing and their disparate effects, the 

importance of the founding of Missouri cannot be overlooked.   

As the gateway to the west and the border to the north, Missouri is indicative of 

its transitory and transitional population. Additionally, being a port city on the 

Mississippi River allowed it to thrive as an early city of U.S. industrialization, and to 

suffer the blight of trending de-industrialization as highlighted by the economic downturn 

of the urban center. While economic opportunity and the need for labor dominated early 

St. Louis history, it was followed by a sharp evacuation of economic mobility. Despite 

revitalization efforts, St. Louis defied urban renewal efforts in the 1960s, 70s, and 80s 

(See Gordon 2008). Taking this historical context, it becomes evident that the racial 

segregation and anxiety in St. Louis is part of a larger narrative about American urban 

centers, suburban flight, and changing economic structures. Because St. Louis faces all 

these at once, it becomes emblematic of racial violence in America, and helps to explain 

why Brown’s death propelled social movements and resistance in the way it did.  

Judicial Decisions Affecting St. Louis County: A Pastoral Vision of Power 
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 Court cases had a large impact on the ways in which housing segregation took 

form, as well as the ways the state narrated its stakes in facilitating and orienting life. 

Many of these influential cases took place in St. Louis county proper. In discussing the 

impacts of the decisions in these cases and their role in extending state authority in the 

segregation, zoning, and municipal practice in St. Louis county, I am guided by Michel 

Foucault’s discussion of “pastoral power” in his lecture series, Security, Territory, 

Population (2007).  In Security, Territory, Population, Foucault explores the foundations 

of governmentality, and the ways in which this power has shifted over time in the 

management and maximization of life through the multiplicity of population. In tracing 

governmentality, Foucault marks the pastoral as a key technique of power that produces 

subjects and orients them towards particular ways of being. Pastoral power (as the name 

suggests) originated in the Church, and is a way of managing life that does not emphasize 

repression or discipline. Critical to my own understanding of state power and police 

violence, he says, “Pastoral power is a power of care. It looks after the flock, it looks 

after the individuals of the flock, it sees to it that the sheep do not suffer, it goes in search 

of those that have strayed of course, and it treats those that are injured.” (Foucault 2007, 

172, emphasis added). Rather than marking an entire shift, it is representative of the ways 

in which multiple nodes of power are utilized. Foucault says the pastoral demonstrates 

the ways in which “western man has learned to see himself as a sheep in a flock” 

(Foucault 2007, 130). What remains unmarked, is who constitutes the flock, and who is 

purposefully excluded. St. Louis makes clear that while some forms of life are cultivated, 

others are considered a barrier to the vitality of the city.  
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The pastoral colloquially indicates a shepherd herding a flock across space, 

originating in a nomadic lifestyle that followed changing seasons and fluctuating supplies 

of water and grazing land. Additionally, a pastor is a leader of a Christian church, who 

leads their congregation to deliverance in the service of God. Foucault takes up these two 

origin points to discuss a form of state power that orients populations in particular ways 

with the goal of salvation. In a departure from considering individual actions to be the 

site of management, the pastoral takes the multiplicity as its aim. Of the pastoral 

technique being implemented as a form of governance Foucault says, “The Christian 

Church coagulated all these themes of pastoral power into precise mechanisms and 

definite institutions, it organized a pastoral power that was both specific and autonomous, 

it implanted its apparatuses within the Roman Empire, and at the heart of the Empire it 

organized a type of power that I think was unknown to any other civilization” (Foucault 

2007, 174). Given that Foucault marks pastoral power as an introduction of care into the 

realm of power, it is a key site from which to examine how power is deployed and 

imagined as in the name of the greater good.  

I look to six court cases, four of which take place in St. Louis county, in 

chronological order that framed their utility and decision through preserving and/or 

enabling quality of life while simultaneously excluding certain populations from that life. 

Additionally, these cases were instrumental in the geography of St. Louis, and in the 

exercise and extension of police power. A summary of these cases can be found below. 
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 The first, Euclid v. Ambler (1926) granted the police the ability to enforce zoning 

measures. Ambler Realty owned 68 acres of land in the village of Euclid, outside of 

Cleveland. In an attempt to prevent industrialization of the land, Euclid instituted zoning 

measures that would prevent industrialization, and as Ambler Realty argued, devalue 

their land. The Supreme Court upheld the zoning measures taken by Euclid, and 

essentially “laid the legal foundations for the modern practice of municipal zoning” 

(Gordon 2008, 113). Euclid v. Ambler enables local police to protect residents from a 

“disorderly, noisy, slovenly, blighted and slum-like district,” so long as they provided a 

comprehensive plan for local land use (Euclid v. Ambler 1926). When defining a 

“nuisance,” the decision read: “A nuisance may merely be the right thing in the wrong 

Year Case Location Precedent 
1926 Euclid v. Ambler Euclid, OH Upheld zoning measures, and 

enabled practices of racialized 
zoning; in St. Louis led to the 
widespread adoption of single-
family zoning and racial zoning 

1927 State Ex Rel. Oliver 
Cadillac v. 
Christopher 

St. Louis, MO Solidified the legality of zoning and 
ruled that the zoning ordinances 
were a valid extension of police 
power 

1948 Shelley v. Kraemer St. Louis, MO The Equal Protection Clause 
prohibits racially restrictive zoning 
and housing covenants from being 
enforced by law (does not prohibit 
private agreements) 

1968 Jones v. Mayer St. Louis, MO  Prohibits both private and public 
housing racial discrimination 

1974 Village of Belle 
Terre v. Boraas 

Long Island, 
NY 

Upheld residential zoning orders that 
limit the number of unrelated people 
who may inhabit a residence 

1974 United States v. City 
of Black Jack 

St. Louis, MO Incorporation of the city of Black 
Jack produced a disparate impact 
based on race, providing the 
standard for fair housing cases 
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place like a pig in a parlor instead of a barnyard” (Euclid v. Ambler 1926). The 

encouragement and sustained use of zoning benefitted capital and enterprise, while multi-

family and low-income residences were pushed to the side. These zoning practices 

continued to be challenged in courts as exclusionary, but rulings most often continued 

status quo zoning.  

Missouri wholly embraced the Euclid ruling, and in so doing expanded police 

power to enforce zoning, particularly in municipalities, and after doing so, “local 

planners were free to control land use without resorting to condemnation and 

compensation.” (Gordon 2008, 118). Many St. Louis suburbs adopted single-family only 

zone districts. St. Louis county was largely dominated by large-lot single-family 

subdivisions with little to no multi-family housing. In 1916, a racial zoning ordinance 

passed by popular referendum to protect the city against “blight” and substandard 

housing. Zoning practices were blatantly informed by racism as certain areas were 

described as being occupied by people of color and rhetoric of invasion was often used to 

describe mixed or black neighborhoods. As municipalities exploded (35 in 1940, and 95 

in 1960), they also had the power to zone their own municipality land. With the incentive 

structure drastically skewed against affordable housing and low property values, St. 

Louis became increasingly fragmented and segregated (See Gordon 2008).  

Another zoning case illustrates the ways in which life is managed through land 

use and commercial disputes in ways that attempt to solicit certain kinds of flourishing. 

An auto dealership applied for a building permit, and at the time of application adhered to 

all zoning ordinances. However, after purchasing the land, zoning ordinances changed 

and no longer permitted commercial use, thereby upending the plans for the dealership. 
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The state then sued the city for loss of property value in State Ex Rel. Oliver Cadillac v. 

Christopher, eventually decided by the Missouri Supreme Court in 1927. The Missouri 

Supreme Court ruled that the zoning ordinances were a valid extension of police power 

and that the corporation should be held accountable to the non-commercial ordinance 

even after purchase, thereby solidifying the legality of zoning practices.  

The Missouri Supreme Court’s decision in part read: 

To zone a great city like St. Louis through condemnation proceedings would be 

practically impossible… the city as a social unit is a living organic thing; all the 

while challenging, expanding, growing; a zoning by condemnation under eminent 

domain would tend to fossilize it and thereby defeat one of the essential purposes 

of zoning. It must be zoned, therefore, under the police power or not at all (State 

Ex Rel. Oliver Cadillac v. Christopher 1927).  

Condemnation proceedings occur when the state takes private property, and then 

administer “just compensation.” Essentially, this is what the auto dealership requested, 

and that just compensation would have included the value of private capital ventures on 

the land. The decision describes this process as “fossilizing” a living organism, i.e. a city. 

And the opinion echoes the belief that police power is justly used in the greater will of a 

city, or social unit. In other words, state power guides the city toward its optimal ends, 

much like the way in which Foucault speaks of the shepherd in the pastoral, shaping 

living things in the name of greater salvation. In the name of maximizing the potential of 

the city and its inhabitants (and its capital), police power is exercised under the rubric of 

the extension of the urban, and the growing of the city. In making the city akin to a living 
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organism, the extension of Foucault’s biopolitics to city governance is clear, and the 

extension of police power in St. Louis is responsible for its patchwork geography.  

Another key housing segregation case originated in St. Louis, Shelley v. Kraemer. 

A popular tactic among realtors and developers in St. Louis and elsewhere was to create 

racially exclusive zoning ordinances with a particular neighborhood’s support. In the 

particular instance of Shelley, the ordinance, which prohibited black people from living 

on blocks that were more than 75% white, was proposed in 1915 and passed via a ballot 

measure in 1916. In 1945, a black family (Shelley) moved onto a block, unaware of the 

ordinance, and was later sued by a white resident (Kraemer). The Missouri Supreme 

Court sided with Kraemer arguing that the ordinances at stake were private agreements 

between citizens, and therefore the Fourteenth Amendment did not apply because it only 

prohibited state-based discrimination. The U.S. Supreme Court overturned this decision, 

arguing that the Missouri Supreme Court enforcing the ordinance amounted to state-

based discrimination.  

This was one of the first and most influential decisions in fair housing (Oliveri 

2015, 1058), and effectively made these race restrictive ordinances illegal, of which there 

were many in St. Louis county (the mechanisms of these ordinances are explored more 

fully below). Despite the victory of this case and the illegality of these housing 

covenants, it did not necessarily end housing segregation, it just made such housing 

covenants unenforceable by law. Residents could still essentially voluntarily enter into 

agreements about the desire about the racial make-up of the communities3, and realtors 

                                                
3 In fact, the Supreme Court opinion makes this very clear: “[T]he restrictive agreements standing alone 
cannot be regarded as a violation of any rights guaranteed to [the Shelleys] by the Fourteenth Amendment. 
So long as the purposes of those agreements are effectuated by voluntary adherence to their terms, it would 
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and sellers had unofficial agreements about which areas were off limits to black buyers 

(restricted zones) and what areas black people were explicitly marketed to (Oliveri 2015, 

1058). In fact, after Shelley due to a deep mistrust of the potential for segregation, realtors 

often were more restrictive of their racial biases and faced professional misconduct 

allegations and potential revoking of their realtor’s license if they were to sell to a black 

buyer in a mostly white neighborhood (Oliveri 2015, 1059). While officially a victory, 

Shelley had the effect of making neighborhoods and housing potentially less safe and less 

accessible for black residents of St. Louis county.  

Jones v. Mayer (1968) arose as a response to the limited enforcement mechanisms 

of Shelley. Alfred H. Mayer was a developer eager to meet the demands of white flight 

and suburban growth in St. Louis county, purchasing land near a golf course and country 

club, then subdividing it and naming it Paddock Woods. In 1965, Joseph Lee and Barbara 

Jo Jones sought to purchase a lot in Paddock Woods. A sales agent then informed the 

couple that their offer would not be considered because Lee was black, and Mayer had a 

policy of not selling any land or real estate to black people (Oliveri 2015, 1060). The 

Joneses filed a civil suit claiming violations of the Thirteenth and Fourteenth 

Amendments as well as the Civil Rights Act of 1866. At stake was the Supreme Court’s 

previous ruling, and the common assumption, that these laws and rights only applied to 

government action, and not private interactions. In other words, under Shelley, Mayer 

could lawfully discriminate against private citizens. The Supreme Court overturned this 

in Jones, and extended civil rights statutes to private interactions and conduct (Oliveri 

2015, 1061).  

                                                
appear clear that there has been no action by the State and the provisions of the Amendment have not been 
violated” (Shelley v. Kramer 1948).  
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Jones was monumental in ending previously held tactics of housing segregation 

and in altering the civil rights landscape in the United States. One week after oral 

arguments in the case, President Johnson signed the Fair Housing Act, thereby affirming 

and signing the Supreme Court’s decision into law, and overshadowing the court case 

itself (Oliveri 2015, 1061). While this was a key victory, it did little to slow the 

segregation already underway in St. Louis county. Whites were leaving St. Louis city 

limits at record rates. The population in St. Louis fell by nearly 170,000 during the 1970s, 

a trend owing itself primarily to white flight (Oliveri 2015, 1062). Although all forms of 

overt housing segregation had been made illegal, racist attitudes in housing markets still 

continued, and in St. Louis and elsewhere, this continued primarily through exclusionary 

zoning that effectively priced out minority and poor populations from entire cities, 

communities, and geographic areas. In St. Louis, this was a dramatic trend contributing to 

the 91 municipalities currently in existence, and continuing to produce racialized effects 

as explored below.  

Another case that framed its decision through pastoral and biopolitical power was 

Village of Belle Terre v. Boraas in 1974.  Belle Terre, on Long Island, restricted their 

single-family dwellings to “one or more persons related by blood, adoption, or marriage, 

living and cooking together as a single housekeeping unit” or “two people unrelated by 

blood or marriage” (Village of Belle Terre v. Boraas 1974). Belle Terre brought an 

eviction notice to Boraas because a home zoned as single-family had been occupied by a 

group of students. The Supreme Court held that the zoning ordinance was constitutional 

and that the order of eviction was valid, and moreover, that “police power is a valid basis 
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for establishing residential zones that limit the number of unrelated individuals who may 

inhabit a dwelling” (Village of Belle Terre v. Boraas 1974).  

In the majority opinion Justice Douglas wrote, “urban zoning may legitimately 

embrace a pastoral vision that separates the home from all other activity: It is ample to 

lay out zones where family values, youth values, and the blessings of quiet seclusion and 

clean air make the area a sanctuary for people” (Village of Belle Terre v. Boraas 1974). 

This decision demonstrates the ways in which urban policies and politics are steeped with 

racist biopolitics. To return to Foucault’s pastoral, this decision demonstrates the 

adoption of Christian, securitizing, pastoral techniques as the combination of disciplinary 

and biopolitical power mobilized and acted on the population as a whole. 

Governmentality emerged as always already political and oriented toward specific 

political ends. These processes are inherently spatial; decisions of governmental ordering 

of space are immersed in political process. Not only is space conducted in particular 

ways, but the orientation of space to reflect values marks a biopolitical break in the 

population. Douglas offers a population whose values and air are meant to extend and 

prosper against those other values deemed threatening, dirty, and harmful. While not 

explicitly a racialized decision, it nonetheless heralds the family as a marker of progress 

and state protection. The family is extended outward to the air that is breathed, and the 

space that is potentially occupied beyond the home itself.  

The final case I look to is United States v. City of Black Jack, another housing 

case emerging in St. Louis county. Based on the Belle Terre ruling, the city of Black Jack 

sought incorporation after a development named Park View Heights, whose goal was “to 

create alternative housing opportunities for persons of low and moderate income living in 
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the ghetto areas of St. Louis” (United States v. City of Black Jack 1974), began to be 

built. Park View Heights was approved for federal funding under the Department of 

Housing and Urban Development in 1970. Four months later Black Jack was 

incorporated and a zoning ordinance was issued preventing any new multifamily housing. 

The Department of Justice sued the city, arguing that the ordinance was racially 

motivated and discriminatory. The District Court said that the DOJ had failed to produce 

enough evidence that it was racially motivated, but the Eighth Circuit Court of Appeals 

reversed the decision, arguing that the ordinance produced a disparate impact based on 

race, a standard that still holds in fair housing cases.  

Incorporation of Black Jack occurred at a time when the population was 98.8 

percent white and .2 percent black, demographics that shifted dramatically to 81.5 

percent black in 2015, demonstrative of the overall trends in St. Louis county (Gordon 

2008, 150; Oliveri 2015, 1065). The decision acknowledged that the ordinance was 

racially driven:  

Opposition to Park View Heights was repeatedly expressed in racial terms by 

persons whom the District Court found to be leaders of the incorporation 

movement, by individuals circulating petitions, and by zoning commissioners 

themselves. Racial criticism of Park View Heights was made and cheered at 

public meetings. The uncontradicted evidence indicates that, at all levels of 

opposition, race played a significant role, both in the drive to incorporate and the 

decision to rezone (United States v. City of Black Jack 1974).  
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While racism played a key role, and admittedly so, the stakes of the decision were 

embedded in the intent of those who zoned the community, thereby demonstrating that 

racism can dictate zoning even if it’s not explicitly written.  

 These cases taken together demonstrate evolving methods of housing segregation, 

as well as the ways in which home and neighborhood are sites through which pastoral 

power can be articulated and routed. In St. Louis, this had a large impact on the racial 

geographies of the city, its exploding municipality count, and the ways in which 

populations accrue wealth via access to housing. Figure two demonstrates the critical role  

 

St. Louis played in generating cases of discrimination. The present-day geography is an 

outcome of these early struggles, as well as the ways in which populations laid claim to 

power vis a vis pastoral claims to salvation.  
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Figure Two: Mapping cases in relation to Brown’s death (Oliveri 2015, 1071) 

Harland Bartholomew & Mechanisms of Housing Segregation 

 As demonstrated through the various court cases, housing segregation played a 

large role in shaping the present-day geography of St. Louis county, and greatly impacted 

the lives of black people in St. Louis.4 Planners and residents of suburban St. Louis used 

thinly veiled language to discuss racial difference and maintain white supremacy through 

spatial boundaries. “Apartments” were coded as black housing, and the specter of the city 

hung over the suburbs, threatening increased racial and class diversity. Cycles of white 

flight primarily relied on white working-class people building small-lot single-family 

                                                
4 Two common measures of segregation quantitatively illustrate the degree of segregation in St. Louis. In 
one, the dissimilarity index (which measures how two different groups are spread across space), St. Louis 
has the ninth highest black-white score in the country. In another, the isolation index (which measures 
exposure between certain groups), St. Louis had the eleventh-highest black-white score in the country 
(Oliveri 2015, 1053).  
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homes further and further west, which were then followed by people of color, and the 

process continued to repeat itself. This explains the westward expansion of St. Louis 

subdivisions and municipalities. These strategies of racial inclusion and exclusion like 

incorporation, annexation, zoning, and re-zoning, continue into the present. 

Contemporary segregation and housing, though it appears different spatially, is deeply 

indebted to these earlier means and outcomes of discrimination.  

 In 1915, a young influential city planner, Harland Bartholomew was hired to plan 

and remake St. Louis into a functional, yet aesthetically pleasing city. Bartholomew has 

been praised for his balance of efficiency and beauty, yet much of this was achieved 

through zoning and ridding the city of “blight.” The functionality of St. Louis was 

established because of and through the paranoia and anxiety of racial segregation and 

therefore, furthering segregation and the divisions of the urban and suburban. I’ll first 

explore the ways in which Bartholomew impacted the city, followed by a more general 

discussion of housing segregation, all aided by the court cases and expansion of police 

power described above. In so doing, I exhibit another dimension of care which sought to 

maximize the use of the city, but in actuality deeply divided the landscape.  

Bartholomew entered St. Louis at a particularly charged time. In the wake of the 

1904 Louisiana Purchase Exhibition (informally known as the St. Louis World’s Fair), 

the debate about the role and ideal layout of the modern city found its home in St. Louis. 

In his writing and articulation of urban planning, Bartholomew echoes the earlier 

discussion of Foucault’s pastoral in the ways that the city needed to be managed, 

directed, and optimized like scales of life (individuals and populations alike). Of St. 

Louis, he wrote, “The city is an organism whose life and health depend on the successful 



Kelly C. Sharron  49 

performance by each part of its necessary function” (as quoted in Heathcott 2005, 329). 

Bartholomew was given a large degree of latitude to suggest and enact his plan for the 

city, occasionally encountering resistance in local political will and realtors protecting 

local land value at the expense of the urban whole. However, Bartholomew did 

accomplish many of his plans, causing many to call St. Louis Bartholomew’s “urban 

laboratory” (Heathcott 2005, 324). 

As mentioned above, Bartholomew did not prioritize beauty as the main criteria 

for city planning, instead favoring a balance between efficiency, utility, and beauty as an 

incidental outcome. This isn’t to say he rejected beauty, but rather it was not his chief 

concern, as it had been for city planners past. Beauty, Bartholomew said, “should be an 

inexpensive adjunct to the primary mode of efficiency in an improvement project” (as 

quoted in Heathcott 2005, 327). He also articulated his city plans in a utilitarian framing 

of “the common good,” that is, the greatest amount of good for the greatest number of 

people (Heathcott 2005, 327). In this sense he also exhibited a care toward the city and its 

inhabitants, despite the range of ways his city planning was experienced and its direct or 

indirect contribution to disparate housing outcomes and segregation.5  

Bartholomew borrowed many of his ideas about the totalizing character of 

knowledge and control over the city from one of his mentors George Ford. Ford wrote in 

1915, “In the science of city planning, the whole city is our laboratory. All its facts and 

                                                

5 Mark Benton (2018) refers to Bartholomew as enacting “administrative evil,” which he describes as an 
outcome of technical rationality, or a calculated, rationalized response to human problems that outsources 
its outcomes to “science,” or another depersonalized mode of conducting business, thereby displacing all 
blame. Benton says, “Evil can be masked through the creation and dehumanization of surplus populations, 
which are groups without substantive roles in the society in which they live” (Benton 2018, 196). Benton 
describes the racist outcomes of Bartholomew’s policies as a key example of “administrative evil.” 
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symptoms are more or less under observation, but the expert city planner soon sifts the 

significant from the less important” (as quoted in Heathcott 2005, 326). Bartholomew 

sought to exact the science of city planning using totalizing data in order to enhance 

planning. Mark Benton (2018) contrasts his methods with other modes of planning: 

Before the twentieth century, the focus of city planning was on the beauty of the 

city, monuments, public parks, and invoking a sense of awe. This planning focus 

was known as city beautiful or city ascetic. This approach appeared impractical to 

Bartholomew; for example, beauty is often considered subjective, and the feelings 

that people have when viewing a city cannot be measured well. Bartholomew’s 

planning prioritized function over form, entailed formal education, focused on 

economic and social conditions, understood municipal finance, and cared about 

automobiles. This newer style of city planning was known as city scientific 

(Benton 2018, 198).  

Bartholomew carefully mapped traffic, land use, vegetation, and other intrinsic properties 

of land and current urban operations as a means to understand and manipulate the city to 

its optimal ends. While this may not have consciously included segregation, segregation 

was nonetheless an outcome of his policies.  

 A key tool in Bartholomew’s arsenal was zoning. As explored above, St. Louis 

made great strides in zoning land, and the patchwork of the metropolis is emblematic of 

the ways in which zoning can operate to create chaos. Again, zoning is implemented with 

social welfare at its core. Of Bartholomew’s embrace of zoning, Heathcott says, 

“Through zoning, the city could use its police powers to shape and control uses, values, 

human experience, and presumably, the wider social good. Bartholomew soon became 
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one of the chief proponents of zoning, and St. Louis, among the earliest cities to enact 

zoning laws” (Heathcott 2005, 331). Bartholomew thought zoning would provide 

economic stability by granting stable land use and function, enable redevelopment of 

entire neighborhoods, allow municipal debt to finance larger projects, and weave St. 

Louis together through roads (Heathcott 2005, 325). He envisioned zoning as in the best 

interest of all residents, but also continually overlooked those without sufficient housing 

or economic opportunity.  

 

Figure Three: Bartholomew provides an argument for zoning in Zoning for St. Louis: A 
Fundamental Part of the City Plan (1918) 

 

Bartholomew’s ultimate goal was to maximize the economic potential of the land 

in St. Louis in a way that offered sustainable growth. To that end, public housing did not 
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play a substantial role, instead favoring zoning and funding for single family home 

ownership. Thus, “slum clearance” was a popular tactic in order for that land to be 

redeveloped toward home ownership and/or middle-class business and consumption 

(Heathcott 2008, 230). Quoting Bartholomew, Gordon illustrates attitudes towards slums 

and blight: “For Bartholomew and his colleagues, the goal was to stem the spread of 

blight ‘where values have depreciated, [and] homes are either vacant or occupied by 

colored people or boarding houses.’ Failure would put downward pressure on residential 

property values, driving ‘our people’ (again quoting Bartholomew) ‘out into the suburban 

districts.’” (Gordon 2008, 124). Gordon captures one of the few times Bartholomew 

mentions race specifically, as he preferred to use more “neutral” terms in describing 

people that still conveyed racist messages. Bartholomew mostly used terms like “blight” 

and “slum,” which were commonly understood to be the places where black people lived. 

In economic terms, Bartholomew was concerned about the financial and insurance risk 

black people posed to neighborhoods, housing, and space, viewing them as a potentially 

disastrous force for economic stability and progress (Benton 2018, 197).  

Benton summarizes Bartholomew’s policy of slum clearance, and its impacts on 

their inhabitants:  

In the years following Bartholomew’s recommendations for slum clearance, St. 

Louis displaced at least 70,000 mostly Black residents, of whom 16,000 came 

from the Mill Creek neighbor- hood and others from parts of the city identified as 

slums or deindustrialized. The negative externalities that slum-clearance policy 

created for slum residents were hardly accounted for; less than a quarter received 

relocation assistance. In solving the externalities that slums created for the city, a 
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new set of externalities was created for slum residents that was not addressed. 

After slum clearance, Black communities with strong social ties disintegrated and 

residents scattered. Hundreds of Black businesses and religious institutions were 

destroyed. Bartholomew’s attitude on slums in St. Louis stayed relevant to St. 

Louis urban planning into 1975. Then planners continued the bad treatment of 

slum neighborhoods by recommending that they be allowed to decline without 

intervention—a policy of “benign neglect” (Benton 2018, 200). 

Bartholomew directly impacted and shaped contemporary housing segregation by 

viewing people of color as hindrances to the economic flourishing of the city as a whole, 

thus demonstrating the ways in which his approach of the “common good” contained, 

enabled, rationalized, and reframed its own costs. Black people were dehumanized by 

being considered nothing more than a financial drain or risk, as in Bartholomew’s system 

of calculation, whiteness was the only path to conferring or producing value.  

Bartholomew created a St. Louis comprehensive plan from 1916-1920, and a St. 

Louis regional plan from 1930-1934, completing a number of other city plans in the 

intermediate time. While he was no doubt an influential figure in planning and 

constructing St. Louis, there were a number of people who carried out his planning and 

paranoia. There was a central divide between the suburb and the city, a fear that 

contributed to suburbs fending off any integration; “The deliberations of suburban city 

planning or zoning commissions, in turn, were invariably haunted by the specter of ‘the 

City’—a ghostly reminder of what might happen if residential density and racial 

occupancy were not controlled” (Gordon 2008, 145-6). Thus, suburbs were constantly 

zoning out of fear of racial integration, declining property values, and urban blight. The 
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suburbs of St. Louis began to look nothing like the city itself as they sought to separate 

themselves as enclaves of wealth and power, and in so doing “helped to reshape modern 

American conservatism as a peculiar amalgam of complacency on the part of those now 

ensconced in suburbs and anxiety on the part of those who were not there yet” (Gordon 

2008, 9). This led to political fragmentation as each small municipality fought to protect 

its own tax base without shouldering any responsibility for fair or adequate housing, 

essentially taking a “not in my backyard” approach that has characterized much U.S. 

urban growth and suburban divides. Each municipality sought to maximize its tax base, 

in competition with other municipalities, and most strongly, in competition with the 

central city (Gordon 2008, 45-6). This was certainly not a part of Bartholomew’s 

“common good” and the municipality structure was an inefficiency that provided political 

roadblocks to his comprehensive plan.6  

 Even in the face of deindustrialization and declining economic opportunities in 

post-World War II St. Louis, “city revitalization” efforts were less concerned with 

meaningful paths to success, and more concerned with how to cater to private developers. 

A number of failed projects took place after WWII, all projects that received subsidies 

and financial assistance at the expense of public housing. City planners overtook a 

number of “blighted” properties at a low cost, and with a heavy incentive, to build hotels, 

convention centers, high-cost housing, essentially attempting to create a tourism industry 

and infrastructure (Heathcott 2008, 227). This was part of a plan to change downtown St. 

Louis, and plan to more effectively court investment and outside visitors. This essentially 

                                                
6 In fact, because of these political interests, Bartholomew’s central plan has been called a “dead letter,” 
because long-term projects were abandoned in favor of immediate political favor and economic interests 
(Heathcott 2005, 324).  
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divided St. Louis into “good” (planned, clean, high end, economically productive) and 

“bad” (unplanned, make-shift, low end, economically dependent) communities wherein 

“Good communities had to be sheltered from the noise, pollution, and social 

disintegration of the unplanned city, with its tenements, shops, saloons, and factories all 

jumbled together on an urban terrain run by ward bosses, committeemen, and political 

operatives.” (Heathcott 2005, 330). Political corruption and slum-lords ran rampant in the 

tenements and public housing that were provided, yet the city planners often deliberately 

looked the other way as a means to enact segregation and separate up and coming 

progress from the impending decay.  

 

Figure Four: St. Louis Post-Dispatch ran an ongoing feature about St. Louis at a 
crossroads, illustrating the anxiety of its citizens (March 5, 1950). 

 
 So-called reindustrialization or revitalization efforts did not address the long-

standing economic and housing segregation that was affecting the economic prospects 

and growth of St. Louis. Planners and policymakers chose to sacrifice long-term 

economic gain in favor of increasing the tax and wage base of the city, thus lining the 

city’s coffers and punting housing responsibilities to federal funding (Heathcott and 

Murphy 2005, 160). Business interests reigned supreme as black people continued to be a 

disposable and precarious labor force (Heathcott and Murphy 2005, 163).  
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  In addition to the disavowal of black people in revitalization, the 1950s and 1960s 

brought with them a renewed vigor and interest in slum clearance (aided by the 1949 

Housing Act, which allotted federal funds to slum clearance). Slum clearance, an urban 

renewal strategy that first tears down existing housing before replacing it with other 

housing options, had a number of justifications in St. Louis, as well as detractors. It also 

occurred with a range of effects from better housing developments, to displacement and 

eradication of people of color. Religious organizations, welfare organizations, and 

women’s groups saw in slum clearance the potential for “bringing order and justice to the 

jumbled, crowded, and deteriorated neighborhoods and their inhabitants” (Heathcott 

2008, 227). While attempting to demonstrate care, they did so with thinly veiled language 

about aptitude and living conditions of different races. There were also those against slum 

clearance, favoring a purer capitalist housing market:  

Activists within these groups, working through conservative local and state 

legislators, charged that government intervention in the market was a corrosive 

force, frustrating freedom of contracts, entrepreneurial initiative, competition, and 

pride of home ownership. They argued that the conditions of housing reflected the 

natural working of market forces, and that the private allocation of resources in 

home building would correct the deficiencies of supply (Heathcott 2008, 234).  

In other words, those in uninhabitable conditions were deserving of their state, and 

assistance would serve to undermine those whose labor was rewarded in the market.  

 In the end, the city cleared around 1,000 acres of tenements and other mixed use 

commercial and community spaces. In its place, were three housing projects, 

unsubsidized middle-class housing, industrial space, and expanding university campuses. 



Kelly C. Sharron  57 

In many ways this was the height of the urban laboratory Bartholomew so desired as the 

space afforded by slum clearance allowed urban planners to allocate land as they saw fit, 

all with the aid of federal money. Rather than leveling the economic field, with better 

quality of life and housing, St. Louis grew more divided and segregated (Heathcott 2005, 

349-50; Heathcott 2011).7 Benton describes the harsh segregation of slum clearance:  

This period was one in which discrimination was common, but the effects of slum 

clearance went beyond discrimination. Entire communities were destroyed and 

their populations displaced. Those who could not afford new housing in the city 

had little choice but to emigrate. Neighborhoods that had spent years building 

strong social ties were dispersed. The displacement of Black populations in St. 

Louis was a policy of exodus (Benton 2018, 195).  

The effects of being granted the means to remake portions of the city resulted in the 

forced evacuation of people of color from the image of the cosmopolitan urban St. Louis. 

This illustrates, yet again, a moment of care being redirected to profit and segregation in 

St. Louis housing.  

 Slum clearance was a result of a number of intersecting interests who declared 

their support from a number of motivations. Of course, there were white business owners 

and merchants who claimed that the ring of slums surrounding the downtown commercial 

center severely impacted property and business values. These various merchants and 

business people organized a lobbying firm Civic Progress, Incorporated to advocate for 

clearance and redevelopment (Heathcott 2008, 226). There was another, more prominent, 

                                                
7 Heathcott (2011) describes the ways in which different housing projects were geared toward white people 
vs. people of color and people in destitute poverty vs. upwardly mobile people. The spatial layouts of 
common areas, as well as vastly different qualities of housing all demonstrated who planners deemed 
deserving and worthy of quality of life, distinctions not lost on the residents.  
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civic organization advocating for and shaping slum clearance, the St. Louis chapter of the 

League of Women Voters. These women became very interested in city planning efforts 

and advocated for slum clearance, but, in contrast to Civic Progress, to be replaced by 

newer low-rent housing construction (Heathcott 2008, 2250). This seemed to differ 

slightly from their business counterparts, as they were not advocating any policy for the 

sake of business or profit, but rather seemed concerned about the quality of housing and 

its effects for St. Louis more broadly.  

 In advocating for their cause and attempting to steer public opinion in favor of 

their agenda, the League of Women Voters utilized a still controversial tactic of “slum 

tours.” In the present, these primarily offer tourists an unfiltered view of life in 

developing nations, highly fetishizing day to day life. In St. Louis, these tours functioned 

in much the same way, they were scripted and sensationalized, and would offer access to 

the Soulard and DeSoto-Carr neighborhoods and their inhabitants. Presumably, as is also 

the justification today, the intention was and is to advocate for increased attention and 

housing assistance, as well as to promote personal charitable giving. The tours would 

include meetings with city officials and neighborhood groups, offering ways of increased 

contact and attention to slum clearance (Heathcott 2008, 225). This demonstrates yet 

another instance of care being used to exploitative ends, even if the intentions were to 

provide better quality housing.  

As the court cases demonstrate, city planners and politicians were not the only 

hindrance to equality in housing and economic opportunity in St. Louis. The realtors of 

St. Louis were often active in shaping the housing market to be as discriminatory as 

possible. Their methods often shifted with the legality of their tactics, moving from 
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official policy to unofficial understandings of what property and areas were available to 

people of color. In 1911, race-restrictive covenants were utilized in response to the Great 

Migration, which outright restricted selling, leasing, or renting property to people of color 

in specific areas. Of the role of these covenants Gordon says, “In these more affluent 

enclaves, covenants offered a largely symbolic or psychological defense and often went 

hand-in-hand with the development of private streets” (Gordon 2008, 73). The 

privatization of space dovetailed the anxiety of integration and the parity of property. 

Deed covenants, selling practices, and credit and security ratings demonstrated the 

segregation of the city vis a vis “threat” (Gordon 2008, 97). Desirable and undesirable 

neighborhoods were differentiated by who already occupied them, and who was 

purposefully kept out.  

In 1915, local realtors in the St. Louis Real Estate Exchange created the United 

Welfare Association, another framing of welfare by discrimination, to lobby and support 

increased racial zoning, already solidifying the rhetoric of saving, protecting, and 

strengthening property values against “the so-called negro invasion” (Gordon 2008, 70). 

Zoning dictated not only who was allowed to live where, but also which public goods 

were available to which populations (Gordon 2008, 112). This meant, of course, that 

schools were segregated, the quality of education was vastly different, as well as 

hospitals and other community services. Additionally, the police played vastly different 

roles in communities of color versus white communities. The distinction of who was 

being protected versus those who were always already deemed a threat was evident in the 

early development of St. Louis police forces.  
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Zoning was a response to threat, the threat posed by people of color to majority 

white communities; “zoning echoed and reinforced the conviction (embedded in private 

restrictions) that neighborhoods were being ‘invaded,’ either by black occupancy or by a 

pattern of mixed-use that was the precursor to black occupancy” (Gordon 2008, 124). Not 

only were certain communities protected by race restrictive zoning by not making 

property available to people of color, but spaces that were zoned for black people were 

purposefully surrounded by commercial or industrial areas so as to restrict movement into 

majority white areas (Gordon 2008, 124). This of course meant the quality of these 

communities suffered as they weren’t afforded the luxuries of majority residential areas 

like clean air, safety, outdoor spaces, etc. It necessarily impacted the quality of life and 

quality of housing.  

It is worth noting that discriminatory practices were very much integral to St. 

Louis housing patterns, and persisted long after they were officially made illegal. 

Realtors still acted within the confines of their prior zoning practices and could face 

professional reprimanding if they did not follow prescribed housing patterns, up to and 

including loss of real estate license. These practices slowly came to their official end in 

the 1960s with St. Louis passing an open housing law in 1966, and the Fair Housing Act 

of 1968 (Title VIII of the Civil Rights Act of 1968) more vehemently prohibited 

discriminatory practices by realtors, developers, and lenders. While this officially ended 

practices of discrimination, segregation, and red-lining, housing segregation continues 

into the present.  

While the housing and urban planning trends of St. Louis county constitute the 

terrain of Ferguson, Ferguson has its own history of segregation and exclusionary zoning. 
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Ferguson was a Wabash railroad depot, first named Ferguson Station in 1855, with a train 

connected to St. Louis, before being incorporated in 1894. Ferguson was zoned as a white 

suburb with single-family housing and was part of the white working-class westward 

expansion. In 1932 Ferguson officials considered plans for a multifamily housing zone, 

but only to serve as a “buffer between the business district and the more quiet residential 

area” (Gordon 2008, 138). In 1956, Ferguson withdrew the allowance of multi-family 

housing to rid the city of some duplexes built during a housing crisis (Gordon 2005, 138). 

The historically black Kinloch bordered Ferguson and Berkeley, which contributed to the 

pressure to maintain the whiteness of Ferguson and quarantine the residents of Kinloch. 

In this effort, most of Ferguson and Berkeley’s streets dead-ended at Kinloch, providing a 

literal barrier, and Ferguson barricaded any remaining through streets until 1968 (Gordon 

2008, 146). Moreover, Ferguson was a “sundown town” until the 1960s. This practice of 

restricting access to people of color in Ferguson animated its early anxieties and 

persistent discrimination. After 1970, Ferguson was, along with St. Louis proper and 

other surrounding suburbs, was be depopulated by white and affluent populations as 

people of color moved in. Despite the shifting demographics, the history of 

discrimination and segregation continues to be enacted via the structures of power.  

Into the Present: How Zoning Affects Police Practice 

 This complex history of zoning, racial segregation, and municipal creation all 

play a role in the ways in which policing and courts operate today. Racially driven zoning 

helps to explain the complicated geography of St. Louis. Its 90 municipalities are a result 

of the large degree of power given to local governments to zone and legislate space with 
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little to no interest in general welfare, and overwhelming interest in racial division, 

segregation, and property values. In effect, capitalism’s interest in property development 

was bolstered by political and policing practices, all colliding to maintain whiteness. 

Today, these municipalities do more than demonstrate the effects of segregation, they 

punish and exclude poor people and people of color, who can very easily get trapped in 

systems of disenfranchisement, court fees, fines, and jail sentences by racking up a 

number of tickets from different small municipalities that people must inevitably cross 

multiple times per day.  

 Because of long-standing segregation and distrust between populations in St. 

Louis, the police force operates to the detriment of poor people and people of color by 

design. Due to the number of small municipalities that must maintain the semblances of a 

larger city, they have increased pressure to raise funds through arrests and citations. 

Perversely, in areas that are poorer and have less tax revenue, pressure to dole out 

citations and arrests is higher. Brown’s death highlighted these prejudices and grew to be 

a much larger investigation and indictment of police power in St. Louis.  

 One way the municipal organization impacts residents is the sheer number of 

traffic stops that are afforded because of the ways in which someone is patrolled by many 

police forces on any drive or commute. One particularly infamous, and busy, stretch of 

Route 115, or Natural Bridge Road, crosses sixteen municipalities in ten miles. In terms 

of policing, this means that a motorist with a single infraction, say expired registration, 

can get pulled over in multiple jurisdictions on a single drive (Police Executive Research 

Forum 2015). In their report, “Forward through Ferguson,” The Ferguson Commission 

called this an instance of “citizen harassment” (St. Louis Positive Change 2015, 36). 
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Figure five demonstrates the ways in which the roads cross multiple jurisdictions, making 

it nearly impossible to be in one municipality for any trip.  

 

Figure Five: Map of intersecting highways in St. Louis County. Route 115 is shown via 
drop pin.  

 As figure five demonstrates, it is not just Route 115 that is divided in such a way 

to give multiple municipalities claim to its patrol. Route 180, as well as I-70 have a 

similar structure, with towns being purposefully divided to give multiple jurisdictions a 

part of the revenue created by patrolling parts of the highways (Balko 2014). 

Additionally, residents reported getting pulled over for vague reasons, like not liking the 

way the driver was driving, braking too much, following too closely, etc., presumably as 

fishing expeditions for other citations and infractions like proof of insurance, suspended 

license, and other non-moving violations (Balko 2014). Additionally, the patterns of cars 

getting pulled over is inflected with the bias of the officer; “Here too the poor get hit 

especially hard. Older, shabbier cars get stopped more often because police suspect 
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they’re more likely to be driven by people who can’t afford insurance or registration 

fees” (Balko 2014). These traffic stops easily compound into multiple tickets, with 

municipal fees that quickly pile up for poor residents, all while municipalities are raising 

revenue. 

Nearly every municipality has its own police department (60 in St. Louis county), 

mayor, city council, and municipal court (81 in St. Louis county), and some 

municipalities derive as much as 66% of their annual revenue from petty fines (St. Louis 

Positive Change 2015, 35). Defense attorneys in St. Louis refer to many of these petty 

fines as “poverty violations – driving with a suspended license, expired plates, expired 

registration and a failure to provide proof of insurance,” because these violations are the 

direct result of not being able to afford certain costs of driving (Balko 2014). These fines 

can continue to build on each other, snowballing the balance or resulting in arrest. Arrest 

warrants are then public record and can prevent people from getting gainful employment. 

This political geography also lends itself to divisions between police forces and the 

communities they allegedly serve, as officers are rarely from the same municipality, or 

even from a nearby municipality, that they patrol. In addition, racial disparities between 

the police force and the population are high, as only one of the 90 municipalities have a 

police force with black representation proportionate to the population (St. Louis Positive 

Change 2015, 115).  

In towns heavily populated by people of color and poor people, there is a higher 

incentive to raise revenue through petty fines because the other main revenue stream, 

sales tax, is lower. This results in more traffic stops, speed traps, fishing expeditions for 

infractions, and higher fines with less judicial discretion for reducing or compounding 
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fees. In smaller towns, yearly revenue from fees and fines can be as much as $500 per 

person, with more arrest warrants out than the population. Those most heavily impacted 

by fees, fines, and unnecessary court dates, are also those who experience them at a 

higher propensity by design, not by something like “unconscious bias.” Businesses can 

also pit municipalities against each other in a race to the bottom for tax revenue such that 

that stream is all but cut off for city services. Again, capitalism serves the interest of the 

rich, while offsetting its public responsibility to people and spaces.  

Municipalities have also understood rules about the pressure to raise funds. One 

lawyer said this: “I was representing a client in a poorer town and was negotiating with a 

prosecutor in a wealthier town. He actually told me that if we were in the wealthier town 

he could cut my client a deal. But he couldn’t do it in the poorer town, because there was 

more pressure on him to generate revenue” (Balko 2014). Better Together, a project of 

the non-profit Missouri Council for a Better Economy, is a research organization that 

advocates government reform in St. Louis to better serve the population. They produced a 

report about the operation of the municipal courts in St. Louis county that substantiated 

these claims. The geography of Ferguson with its multiple, fractured, and fragmented 

systems of justice forces these poorer, often majority black municipalities to rely on 

revenue from traffic cops and municipal courts to balance their budgets (Better Together 

2014). Beyond just fining people, courts have detained people for failure to pay fines and 

fees, along with a myriad of other reasons that deny due process (such as excessive 

periods of time and failure to provide counsel) (ArchCity Defenders 2014).  A local 

group that was particularly influential is the ArchCity Defenders, a non-profit civil rights 

law firm serving St. Louis county. The group formed in 2009 and provides legal counsel 
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and social services to underserved populations, while also being a voice for St. Louis 

residents in the national media and in ongoing investigations into local police conduct 

and local courts. After national organizations left, the ArchCity Defenders continued to 

raise allegations of police brutality, and leveraged lawsuits against prisons for inhumane 

conditions. They have been using legal mechanisms like class actions lawsuits, as well as 

community advocacy, while maintaining client services based on a holistic approach to 

justice and healing (ArchCity Defenders). Since Brown's death, and the Department of 

Justice report, they have been particularly focused on the practices of municipal courts, 

and the practices of revenue raising that severely hinder poor people and people of color 

due to the disparity in stops and tickets. In 2014, ArchCity Defenders released a white 

paper detailing the practices of and interactions with three St. Louis county municipal 

courts: Ferguson, Florissant, and Bel-Ridge. The report details the ways in which the 90 

municipalities, and 81 municipal courts, operate to continually fine poor people and 

people of color through small-scale offenses accrued during traffic stops. This often 

results in increased jail time, indebtedness, and essentially, the criminalization of poverty 

(ArchCity Defenders 2014). This is a modern instantiation of debtor’s prisons, or the 

compelled or voluntary practice of jailing debtors for unpaid court fees, fines, or child 

support.8 According to Missouri statute 543.270, “When any person shall be unable to 

pay any fine and costs assessed against him, the associate circuit judge shall have power, 

at the request of the defendant, to commute such fine and costs to imprisonment in the 

county jail, which shall be credited at the rate of ten dollars of such fine and costs for 

                                                
8 See Joseph 2014 for a discussion of debtor’s prisons as social formations, as the process of deciding to 
imprison someone was often based on their demonstration of value or worth, and moreover, the ability to 
distinguish oneself from other unworthy subjects.  
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each day's imprisonment.” Because of the pressures facing courts to raise revenue in St. 

Louis County, they often compel payment via jail sentences and issue warrants to those 

who don’t appear, who often don’t show up because they can’t pay the fine. Municipal 

courts have also been shown to detain people who cannot pay without the required ability 

to pay hearing (Better Together 2014, 3).   

In St. Louis minor, nonviolent, petty offenses frequently snowball into arrest 

warrants and jail time. In Ferguson, the offenses which most often lead to municipal 

arrest warrants from 2010 to 2014 were driving with a suspended license, expired license 

plates, expired registration, no proof of insurance, and speeding, all nonviolent, poverty 

violations (United States Department of Justice 2015). It isn’t just the cause for these 

arrests that is alarming, but also the sheer number of arrest warrants. In 2013, Ferguson’s 

municipal court issued 32,975 arrest warrants for nonviolent offenses to its then 21,135 

people (ArchCity Defenders 2014). This isn’t particular to Ferguson, either; “There are 

many towns in St. Louis County where the number of outstanding arrest warrants can 

exceed the number of residents, sometimes several times over” (Balko 2014). ArchCity 

Defenders estimated that more than half of the municipal courts in St. Louis County used 

the same methods of issuing warrants in excess of the population for nonviolent, 

primarily driving related, offenses.  

Returning to the function of debtor’s prisons, once arrest warrants are issued, the 

likelihood of jail time increases, even for offenses that would not ordinarily result in jail 

time. According to the U.S. Department of Justice Report, from April to September 2014, 

“256 people were booked into the Ferguson City Jail after being arrested at least in part 

for an outstanding warrant – 96% of whom were African American. Of these individuals, 
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28 were held for longer than two days, and 27 of these 28 people were Black” (United 

States Department of Justice 2015). This isn’t just a problem of single municipal courts, 

either. Again, the municipal fragmentation has disastrous effects: “When a police officer 

apprehends someone with warrants in multiple jurisdictions, that person can then get 

shuffled from town to town, from jail to jail, as they battle over which court gets first 

crack at whatever money he may have. Attorneys and families are left to chase clients 

and loved ones through the fog” (Balko 2014). The already discriminatory and violent 

results of the municipal courts’ reliance on revenue is exacerbated by the myriad of 

jurisdictions, fines, and warrants a person may face once they are confronted with the 

system.  

This intersection of policing and municipal mayhem contributes directly to the 

ways in which populations are policed. The geography of St. Louis necessitates some of 

the ways in which policing in St. Louis is exceptional compared to other cities, and in 

effect, why Brown’s death produced the level of outrage, activism, and continued 

response that it has. Looking at St. Louis after Brown’s death it becomes clear that “if 

you were tasked with designing a regional system of government guaranteed to produce 

racial conflict, anger, and resentment, you’d be hard pressed to do better than St. Louis 

County” (Balko 2014). Given that cities are necessarily forced to rely on the 

impoverishment, detention, and excessive fining of poor people and people of color to 

keep the lights on, the racist effects of these systems are woven into their design, and are 

the result of a legacy of racist segregation and disavowal. This goes beyond just traffic 

citations and police departments, as the municipal courts are very much interwoven into 

the effects of geopolitical fragmentation.  
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Municipal Courts: Overlapping Appointments, Partial Judgements 

 Brown’s death made visible, and caused investigation into, the already present 

dynamics of racism of the courts and the police in Ferguson. The Department of Justice 

report (explored in depth in chapter three), among others, illustrated the ways in which 

the court system is interwoven with the unjust policing and imprisonment of people of 

color. The Ferguson Municipal Court is one of many in the county that only operate part-

time, with part-time judges and prosecutors. The part-time status of these municipal 

courts has a few implications I explore here. First, as alluded to above, they are pressured 

to raise revenue through petty fines when they do convene to fund municipal services, 

and second, judges, prosecutors, and defense attorneys hold multiple appointments across 

St. Louis County in order to cobble together full-time employment, creating at the very 

least, the possibility for conflicts of interest and quid pro quo offers.  

Both of these practices negatively impact people of color and poor people in St. 

Louis County. The DOJ found that, when exercising discretion, the municipal court judge 

in Ferguson was 68 percent less likely to dismiss a case against a black defendant, and 50 

percent more likely to issue an arrest warrant for a black person. Ferguson is 

approximately 65.9 percent black or African American, but were issued 92 percent of 

arrests warrants and, constituted 96 percent of arrests for outstanding municipal court 

warrants (Department of Justice 2015). Beyond racial discrimination, there is also blatant 

discrimination against poor people who do not have attorneys. Because lawyers often 

have to travel to defend clients across St. Louis County on the same day, lawyers have 

their cases heard first, and are also more likely to get lesser sentences and dismissals 

(Better Together 2014, 3). As the Better Together Municipal Courts Report says, “When 
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the unrepresented citizen goes to court, he or she sees a system that blatantly favors 

people with money. This is the face of the judiciary as far as the average person is 

concerned” (Better Together 2014, 3).  

 The Department of Justice concluded that the court handled cases “not with the 

primary goal of administering justice or protecting the rights of the accused, but of 

maximizing revenue. The impact that revenue concerns have on court operations 

undermines the court’s role as a fair and impartial judicial body” (Department of Justice 

2015). The Better Together Report contextualizes this drive for revenue: “The reason for 

the high levels of revenues from municipal court fines and fees is simple – survival of the 

municipality…Without revenue from fines and fees it is inconceivable that these 

communities could afford to operate” (Better Together 2014, 7). It is not some sort of 

pleasure or personal bias on the part of individual judges, but rather at these reports make 

clear, the direct result of the ways the county is organized and is made necessary but their 

lack of financial solvency without court fees. This is interwoven into the mission of the 

courts. In a 2004 survey of municipal court employees in Missouri 34 percent disagreed 

or disagreed strongly, and 31 percent agreed or agreed strongly, with the following: “It is 

the responsibility of the courts to raise revenue for cities through fines and fees” (Joy 

2016, 34). Courts operate as “punitive justice centers,” sowing distrust and anger 

amongst the citizens and setting up a necessarily antagonistic relationship between the 

police and courts and citizens (Better Together 2014, 1).  

Municipal courts do not rely on revenue evenly. Those municipalities which are 

dependent on and require fees are also those that are majority black, with 20 percent of 

the population living in poverty (Joy 2016, 1). As budgets and tax revenue fluctuate, so 



Kelly C. Sharron  71 

do municipal fines to fill the gap. This is an intentional practice of using fines and fees to 

balance budgets: “The practice of using fines and fees to impose ‘hidden taxes’ on the 

poorest populations is evident. The intent is also clear, and is demonstrated by some 

municipalities that actually budget for increases in fines and fees” (Better Together 2014, 

1, emphasis original). The ability to raise revenue as a municipal judge is also a measure 

of job performance. In 2011, the Finance Director of Ferguson praised the municipal 

judge, saying he “ha[d] been successful in significantly increasing court collections over 

the years” and described the additional fees as demonstrative of “what he has done to 

help in the areas of court efficiency and revenue” (Department of Justice 2015). The role 

of judges is made evident: create a steady stream of money.  

St. Louis County stands out as egregious compared to the rest of Missouri, and the 

city of St. Louis. The 90 municipal courts brought in 34 percent of all fines and fees in 

Missouri despite having only 11 percent of Missouri’s population (Better Together 2014, 

2). Frank Vatterott, a judge in Overland and head of a committee for municipal court 

reform corroborated the DOJ report’s findings that court officials felt pressured to 

increase fines:  

It’s not right, but I think anybody that says that doesn’t happen is a liar. There is 

pressure… Cities don’t live on property taxes. Sales taxes fund cities: operations, 

police departments and so forth. So for cities that have shopping centers and a lot 

of retail, their percentage of income from the court they operate is very small 

because they have this other income. But when you don’t have the sales taxes, 

the income percentage rises dramatically from the court (Bouscaren 2015).  
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Vatterott also added that this drive to raise revenue trickles down to the police issuing 

more tickets as well. In order to fill the gaps of other revenue sources, 73 of the 81 

municipal courts operate at a profit, an average of $488,357 annually (Better Together 

2014, 9). In contrast, most court systems do not operate with such profits, and don’t 

need to because they have a much wider tax base.  

A prosecutor, assistant district attorney, or criminal defense lawyer, with a 

practice in one area can be the judge in another court. St. Louis Public Radio mapped the 

system of overlapping hires, shown in figure six. 72 attorneys held just one position, 22 

had two positions, and 13 had three or more. Nine work as both judge and prosecutor in 

different counties (St. Louis Positive Change 2015, 34). They can also work as city 

attorneys to create the ordinances and statutes that provide revenue (Mann, Kohler, and 

Deere 2015). Rather than conceal these appointments, these multiple positions actually 

are used to demonstrate experience on their websites and advertisements (Mann, Kohler, 

and Deere 2015). One attorney, Ethan Corlija, who is both a defense attorney and a 

prosecutor said, “I looked at [a case] from the perspective of a defense lawyer, not just a 

municipal prosecuting attorney,” implying he was better in both roles because he did both 

simultaneously (Mann, Kohler, and Deere 2015). Given that judges, arguably the most 

prestigious position in the court, are permitted to hold other appointments, they can use 

the allure of the bench to court clients, or to enhance their perceived power as a 

prosecutor in another municipality (Joy 2016, 37).  
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Figure Six: The web of hires mapped by Mann, Kohler, and Deere: “A gray line connects 
lawyers serving as prosecutor or judge in the same court or where one lawyer was a 

defense attorney in a court where the other was a judge or prosecutor. A red line 
connecting lawyers means they each took a turn as defense attorney in the court where 

the other lawyer served as prosecutor or judge or they serve together as prosecutor and a 
judge in one court and in another court one was defense attorney and the other was judge 

or prosecutor” (Mann, Kohler, and Deere 2015) 
 

Beyond just individuals, firms also overlap in providing judges, prosecutors, and 

defense attorneys with three firms providing more than 25 percent of prosecutors and 

judges to municipal courts. One firm, Bruntrager & Billings, P.C. provides judges to five 

municipalities, while another, Curtis, Heinz, Garrett & O’Keefe, provides prosecutors to 

twelve municipalities (Bouscaren 2015). Curtis, Heinz, Garrett & O’Keefe provided 

those municipalities with $12.1 million in fines in 2013 (Better Together 2014, 11).  

Though judges must recuse themselves if there is a conflict, complaints can also 

be reported to a state commission, though it receives less than 300 on average annually 

statewide (Bouscaren 2015). The DOJ report found that not only is recusal uncommon, 



Kelly C. Sharron  74 

but so-called “favors” between lawyers in their multiple roles is common, showing more 

than twelve examples in Ferguson alone where officials manipulated charges as favors to 

other officials across St. Louis County (Department of Justice 2015).9 

This practice is illegal in the state courts, but the small, part-time nature of 

municipal courts makes overlapping appointments a necessary practice (Mann, Kohler, 

and Deere 2015). This system contributes to the partiality of municipal courts and 

contribute to revenue raising practices as clients are settle their cases with large fees. The 

attorneys, on the other hand, directly benefit from this practice, earning multiple 

paychecks in overlapping, and potentially conflicting, positions, all benefitting from a 

structure of fining, jailing, and patrolling people of color. For instance, Ferguson shared 

connections to 15 other municipalities either through firm conflicts or individual people.  

Of the partiality of these judges, St. Louis University Law professor Brendan Roediger 

said, “If you’re in front of a judge or you’re talking to the prosecutor and you know two 

days later you’re going to be the judge and that person is going to be in front of you as a 

defense attorney, that knowledge impacts the negotiations” (Mann, Kohler, and Deere 

2015). When looking at the enforced and ingrained institutional segregation and 

discrimination, it becomes clear that the calls for justice in Ferguson far exceed the death 

of Brown, but rather Brown’s death and Wilson’s declared innocence become part of a 

larger narrative of systematic exclusion and entrenched racism.  

The DOJ report shined a light on the practices of the municipal courts and the 

ways in which they were operating to the detriment of the citizens of St. Louis. In its 

                                                
9 In one example, a judge in Ferguson who served as a judge in other municipalities dismissed a speeding 
ticket to a Ferguson police officer. In another, a prosecutor dismissed a red light camera ticket against that 
Ferguson judge.  
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aftermath, Ronald Brockmeyer resigned as Ferguson municipal judge, and stepped down 

as prosecutor or judge in Breckenridge Hills, Delwood, Florissant and Vinita Park 

(Bouscaren 2015). But wider scale change is still in demand. In their report on Missouri’s 

municipal courts, The National Center for State Courts concluded, “there is an obvious 

appearance of impropriety in regard to attorneys who serve as judges, prosecutors, and 

defense lawyers in the same criminal law arena. Consequently, the Center advises a 

strong position against the current practice” (The National Center for State Courts 2015, 

15). The Ferguson Commission’s report ends similarly: “Municipal judges shall be 

prohibited from engaging in municipal court practice in the county in which they serve as 

municipal judges” (St. Louis Positive Change 2015). A bill introduced by Missouri 

Representative Courtney Curtis of Ferguson, HB 1140, would amend the municipal court 

structure so that individuals would no longer be able to serve as prosecutor, judge, city 

attorney, or criminal defense attorney simultaneously, but that bill is not scheduled to be 

heard. Nonetheless, since Brown’s death, traffic tickets, and court fees and fines have 

declined every year, as police are reportedly using other methods like education 

campaigns and verbal warnings (Kohler 2018). While this is certainly not revolutionary 

action, it does demonstrate the ways in which national scrutiny can lead to incremental 

reform.  

Spatializing Policing, Militarism 

 Within the same lecture series that Foucault discusses the pastoral, he also 

recognizes the police as a key instrument of governmentality. In those lectures, he defines 

the police as the “means by which the state’s forces can be increased while preserving the 

state in good order” (Foucault 2007, 313). In this definition there is both a balance and a 
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tension at play between the increase of force and good order. In Discipline and Punish 

(1977), Foucault says this, by way of defining the powers of the police: 

But, although the police as an institution were certainly organized in the form of a 

state apparatus, and although this was certainly linked directly to the centre of 

political sovereignty, the type of power that it exercises, the mechanisms it 

operates and the elements to which it applies them are specific. It is an apparatus 

that must be coextensive with the entire social body and not only by the extreme 

limits that it embraces, but by the minuteness of the details it is concerned with 

(213).  

Again, this definition balances the civilian nature of the police (“coextensive with the 

entire social body”) and its use of power and force. If Foucault intended to discuss the 

ways in which the police must operate on a tightwire between maintaining order and 

using excessive force, Ferguson laid bare that the balance is a fiction, and that the scales 

have been tipped toward force and militarism.  

 More than a technology of discipline, policing is inherently spatial, from beats to 

warrants, and public and private behavior (Radil, Dezzani, and McAden 2017). 

Connecting Foucault’s discussion of power with the spatiality of policing, geographer 

Steve Herbert (1996) wrote of the Los Angeles Police Department in the 1990s under 

Mike Davis:   

This is the police as developers of a ‘space program’, a significant cog in a  

confusing but ultimately seamless web of social control, which seeks relentlessly 

for more control, for a more sophisticated political technology, for a more 

intensive and thoroughgoing penetration into daily life. Joining power and 
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knowledge in a tactical geopolitics, this network, according to Foucault, operates 

on its own logic, satisfying its own appetite for control largely autonomous from 

the discourses of laws, rights, and central powers (Herbert 1996, 48).  

Herbert is speaking to the ways in which the beating of Rodney King did not deter police 

technologies and expansion, but rather sought mastery and control over the entire city.  In 

the 90s, Herbert was speaking to a trend of police militarization and social control that 

continued to blossom through the expansion of the wars on drugs and terrorism. Protest 

in Ferguson made clear the weaponized capabilities of St. Louis County.  

 The ongoing militarization of the police takes place against the backdrop of U.S. 

cities. This isn’t to say that rural law enforcement agencies aren’t undergoing the same 

trend, but rather that urban studies scholarship demonstrates the ways in which cities and 

urban space have been constructed to produce racial difference and racial geographies 

through state action and public policy (Derickson 2016, 2224). Urban studies provides 

the critical lens from which to view the construction of the city as integral to the 

racialized outcomes of militarization and policing, particularly evident in Ferguson.  

 Various trainings, manuals, and collusions between the military, private 

contractors, SWAT, and the police demonstrate that the urban is an intense site of 

policing. The security company Xe, formerly Blackwater, trained civilian police officers 

in what they called “urban warfare” (Hill and Beger 2009, 30). The idea that police 

officers are engaged in warfare with U.S. cities as battlegrounds is not an isolated one. 

An article in a policing magazine advertised the effectiveness of “proactive” policing by 

SWAT units in urban environments: “The general consensus has been that SWAT teams 

working in a proactive patrol-type setting does work. Police officers working in patrol 
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vehicles, dressed in urban tactical gear and armed with automatic weapons are here – 

and they’re here to stay” (Kraska and Kappeler 1997, 9, emphasis original). SWAT teams 

and their tactics have been heavily scrutinized as an integral part of a trajectory toward 

militarism. Their increased use comes in the wake of the drug war, and they often use 

excessively violent means to compel compliance (See ACLU 2014). Additionally, law 

enforcement has begun to adopt a “military operational model” wherein patrol officers 

are encouraged to consider the city a war-zone, develop a warrior consciousness, and 

view the enemy as the “urban underclass” (Meeks 2006, 37).  

 The “urban underclass” is always understood to be a racialized subject. When 

discussing Ferguson, policing, and militarism, the “racial state” is a useful 

conceptualization from which to consider racialized subjectivity. Derickson explains: 

The concept of the ‘racial state’ offers a compelling frame for capturing the 

complex ways in which political economy, governance and cultural politics come 

together to produce and reproduce powerful social formations expressed through 

institutions that comprise or are substantially shaped by the state. Work in this 

tradition focuses on the way that racialized difference is produced and reified 

through a range of processes mediated in part by state institutions with particular 

attention to epistemological blind spots afforded by white supremacy and positive 

feedbacks that perpetuate and intensify effects from overtly racist systems and fail 

to be remediated (Derickson 2016, 2224).  

Speaking specifically to militarized policing, Ferguson is part of a globalized trend of 

increased policing against poor people of color across a range of scales, particularly in 

the urban (Derickson 2016, 2225). From the methods of raising revenue to the militaristic 
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response to protest, “the city’s policing practices—produced through and productive of 

assumptions about black criminality—shored up local racial hierarchies and sustained a 

system of municipal wealth accumulation premised on the extraction of value from black 

bodies” (Inwood and Bonds 2016, 525). This is a long-standing tradition of policing and 

governance that has its roots in each era’s racialized threat, from slave to drug dealer, to 

terrorist. In a survey of police departments in 1997, Kraska and Kappeler received this 

anecdote, highlighting the connection between racism and militarism, or militarism as a 

response to racial integration: “When the soldiers ride in you should see those blacks 

scatter” (10).  

 The militaristic response to activists on the streets of Ferguson shocked many and 

caused a media firestorm, which eventually brought to light the 1033 program, and the 

years of stockpiling weapons, vehicles, clothing, and other equipment in local law 

enforcement agencies across the country. Kraska and Kappeler (1997) describe a 

trajectory of militarization that begins with the end of the Cold War. After the threat of 

communism left the public purview, they say that “crime” as a specter of state control 

and paranoia took center stage, causing the distinctions between military and police to 

blur. The War on Drugs was but one instantiation of the racialized threat crime posed, 

supplanted by terrorism post-9/11. Local law enforcement echoed the ways in which 

threats operate in an ACLU survey. Keene, New Hampshire’s city official discussed 

applying to receive a BearCat (an armored vehicle): “Our application talked about the 

danger of domestic terrorism, but that’s just something you put in the grant application to 

get the money. What red-blooded American cop isn’t going to be excited about getting a 

toy like this? That’s what it comes down to” (ACLU 2014, 26). All this has culminated in 
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what Stephen Hill and Randall Beger (2009) call a “paramilitary policing juggernaut” in 

the United States. Hill and Beger note the ways in which these policing efforts have been 

globalized and rely the circulation of tactics and equipment. 

 Spacializing militarism and considering urban geography as lying at the 

intersection of white supremacy and policing offers a longer trajectory from which to 

view the contemporary technologies of law enforcement. Geographer Rachel Woodward 

defines geographies of militarism as “the shaping of civilian space and social relations by 

military objectives, rationales and structures, either as part of the deliberate extension of 

military influence into civilian spheres of life and the prioritizing of military institutions, 

or as a byproduct of those processes” (Woodward 2005, 721). Militarism is a means of 

“place construction,” with militarization unevenly impacting and being impacted by 

place, practices, histories, and populations (Radil, Dezzani, and McAden 2017, 206). In 

other words, taking geography seriously makes evident the spatial practice of militarism, 

and the ways in which military technologies are unevenly deployed.  

Inwood and Bonds echo Woodward’s call to pay attention to geographies of 

militarism, while also noting that in the U.S. context, and Ferguson specifically, one must 

be attentive to the ways in which geographies of militarism have been shaped by white 

supremacy and settler colonialism. The militarized police aren’t a shocking phenomenon 

to many people, and in fact, is familiar to black people in highly policed urban areas. 

Further, “moral panics around black youth and crime and the mobilization of 

authoritarian policing as means to legitimate the state in moments of austerity and crisis 

are hardly new phenomena” (Inwood and Bonds 2016, 522). Ferguson made clear that 

the police are not distinct in tactics or machinery from the military, rather, the two are 
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interwoven. Rather than police governing the interior, while the military governs the 

exterior, the two lack distinct territoriality, and have common origins and legacies.  

The 2014 ACLU report demonstrated that militarization of the police occurred on 

multiple fronts. In training, officers are encouraged to develop a “warrior mentality” and 

view the community as enemies. Additionally, the equipment they use, like battering 

rams, flashbang grenades, armored personnel carriers (APCs), and mine resistant ambush 

protected (MRAP) vehicles (ACLU 2014, 3). This equipment is widespread; around 500 

law enforcement agencies have Mine Resistant Ambush Protected (MRAP) vehicles 

(ACLU 2014, 4).  

Hill and Beger say that militarized police tend toward the following practices: 

“(1) deploy as units rather than as individuals; (2) seek training from military personnel 

in the use of sophisticated weaponry, special apparel, and equipment; and (3) adopt a 

system that replicates the structure of the military” (Hill and Beger 2009, 26). These are 

all evident, not only in Ferguson, but law enforcement agencies around the country. 

SWAT teams are a longstanding instantiation of militarism in law enforcement. They 

often hire veterans with military training and unevenly target the urban poor and people 

of color, particularly under the War on Drugs (Meeks 2006). Additionally, they operate 

with very little oversight, making it impossible to track casualties, instances of excessive 

force, or the rates at which they are used. There is no reliable data on SWAT team 

integration or missions, as it is rarely collected, or is classified if it is. With the exception 

of Maryland, SWAT teams also have no statewide or federal oversight (ACLU 2014, 27-

8). Viewing crime through a militarized lens is in a constant feedback cycle with the 
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adoption of more military technologies (Hill and Berger 2009, 29). With the adoption of 

increased equipment and tactics, law enforcement begets its own battlefield.  

The 1033 program is responsible for a large degree of police militarization, and 

plays an integral role in understanding how the streets of Ferguson resembled a 

battlefield in the days after Brown’s death. Before the visibility of Ferguson, the 1033 

program and its transfers enjoyed little to no oversight or acknowledgement (ACLU 

2014, 2). Nonetheless, the 2014 ACLU Report, “War Comes Home: The Excessive 

Militarization of American Policing” came to the following findings, which highlight 

1033: 

Policing—particularly through the use of paramilitary teams—in the United 

States today has become excessively militarized, mainly through federal programs 

that create incentives for state and local police to use unnecessarily aggressive 

weapons and tactics designed for the battlefield. For example, the ACLU 

documented a total of 15,054 items of battle uniforms or personal protective 

equipment received by 63 responding agencies during the relevant time period, 

and it is estimated that 500 law enforcement agencies have received Mine 

Resistant Ambush Protected (MRAP) vehicles built to withstand armor- piercing 

roadside bombs through the Department of Defense’s 1033 Program. 

The militarization of policing in the United States has occurred with almost no 

public oversight. Not a single law enforcement agency in this investigation 

provided records containing all of the information that the ACLU believes is 

necessary to undertake a thorough examination of police militarization. Some 

agencies provided records that were nearly totally lacking in important 
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information. Agencies that monitor and provide oversight over the militarization 

of policing are virtually nonexistent (ACLU 2014, 5).  

The ACLU places the 1033 program at the center of its call to urgently end police 

militarization.  

 

Figure Seven: The Law Enforcement Support Office oversees the transfer of equipment 
to law enforcement agencies. The agencies acquire the, often brand new, equipment at no 

cost.  
 

The Department of Defense created the 1033 program in 1996 in order to aid 

police and law enforcement agencies in their enforcement and enactment of the War on 

Drugs. 1033 provides surplus military equipment, including armored vehicles, military 

grade weapons, and riot gear, to law enforcement agencies at no cost to the agencies.10 

After Ferguson brought to light the rapid militarization of law enforcement, President 

Obama signed an executive order limiting the kinds of equipment that could be 

distributed, an order President Trump then nullified. Beyond 1033, the War on Drugs 

                                                
10 The ACLU (2014) also noted that the 1033 program provided large amounts of weapons to Arizona law 
enforcement agencies with the purpose of militarizing the border. While border militarization is a critical 
topic from which to consider state power and processes of racialization and nationalism, it lies beyond the 
scope of this dissertation. Let it suffice to say that border militarization is very much interwoven into these 
conversations, and is being ever more enhanced under President Trump.   
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greatly impacted the militarization of the police force and issued broad powers to the 

Department of Defense in its enforcement of drug policies (See Radil, Dezzani, and 

McAden 2017, 207; Inwood and Bonds 2016, 524). Like other trends in militarized 

policing, the War on Drugs was a catalyst for the incorporation of military technologies 

and tactics into civilian policing, and the War on Terrorism normalized civilian 

encounters with militarism (See Hill and Berger 2009; ACLU 2014). After the creation of 

the Department of Homeland Security in the wake of September 11, more money has 

been earmarked for state and local law enforcement to aid in anti-terrorism. Much of this 

money has contributed to police militarization including military trainings, surveillance 

equipment, equipment, and weapons (ACLU 2014, 17).  

 

Figure Eight: Police in Ferguson after Brown’s death with equipment and clothing 
provided by the 1033 program. 
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From 2006-2013, 80 percent of all counties in the U.S. received equipment via 1033, a 

total of $1.5 billion worth of equipment total. Following the wars in Iraq and 

Afghanistan, the value of equipment transferred to law enforcement agencies grew 

sharply, primarily due to the increase in available vehicles (Radil, Dezzani, and McAden 

2017, 208). The majority of these equipment transfers went to urban areas, but when 

controlling for population, the urban/rural divide of military equipment fades (Radil, 

Dezzani, and McAden 2017, 209). The intentions from this material is quite blatant. For 

example, gun manufacturing company Heckler and Koch marketed their submachine 

guns with the phrase “from the Gulf War to the Drug War” (Hill and Berger 2009, 30). In 

sum, “the excessive militarism in policing, particularly through the use of paramilitary 

policing teams, escalates the risk of violence, threatens individual liberties, and unfairly 

impacts people of color” (ACLU 2014, 18). The profile of events in Ferguson was 

heightened based on the viral photographs, videos, and media coverage of tanks and 

machine guns in the streets. While at the time, this was considered exceptional, the trend 

toward militarization has been quietly growing unabated. 

 

Figure Nine: Calls to “demilitarize the police” have become common amongst protestors 
experiencing the effects of militarization. 
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Gordon (2008) calls St. Louis “one of the most depopulated, deindustrialized, and 

deeply segregated examples of American urban decay” (8). Racial disparities, entrenched 

racism, and ongoing disenfranchisement are woven into the structure of the city itself. 

The role of police has always been to maintain white supremacy through various 

boundary mechanisms. While Confederate strongholds, redlining, and racial zoning 

practices may appear to be behind us, the effects that enliven the relationship between the 

legal system, the police, and the people are still very much integral to police brutality and 

the shooting of Brown.  

Considering the geography of interwoven realities of police brutality and the 

mundane ticketing and fining forces a reckoning with the long histories of the present 

moment, and the ways in which the past is not much in the past. In other words, “Placed 

within the scaled geographies of militarism, racism, and settler colonialism, the events in 

Ferguson reflect broader practices in U.S. society rooted in a four-centuries-old white 

supremacist sociospatial dialectic” (Inwood and Bonds 2016, 525). Ferguson is indicative 

of larger trends in U.S. cities, and is part of a nationwide trend in policing militarization. 

All these components play a role in Brown’s death, and the ways in Brown’s death was 

narrated, and prompted a spectrum of responses.  

St. Louis county illustrates some important trends with regard to urban areas, 

namely the relationship between zoning, land use, and policing. The context of these 

cities and subdivisions is critical to understanding the ways that these cities get policed 

now. These divisions were justified through a rhetoric of care for the population; 

divisions and spatial segregation were touted as ways to optimize the quality of life, 

economic production, and pleasure. Considering Foucault’s pastoral, early city planners, 
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developers, and real estate agents imagined themselves as optimizing and facilitating a 

particular kind of life, while foreclosing the possibilities of lives for others. Policing 

continues to operate in much the same way. Deep community mistrust, racial tensions, 

and police violence and misconduct long predated Brown’s death, but Brown’s death did 

facilitate a particular attention to the egregious racial disparities in police outcomes 

including violence, traffic stops, and fines. Given this historical understanding, I continue 

to discuss the representations of Ferguson in media reports in the following chapter.   
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Chapter 2: Building a Narrative of Care: The Media Apparatus 
 
In its thwarted optimism, the news is the disillusioned progeny of the Enlightenment. 
Refusing to square with human nature, is allows our hopes to smash constantly against 
the same shoals; it greets every new day with faux cherubic innocence, only to stoke up 
rage and disillusionment at our condition by nightfall. It posits the potential existence of 
a perfect world which is forever almost within reach but then curiously slips out of grasp 
at every step of the political process. It doesn’t do us the favour of conceding that in 
many respects we are a fundamentally – rather than incidentally – incorrigible species 
and that we would at key moments be wise to forgo hysterical annoyance for deep and 
quiet melancholy. 

-Alain De Botton, 2014 
 
The dominant media is itself a tool of white supremacy: it repeats what the police deliver 
nearly verbatim and uncritically, even when the police story changes upwards of nine 
times, as it has thus far in the Brown killing. The media use phrases like “officer-involved 
shooting” and will switch to passive voice when a black man is shot by a white vigilante 
or a police officer (“shots were fired”). Journalists claim that “you have to hear both 
sides” in order to privilege the obfuscating reports of the state over the clear voices and 
testimony of an entire community, members of which witnessed the police murder a 
teenager in cold blood. The media are more respectful to white serial killers and mass 
murderers than to unarmed black victims of murder. 

-Willie Osterweil, 2014 
 

Michael Brown’s death was dissected over a twenty-four-hour news cycle as the 

events played over and over, mulling various eyewitness accounts, autopsy reports, and 

the scene itself. Rather than demonstrating a diversity of perspectives, the media tended 

toward solidifying a singular telling of the event, a caring, paternal state on one hand and 

violent protest on the other. After the shooting had been adequately described and 

dissected, coverage shifted to the protests, often following rhetoric of “looting,” as the 

potential for violence to erupt shifted into the mainframe. As protest subsided, or at least 

eluded media outlets, coverage transitioned to the aftermath of the shooting including the 

grand jury hearings, long-standing racial segregation, and the residue of mobilization in 

the slayings of other unarmed black people.  
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This chapter discusses the media’s effect on the political significance and 

narrative of the death of Brown, and the limits of the media's framework. Rather than 

reducing the media to a tool of the state’s program, I discuss the ways in which the media 

does often work in tandem to produce state and police narrative alongside moments of 

opening or encounter with progressive social movements. In so doing, I closely follow 

the swinging pendulum of describing the state as either caring or militaristic and 

antagonizing. This also affected shifting terrain on which social movements were 

discussed as either too angry, too violent, or acting in ways that were counterproductive. 

Others have noted the “Ferguson effect” on media, particularly framed in terms of 

the speed and efficiency of national recognition and coverage in the wake of social media 

(Demby 2016). In mobilizations against police brutality since Ferguson, Twitter and 

Facebook have played a vital role in disseminating and documenting information quickly. 

While protests and mobilizations were undoubtedly using social media before Ferguson, 

Ferguson accelerated the pace of the feedback loop between social media and mainstream 

news outlets (Jackson and Foucault Welles 2015). Closely mirroring the pattern 

developed after Trayvon Martin's death in Florida, hashtag to local news outlets and 

activists to national news media, Brown's death altered the media landscape such that the 

lifecycle of the story moved from hashtag to national news in less than a day (Demby 

2016). While this chapter primarily takes stake in the shaping, understanding, and 

narrativizing of Brown’s death on behalf of the media, the effects of Brown’s death on the 

media itself and future coverage of police brutality should not be understated.11 

                                                
11 I develop a conversation about social media, hashtag activism, and Black Lives Matter in the fourth 
chapter. 
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This chapter highlights a selected archive of media stories, emphasizing their 

political effects. I being with a contextualization of the media within fields of power. To 

illustrate the field of coverage and the narration of events, I first turn to a retrospective 

account from St. Louis Public Media released one year after Brown's death. Then, I 

discuss two accounts from the day of the shooting, one from the New York Times, and 

the other from CNN. Finally, I turn to two different outlets, USA Today and National 

Public Radio (NPR), following the Grand Jury decision. In curating this archive, I have 

closely followed the events that sparked widespread coverage, as well as gather stories 

from different outlets. In examining these pieces, I have an eye toward the layers of 

meaning and power imbued in the discursive choices of the articles.  

Media, Ideologies, and Power 

In tending to media, I am guided by critical theorists like Louis Althusser, Michel 

Foucault, Friedrich Kittler, and Stuart Hall, all of whom discuss the ways media conveys 

ideology and political programs. Media plays a central role in the political effects of 

Brown's death, the portrayal of state action as caring, and the racially coded violence of 

protestors and Brown. I follow Althusser’s definition of ideology in “Ideology and 

ideological state apparatuses,” wherein he articulates that media, like the Church, family, 

and school, convey the ideology of the ruling class, and work in tandem with violent state 

rule (Althusser 2008). Ideology has a material form and a material existence as it 

represents “the imaginary relation of those individuals to the real relations in which they 

live” (Althusser 2008, 39). As such, media plays a critical role in solidifying relationships 

of power in favor of state and capital.  
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In The Archaeology of Knowledge, Foucault tends to discursive formations and 

their assumptions, unities, and disunities, ultimately discussing the ordering of the world 

through knowledge production (Foucault 2012). He begins by describing a field of 

discursive formations that obey the rules of power, making possible particular conditions 

and horizons of knowledge (Foucault 2012, 38). In analyzing categories such as 

grammar, medicine, psychology, and economics, Foucault explains his goals as such: 

What, in short, we wish to do is to disperse with ‘things.’ To ‘depresentify’ them. 

to conjure up their rich, heavy, immediate plentitude, which we usually regard as 

the primitive law of a discourse that has become divorced from it through error, 

oblivion, illusion, ignorance, or the inertia of belief and traditions, or even 

perhaps the unconscious desire to see and not to speak... To write a history of 

discursive objects that does not plunge them into the common depth of a primal 

soil, but deploys the nexus of regularities that govern their dispersion (Foucault 

2012, 47-8) 

In looking to the discourses that make possible particular groupings, labels, and 

constellations of power, what becomes evident for Foucault are not only the rules that 

govern their emergence, but also what he calls the something “more” that escapes 

language and signs (Foucault 2012, 49). It is in describing and naming this something 

more that drives Foucault's investigation. 

 Media theorist Friedrich Kittler relates discourse networks to modern media 

consumption. As Foucault sought to uncover ruptures in historical time and epochs, 

Kittler did so with media technologies and flows of information (Winthrop-Young 2011, 

35). Kittler defines discourse networks as “the network of technologies and institutions 
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that allow a given culture to select, store and process relevant data” (Kittler 1990, 369). 

Thus, discourse networks are intimately tied to culture, institutions, and technologies, all 

of which Foucault highlights as integral to the ordering of society and knowledge. While 

archives and libraries are of critical importance to Foucault's archaeology, Kittler 

centralizes technology and technological shifts. It is this extension of Foucault that allows 

Kittler to historicize and mark technology's presence in contemporary society. Kittler says 

the public sphere is based in the production and consumption of media, divorced from 

reason (Kittler 2014). Far from media revealing some sort of truth, transcendence, or 

ordering of the world, media technologies are wed to politics and discursive networks.  

In particular, the ways media companies profit off of chaos and disorder demand 

attention to the market forces at play. Methodologically, Hall connects the production of 

media to Marx’s iteration of production, reproduction, and consumption through the 

concepts of encoding and decoding. In contrast to traditional linear models in which mass 

communication is conceived of as a closed circuit where information flows from 

producers to consumers, Hall considers linked, socially structured, and constantly 

rearticulated moments. Using Marx’s sketch of commodity production (production-

distribution-production) with regard to media communication allows consideration of the 

social fields in which production, reception, and reproduction of media is situated (Hall 

1980). Speaking specifically about television broadcasting, Hall defines the labour 

process as the broadcast studio, framing ideas, production structures, those involved in 

the "construction of the message” (Hall 1980, 129).  

This construction does not exist in a vacuum and is mediated by social structures 

and layers of meaning. Again, borrowing from Marx’s original formulation, production is 
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not a closed system. The agenda, materials, images, among others, are drawn from 

political structures, ideological structures, and socio-cultural milieus in which they are 

situated (Hall 1980, 130). Hall explains as follows: 

Thus – to borrow Marx’s terms – circulation and repetition are, indeed, ‘moments’ 

of the production process in television and are reincorporated, via a number of 

skewed and structured ‘feedbacks,’ into the production process itself. The 

consumption or reception of the television message is thus also itself a ‘moment’ 

of the production process in its larger sense, though the latter is ‘predominant’ 

because it is the ‘point of departure for the realization’ of the message (Hall 1980, 

130). 

Production and reception are related elements of an ongoing circuit of media messaging. 

Rather than distinct endpoints on opposite poles, they feed into each other and echo each 

other's iterations. While they may take place in distinct geographic spaces, the actors, 

content, and influences overlap.  

It is in this loop that Hall uses the terms encoding and decoding to refer to the 

legibility of messaging in conveying ideology and politics. Institutional and societal 

relationships of production must be encoded into meaningful messages that can then be 

dutifully and predictably decoded by the receiver (Hall 1980, 130). The decoded 

messages achieve effects, including emotion, influences, entertainment, etc. Both 

encoding and decoding occur amidst sociopolitical and economic relations that in fact 

structure the terms of both processes. The realization of the message allows the message 

to enter discourse and “acquire social use value or political effectivity” (Hall 1980, 130). 

The processes of media production, much like the commodity itself (via what Marx calls 
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“commodity fetishism”), appear natural and inevitable, hidden from the field of power 

and the labor that constitute them. Hall says, “Naturalism and ‘realism’ – the apparent 

fidelity of the representation to the thing or concept represented – is the result, the effect, 

of a certain articulation of language on the ‘real’. It is the result of a discursive practice.” 

(Hall 1980, 132). The naturally appearing nature of language masks the ideological 

process of meaning making, and coding. Ideology is conveyed through what Hall calls 

"dominant or preferred meanings," or the naturally appearing, yet hegemonically 

constructed and institutionally backed, mode of understanding events (Hall 1980, 132-3, 

emphasis original). The dominant means of understanding events within a given 

vocabulary and set of meanings is tenuously constructed, yet facilitated and made 

possible by power.  

Encoding and decoding work in tandem to affirm, construct, and relay political 

programs and dogmas. While the end result of the process is never assured, encoding has 

the effect of setting limits on the possibilities of decoding (Hall 1980, 135). Of utmost 

interest is the ways in which this occurs covertly. Hall says: “It may even be said that the 

professional codes serve to reproduce hegemonic definitions specifically by not overtly 

biasing their operations in a dominant direction: ideological reproduction therefore takes 

place here inadvertently, unconsciously, ‘behind men's backs’” (Hall 1980, 135, emphasis 

original). While codes are hard to point to, the process occurs through constant 

reiteration. Hall remarks upon the historically situated economic and political processes 

that also play a role in conveying power and representations. The ideological and material 

importance of media in the case of Ferguson illustrates the constrained social field of 

representation.  
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Remembering Ferguson One Year Later 

One year after the shooting, St. Louis Public Radio released an immersive and 

interactive online walkthrough with video, pictures, and audio guiding the user 

experience (St. Louis Public Radio 2015). Titled, “One Year in Ferguson,” the tagline is 

“How it looked. How it sounded. How it felt.” This piece allows the viewer to move 

through the scene, with police radio, evidence, mapping, sounds, photography, and 

footage, as well as coverage of activism and resistance to police brutality. Images and 

audio are credited to St. Louis Pubic Radio, St. Louis American, United Press 

International, University of Missouri St. Louis, and police evidence. “One Year in 

Ferguson” was critically acclaimed for its approach to mapping and describing the events, 

winning the 2015 Peabody-Facebook Futures of Media Award and an Online News 

Association award. The retrospective has five parts, named: confusion, grief, waiting, the 

decision, and organizing for change. I will focus particularly on “confusion,” and the 

coverage, crisis, and containment of the immediate scene. The piece is structured such 

that it demands a full sensory experience from the viewer as the cursor functionally 

“walks” around the scenes, placing oneself in relation to the events, and the insistence 

that the viewer put on headphones emphasizes the experience as a solitary one, with the  

potential to trigger others by way of violence, language, and memory. 
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Figure Ten: STLPR’s Confusion Homepage (2015) 
 
The linear progression offered from the moments before Brown's death to the Grand Jury 

decision to not indict Wilson provide a basis for understanding police and activist actions 

alike. The nature of the coverage, and its compilation of various images, sounds, and 

subjects, provides an intimate, sensuous, and emotional connection that is not offered by 

the pages of a newspaper or broadcast television.  

 “Confusion” covers the scene itself, including police radio before Brown was 

shot wherein we hear Darren Wilson say: “21, put me on Canfield with two and send me 

another car.” As Brown's description, the confrontation, and the shooting are narrated 

over police radio, the images are of the scene of Brown’s death on Canfield Drive with 

his baseball hat marked with a cone and evidence marker. Brown's body constitutes a 

ghostly substance as we see his blood, the shell casings, and his accessories. The viewer 

is thrust into his death, and the moments proceeding it with proximate access. We then 

hear St. Louis County Police Chief Jon Belmar confirm Brown's death as the scene now 

includes shell casings and the street lined with police tape and vehicles. Protesters then 

flood the street as we hear both the sound of individual voices and crowds of activists, 
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demanding answers. Tactical operations, armored vehicles, and officers with machine 

guns are then featured, lamenting that there had been a “physical confrontation.” Figure 

eleven highlights the degree of militarization of the police force, available at the nearly 

immediate threat of protest.  

 

Figure Eleven: Militarization as featured in STLPR (2015) 
 

The police force used assault rifles, concussion grenades, and Mine Resistant 

Ambush Protected vehicles, or MRAPs, all of which have been used in Iraq and 

Afghanistan, and afforded to them by the 1033 Program (Wofford 2014). The 

militarization of the police, the declared state of emergency, and the deployment of the 

National Guard illustrate the power of the state to violently impose its will. Various state 

officials are shown throughout the piece, including Governor Jay Nixon and Missouri 

Highway Patrol Captain, Ronald S. Johnson, a black man from Ferguson who took 

control of ground operations. Here, Nixon shakes Johnson's hand as Johnson 

acknowledges “there are going to be some bumps along this road to justice” (St. Louis 

Public Radio 2015).   
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Figure Twelve: Handshake between Governor Nixon and Captain Johnson as featured in 
STLPR (2015) 

 

These bumps are understood as the protestors, rather than the police. The various 

tactics of the state are highlighted as Johnson hugs protestors, exhibiting care and 

compassion while promising that this is how it will be moving forward, and Police Chief 

Belmar continues to evade questions. Johnson promised, “we are going to have a 

different approach and have the approach that we're in this together.” In figure thirteen, 

he describes the confrontation between police and protestors as a “great time” (St. Louis 

Public Radio 2015).   
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Figure Thirteen: Captain Johnson with protestors as featured in STLPR (2015) 
 

This of course quickly changes as a few scenes later we are confronted by 

Johnson enforcing a midnight curfew, brilliantly illustrating the multiple tactics of state 

rule from ideology to coercion to violence, tactics which often existed simultaneously 

and to contradictory ends on the streets of Ferguson. “Confusion” ends by focusing on 

the scenes of protest around Canfield Drive, with depictions of looting, tear gas, rubber 

bullets, and peaceful protestors attempting to set themselves apart from violence. At the 

end of “confusion,” few questions are answered. We know that unarmed Brown is dead at 

the hands of Wilson, as the state promises impending justice at the hands of the legal 

system.  
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Figure Fourteen: Curfew as featured in STLPR (2015) 
 

In Policing the Crisis, Hall et al. discuss the importance of thinking about crime  

and criminal justice in the context of the state and the media, providing a framework to 

think about the political authority and ideological practices at work in these discourses. 

The production of news accounts is necessarily a political process. As Hall et. al notes, 

the process of making events intelligible involves translation and condensation, language, 

similar to his discussion of encoding and decoding, which “embody crucial assumptions 

about what society is and how society works” (Hall et al. 2013, 55). The teleology of the 

retrospective produces Ferguson as an isolated event, and offers a depiction of the caring 

state and violence as though they are separate spheres of state action. While it appears to 

define the handling of Brown’s death and the militarization of the police force as 

problematic, it does so by simultaneously drawing emotion from the viewer. As Hall says, 

these representations do not exist outside of ideology, and while “the media are 

frequently not the ‘primary definers’ of news events at all; their structured relationship to 

power has the effect of making them play a crucial but secondary role in reproducing the 
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definitions of those who have privileged access” (Hall et al. 2013, 59). I argue we must 

be attentive to this representation, the emotional responses it procures, and its limits.  

The retrospective effectively asks the viewer to place themselves within the scene, 

and within the social field that constituted “confusion.” Hall argues that media reporting 

related to “crime” is shaped by consensus, wherein the crimes reported exist as an 

aberration of societal morals. This is how crimes are defined, not just as outside of the 

law, but also an affront to the social contract. In relation to the Handsworth mugging, the 

police and the judiciary define the limits of both tolerance and forgiveness. However, this 

particular piece offered by St. Louis Public Radio, though not all reporting of Ferguson, 

emphasizes the limits of societal tolerance of police actions. Wilson is portrayed as part 

of a violent trend of police action against black men, but not as representative of policing. 

As the images of Ferguson are memorialized and sedimented in this retrospective, race 

relations in the US are held to this particular moment of anger, followed subsequently by 

grief, and fizzling. We are asked not to revolt, but to remember, as ongoing conditions of 

racial inequality are elided in the process, suspended in a moment in time on Canfield 

Drive.  

For Hall, violence is a particularly noteworthy rupture, calling it “the ultimate 

crime against property, and against the state” (Hall et al. 2013, 68). Capital and state 

power are yoked together as in need of protection, but also in threat of violation. In the 

case of Ferguson coverage, the original violence was committed by state power, but the 

subsequent violence on the part of the protestors threatened both state power and 

property. What is lost in this coverage, and what violent protest inherently questions, is 

the state as the sole arbiter of legitimate violence. In representing the at times congenial 
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and other times violent confrontations between police and protestors, the distinctions 

between peace and violence as invoking class and race fade. In other words, the ways in 

which protest is coded as respectable (white, upper middle class, organized marches 

worthy of attention that seek to follow laws and proper protesting decorum) vis a vis 

violent (black and brown, always already disregarding the law, hasty modes of assembly, 

lacking leadership) centers on the faultlines of race and class more than the object of 

protest or the justified anger of the organization of society. The events, the people, and 

the shooting itself are fetishized as the viewer perceives that they have unmediated 

access. The act of viewing is a political act in and of itself, and in presenting images the 

media’s political obligation is fulfilled. 

In “A Vocabulary for Feminist Praxis: On War and Radical Critique,” Angela 

Davis discusses the power of images in crystallizing activist movements. Davis discusses 

the parallels between the images circulated of the Vietnam War and the Iraq War with the 

question, why does it appear as if images catalyzed a response that effectively ended the 

Vietnam War, while images of torture and military misconduct in Iraq have seemingly not 

had the same response? Davis provides an important intervention in her response. Not 

only are images not enough to spur action, but our belief that they do is based in Kantian 

Enlightenment thought, that widespread knowledge and publicity are sufficient in 

spurring action and public accountability.  

Davis says, “We tend to relegate so much power to the image that we assume not 

only that the meaning of the image is self-evident but we also fetishize the image, 

thinking that it will spur us to action” (Davis 2008, 23). Davis reminds us of the labor and 

actions of so many committed activists that provided the context, demand, and meaning 
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to those images; that made them politically salient. Davis says that it is the task of 

feminists to develop a critical awareness of and relation to the image, and to be attentive 

to the political economy in which the image is situated and circulated. In other words, 

Ferguson is not an aberration. The militarization of St. Louis County and the history of 

police violence there is not exceptional, but rather is foundational to policing and race 

relations in the US. Political consciousness must exceed the image, and must resist its 

fetishization as something outside of the very governing logic of the US. Relying on the 

image, and the emotional resonances of it, allows this very violence to continue. In the St. 

Louis Public Radio piece, when the viewer places themselves in the street, and in 

technologized alignments, they are not only absolving themselves of guilt, but also of 

political necessity to act and to critique. But this shouldn't merely act as a call to action, 

but rather a call to awareness of the Enlightenment state logic that drives the ways in 

which events and bodies are memorialized and remembered that obscures the continued 

focus on state violence.   

The shifting rhetoric and tactics of police and activists alike portray Ferguson as 

fluctuating between a war zone and collective protest of one bad apple in the pursuit of 

justice. This tension operates throughout the retrospective as the relationships between 

people and interests represented swing between harmonious and adversarial. The 

distinctions drawn between peaceful and violent protestors and police action are shifting, 

yet no doubt politically consequential and salient. Each is defined by their other, peaceful 

and orderly protest defined against violence and looting, and Johnson’s original approach 

of hugging protestors against the militarized police force. These are of course all loaded 

terms, but at this point it suffices to say that the state is invoked as protecting, while 
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looting conjures a rhetoric of “destroying your own community,” ignoring altogether the 

havoc wreaked by state and capital on bodies and space. For protestors, violence and 

peace represent opposite poles of respectable politics, whereas for the state, these poles 

are circular under the logic of “protection.” In seeking law and order, police often use 

something akin to the “means justify the ends,” in arguing for heightened militarization, 

presence, and states of emergency, while protest is held to a different standard. Protest 

must always already accept law and order as its guiding principle if it is to be respected. 

When authority and police conduct is the driving force behind protest, protestors are 

caught in an inherent double bind, and the result is often portrayed as "undemocratic" 

means of protest. This isn’t unique to this scene, but rather a representation of society and 

politics. Tactics of the state operate by way of thinking of violence and compassion as on 

a single spectrum in service of the overall goal, not as one being out of reach or 

undesired, whereas if protest utilizes violence or anger (anything other than respect), it 

throws the overall goal into question. Seemingly, this is also when care is deployed or 

withdrawn; when protest begins to question law and order wholesale as opposed to 

finding routes for justice within established state modes. While media portrayals of the 

state highlight the multiple modes of action and condemn some violence as excessive, 

they do so without questioning their legitimacy while protest itself is questioned from the 

outset, and then belligerently condemned in violent outbursts. This inherent tension 

displayed so clearly through the retrospective is produced and reproduced in the 

immediate coverage as well, including what I feature here.  

Infographics of Inanimacy: New York Times 
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The internet has had a significant effect on journalism. Content can now be 

continually updated and revised as stories change; media reaches people in different and 

more accessible ways; and evolving content changes the delivery of stories from 

doorsteps to devices. Given that most Americans now receive their news throughout the 

day from the internet rather than a morning paper, I analyze online news content here, 

even from sources that produce both online and print content (American Press Institute 

2014; Barthel and Shearer 2015). I will, however, briefly address the front pages of the 

New York Times from the days after Brown's death, before addressing evolving online 

content. On September 12, 2014, three days after the shooting, the New York Times 

makes its first mention of Ferguson on the front page, below the fold. The headline reads, 

“F.B.I. Steps In Amid Unrest After Police Kill Missouri Youth” (New York Times 2014). 

The next day, August 13, the front page reads, “Shooting Spurs Hashtag Effort on 

Stereotypes” (New York Times 2014). On August 15, the story receives its first front page 

spotlight, with a picture, with a headline that reads, “In Wake of Clashes, Calls to 

Demilitarize Police” (New York Times 2014). The picture shows Missouri Highway 

Patrol Captain Ronald S. Johnson in a confrontational, hands-on-hips pose with 

protestors, hands and fists in the air.  
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Figure Fifteen: New York Times cover (August 15, 2014) 
 

In the following twelve days, Ferguson received front-page attention, and seven 

above the fold highlights, echoing the ongoing “exposure” of events. The stories evolve 

from the shooting, to protest, to looting, to police militarization and misconduct, evoking 

the changing headlines reflected across the US and driven by social media.  

The online content of the New York Times addresses the evolving timeline of 

Brown’s death in their “Q&A” column (New York Times 2015). The article has been 

updated continuously, with the most recent update being August 10, 2015, after protests 

marking the one-year anniversary of the shooting. The article opens by summarizing 

seven months of events as:  

Michael Brown, an unarmed black teenager, was shot and killed on Aug. 9, 2014, 

by Darren Wilson, a white police officer, in Ferguson, Mo., a suburb of St. Louis. 

The shooting prompted protests that roiled the area for weeks. On Nov. 24, the St. 

Louis County prosecutor announced that a grand jury decided not to indict Mr. 
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Wilson. The announcement set off another wave of protests. In March, the Justice 

Department called on Ferguson to overhaul its criminal justice system, declaring 

that the city had engaged in constitutional violations (New York Times 2015). 

The choice to read online content as the primary object of this chapter allows an analysis 

of the evolution of content and the contextualization of events. Critical theorist Paul 

Virilio discusses the increasing speed of contemporary society and politics in relation to 

media. Speed refers to the (increased) movement of people, things, and information, a 

relation between phenomena, but also its own environment and milieu (James 2007, 31). 

He explains what is at stake in the concept of speed,  stating that “speed does not solely 

permit us to move more easily, above all it permits us to see, to hear, to perceive and thus 

to conceive more intensively the present world” (Virilio 1997, 67). Speed does not 

merely constitute the degree of movement, but also the phenomenological and sensual 

experiences of the world. With increased speed comes heightened intensity and 

perception; speed can be vital in connection. Virilio remarks on moments of exposure, or, 

“the instant in which phenomena are lit up by, or exposed to, the light of speed” (James 

2007 38). Police brutality has received heightened exposure via media attention in recent 

years, seemingly “lighting up” social media and other channels of discourse. Putting 

theories of discourse, technology, and speed in conversation allows for a better 

understanding of the pace of events, but also the ways in which vital connections are 

being made across scales, time, and space that contribute to activism and power alike. 

None of these can be understood apart from the other frameworks as all are at play in 

rhetoric of contemporary police violence. Coverage of Brown’s death moved swiftly as 

news sources were bombarded with witness accounts, medical examiner reports, Grand 
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Jury testimony, and investigations into the pasts of Brown, Wilson, and Ferguson itself. 

This evolving content from the New York Times attempted to very quickly retell and 

represent events throughout the protests, proceedings, and investigations.  

The piece opens with timestamped events leading to the shooting. Compiled from 

police radio and witness testimony, maps and blurbs illustrate a supposedly neutral telling 

of events. At 11:54 AM Brown and Durian Johnson leave Ferguson Market and Liquor, a 

convenience store, after allegedly stealing some cigarillos. At 12:01 PM, Wilson arrives 

alone in his police vehicle, and calls to Brown to move to the sidewalk. At 12:02 he 

makes a call to dispatch. The New York Times uses the language of “altercation” to 

describe the events thereafter between Brown and Wilson, language notably devoid of a 

primary actor, dominance, or aggression.  

 

Figure Sixteen: Mapping Brown’s death (2015) 
 

While mentioned in other New York Times stories, including one front page story, 

the four hours Brown's body laid in the street is curiously missing from a story seemingly 
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obsessed with timestamps, duration, and mapping evidence (Bosman and Goldstein 

2014). The use of maps and evidence all construct a story that is meant to account for any 

deviation, and against claims of Brown’s surrender, contributing to a picture of an 

aggressive and confrontational Brown in the moments before his death. Evidence of a 

struggle inside Wilson’s police car is noted, including Brown’s blood and DNA inside the 

vehicle, as well as a bullet lodged in the side of the car. The New York Times does note 

that the altercations by Wilson's vehicle are disputed with “at least one” witness claiming 

Brown was never inside the vehicle. Wilson claimed that Brown fought for his gun, 

resulting in the redness and swelling on his face. The coverage includes those infamous 

pictures of Wilson's wounds. 

 

Figure Seventeen: Wilson’s wounds (2015) 
 

After the coverage leaves the scene of the police car, the piece discusses the 

moments leading up to the ten bullets fired in the street. Brown’s movements are 

described as follows: 

Some witnesses said Mr. Brown never moved toward Officer Wilson when he was 

shot and killed. Most of the witnesses said the shots were fired as he moved 
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toward Officer Wilson. The St. Louis County prosecutor said the most credible 

witnesses reported that Mr. Brown charged toward the officer. Officer Wilson also 

said that Mr. Brown charged at him, making “a grunting, like aggravated sound” 

(New York Times 2015).  

The description of a charging, grunting, and aggravated black man rhetorically conjures a 

particular image, a thick description of an animal-like Brown and a defenseless Wilson, 

ignoring the ultimately fatal discrepancy in weapons.12 The likening of blackness to 

animals has a long history in scientific racism, anthropology, and in more veiled 

discursive measures like these. In Red, White, and Black, Frank B. Wilderson discusses 

the ongoing representational strategies of cinema that articulate white as human and 

master, set against black as inhuman and slave (Wilderson 2010). Racial antagonisms are 

continuously articulated through slave/master dichotomies overlaid on human/animal 

hierarchies (See Wilderson 2010; Collins 2002; Holland 2012). The likening of blackness 

to animality has a history in legacies of evolutionary thought and scientific racism, and 

the residue of these attachments continues to circulate in contemporary discourse. 

Wilderson argues that slavery is the ontological condition of blackness, and the 

inhumanity of blackness is the basis of white humanity; whiteness is defined and 

articulated against its other. The articulation of the confrontation between Brown and 

Wilson evokes animality hierarchies wherein Brown is read as the aggressor, until Wilson 

fires his gun. Their actions are read and understood against the other, structured by 

ongoing racial antagonisms. 

 

                                                
12 In fact, in Wilson's grand jury testimony, he described Brown as "Hulk Hogan" and a "demon." See 
Boswell 2014. 
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Figure Eighteen: Brown’s Autopsy Report (2015) 
 

The New York Times provides an image to evoke Brown’s inanimacy. The 

autopsy report is included in the coverage detailing Brown's injuries, suggesting that the 

bullet markings confirm that Brown continued to move toward (“charge”) Wilson after 

initial bullets. Once again, his body is made available for white consumption and ease via 

news outlets. In their coverage of initial protest, the map only shows violence against 

capital (looting, arson) and not the various spaces of tear gas and rubber bullets; police 

violence against protestors serves as an aside to the coverage of protest. Brown’s body is 

placed alongside spaces of consumption and capital accumulation. While this article 

focuses on providing an easily digestible summary of events, the infographics and 

language choices are telling as to the inherent biases and ideological frameworks in 

which the media operate. While these narrative choices are constitutive of media 

reporting, they also exceed the media’s construction of Brown’s death to enter 
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mainstream discourse. Put simply, this isn’t just the media itself, but rather the ways in 

which the media enters mainstream consciousness so as to filter far beyond their original 

articles and constructions. This telling of events places the violence uniquely in the hands 

of Brown first, and the protestors second, and refuses to note the spaces of state violence, 

or the ways in which the state acted militaristically in response. Instead, we get the 

version of events that demonstrates a rational and restrained state actor, who is seeking to 

respect order and restore the community. There is no context from which to understand 

how police violence has shaped the community and community consciousness.  

 

Figure Nineteen: Protests on Florissant Avenue (2015) 
 
Constructing the Narrative: Cable News Network 

The Cable News Network (CNN) carried sustained coverage both on their 

television channel and website in the days and weeks following Brown's death. I've 

chosen to discuss one particular story posted on their website six days after the shooting, 

titled, “5 Things to Know About Michael Brown's Shooting” (CNN 2014). This story 
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asks five questions about the shooting, followed by discussing perspectives from 

witnesses and the police. This article is an attempt to sort out the events with incomplete 

information and highlights the degree of confusion, and disparate accounts, from the 

outset. The piece opens with the question, “What really happened to Michael Brown?” 

and continues into “five key questions,” questions that are unresolved and leave many 

unanswered. They say that the differing accounts have contributed to protest and a 

“strong police response in the streets of Ferguson.” The consolidation of events into five 

questions highlights the American consumer's thirst for quick, contained, and concrete 

information, while the inability to provide that demonstrates the thick, messy, 

unknowable quality of events, particularly those structured by deep rooted ideological 

fractures and socioeconomic inequality.  

The first question, “How did it start?” details the moments before shots were 

fired, including the confrontation between Brown and Wilson. The answers given here all 

rely on the interviews given to various news outlets (CNN included) by Brown’s friend, 

Dorian Johnson, who was walking with him when Wilson approached. Johnson describes 

a confrontation that led Wilson to first leave, then circle back, only to confront them at 

close range, yelling, driving erratically, and hitting them both with a car door. An 

alternative account from the police is not offered, though there were plenty of later 

accounts offered about Brown’s behavior prior to the incident including an alleged 

burglary of cigarillos at a convenience store, and the allegations that his behavior was 

influenced by substance use. 

The article then turns to the different accounts of the struggle before gunfire. They 

say that everyone agrees that there was in fact a struggle, though the accounts depart 
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when considering who was the aggressor, and the validity of firing a weapon. CNN says 

this is one of the few areas that the police have attempted to thoroughly detail given that 

the use of a weapon largely hinges on Brown being aggressive and threatening toward 

Wilson. St. Louis County Police Chief Jon Belmar describes Brown pushing Wilson back 

in the car after he attempted to leave, assaulting Wilson, and struggling for control and 

possession of the gun. CNN offers three eyewitnesses with different accounts, all 

describing Wilson as the aggressor, Brown attempting to free himself from Wilson, and 

the near instantaneous shots fired after there was a threat to shoot. This struggle and the 

controversy surrounding the presence or absence of threatening behavior dominate Grand 

Jury testimony, eyewitness accounts, and forensic and ballistic investigations. In this 

early piece, it is interesting to note that there are no eyewitness accounts offered matching 

Wilson's account of Brown's behavior.  

The article then describes the shooting itself, how many shots were fired, and 

whether Brown had surrendered. All sources agree Wilson was the only one who was 

armed, and the only bullet casings at the scene are from Wilson's gun. Based on 

eyewitness accounts, there were anywhere from five to ten shots fired. Again, CNN only 

offers eyewitness testimony that portrays Wilson as aggressively and unjustly firing at 

Brown, with Brown having surrendered with his hands in the air. The only answers 

provided by Belmar are that the only weapon was Wilson’s and that “more than just a 

couple” shots were fired. With the police department’s limited release of information 

immediately following Brown’s death (including waiting six days to release Wilson's 

name), the media was left to piece together eyewitness accounts to make sense of the 

scene, which often depicted Brown as innocent. This frenzied eyewitness compilation 
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departs from the police accounts, and even later media reporting after the state's evidence 

was released. This article departs substantially in tone and message from the New York 

Times reporting, which included more updates from the police about their understanding 

of events.  

The fourth question begins to draw on Browns supposed character, and previous 

actions, as it isn’t until this point in the article that the convenience store robbery is 

mentioned. Six days after the shooting, police reported that Brown was the main suspect 

in a “strong-arm robbery” of a convenience store immediately before the shooting. The 

surveillance footage was released and featured on cable news outlets. Ferguson Police 

Chief Thomas Jackson first said that Wilson was responding to a call about the robbery, 

later revising his statement to say that Brown was approached not because of the robbery, 

but for walking down the middle of the street. This question is later complicated by 

police radio and Wilson's own testimony. Wilson indicated that while he was looking for 

the suspect in the robbery, he stopped to tell Johnson and Brown to not walk in the 

middle of the street, and then at some point in the encounter realized that Brown matched 

the suspect description broadcast over the radio. The different police accounts likely point 

to the initial confusion, the frantic nature of the scene, and the disparate accounts offered 

by Wilson and eyewitnesses.  

The final question is about Wilson’s identity, which was made public alongside 

the robbery allegations and convenience store footage of Brown. Releasing this 

information simultaneously seemingly shifts the discussion from naming Wilson to 

Brown's guilt, character, and prior behavior. When discussing Wilson’s (limited) injuries 

and (short) hospitalization, Belmar adds that Wilson is “hurt” and “shaken.” Belmar also 
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told reporters that they had waited to release Wilson’s name to protect his safety, despite 

promises to release it earlier. Brown’s family and their lawyer released this statement (as 

shown in the CNN report): “The prolonged release of the officer’s name and then the 

subsequent alleged information regarding a robbery is the reason why the family and the 

local community have such distrust for the local law enforcement agencies” (CNN 2014). 

Here, they link the conduct of the Ferguson police following the shooting to “community 

relations” and “mistrust,” common themes of protest.  

The last two questions shift from information about the shooting to a narration of 

who Wilson and Brown are. It is within discussion of character, prior actions, and 

feelings that racism and ideology are emergent; Brown is a criminal while Wilson is 

shaken and in need of protection. Blackness is coded as violent and threatening, while 

state actions are paternalistic, kind, gentle, and caring. In Nicole Fleetwood’s On Racial 

Icons, she discusses the symbol of the “black icon” as a cultural figure of race and nation 

in post-slavery US. She says, “the racial icon presents a challenge. Inasmuch as it stands 

for a marking of a democratic notion of racial trajectory, it continues to serve as a plea for 

recognition and justice for black Americans in light of historical and ongoing forms of 

racism” (Fleetwood 2015, 3). In particular, Fleetwood says Trayvon Martin became 

iconic in his death through the circulation of images, particularly the selfie of him in a 

hoodie that sparked the mimetic identification of protestors, often recreating the image 

alongside “I am Trayvon.” Fleetwood describes the power of these images: 

Instead, one could argue that these images symbolically demonstrate an 

identification with racial isolation, profiling, and forms of abject suffering 

associated with certain groups of blacks and other vulnerable populations in this 
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country and elsewhere. In this light, many non-blacks are able to recognize a 

young black male as a sympathetic character – as one with whom they form a 

deeply emotional and performative attachment, a type of claiming – and to see the 

machinations of structural and quotidian racism to portray him as other 

(Fleetwood 2015, 21).  

In this act, protestors were attempting to display a fuller picture of Trayvon, as a son, a 

friend, and a loving member of his community against Zimmerman’s and other portrayals 

of him as inherently threatening, and thus, a justified victim of Florida’s stand your 

ground laws.  

 

Figure Twenty: Michael Brown’s images, sparking “#IfTheyGunnedMeDown” (2014) 
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As shown in figure twenty, there is a similar circulation of Brown, both images that 

appear “threatening” alongside a graduation picture. The images in figure twenty, began 

the hashtag “if they gunned me down” to describe how the media manipulates the 

perception of a person based on race and perceived threat. The image that circulated most 

often alongside reports of his death was the one on the right, while his graduation picture 

did not reach the same audience. Fleetwood says of Martin, “Martin’s image moves 

through various locations and media platforms. Martin circulates as material object, viral 

transmission, traumatic wound, and historical fact. Martin lives through his image, 

because of our attachment to it, our attachment to the historical legacy of blacks, to black 

masculinity, and to the historical present of racial subjugation” (Fleetwood 2015, 30). 

Similarly, Brown’s image is layered with historical and political meaning that is 

navigated by protestors, the state, and the media. The threat of ongoing insurgency is held 

in tension in media accounts. It is evident that not only is discourse governed by a set of 

rules, but so are political action and political events. While these accounts identify 

Brown's death as a “tragedy,” they do so while describing its isolation. And, even when 

linking multiple accounts of police brutality, it is always done with an eye toward police 

reform. The multiple and overlapping means of disenfranchisement are rarely connected 

to state action, and "law and order" is identified as always already being a fundamental 

goal.  

The CNN coverage ends here, leaving many questions unanswered, and much 

testimony and accounts out of the discussion. Given the representation of the events 

provided, the “confusion,” a stage described in detail by St. Louis Public Radio, seems to 

dominate the initial coverage. Though, it is interesting to note that this particular article 
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seems to demonstrate Wilson’s guilt, or at least provide various accounts that point to the 

guilt of Wilson. Instead of sense being made, sense is being actively constructed, offering 

a moment of inflection to alter or pursue different ways of making common sense.13 In 

the need to keep publishing pace with real time events unfolding, there is little time for 

narrativization, particularly with the slow drip of information from police. As 

demonstrated by the New York Times and later discussion of the grand jury, the window 

of time offered by confusion is small and fleeting. The language, representation, and 

domain of coverage changes over time as the police release more information and as 

narratives solidify. Yet this article demonstrates a window of opportunity in thinking 

about how to confront police brutality. The coverage offered by CNN demonstrates the 

frenzied telling of events before the consolidation of a singular mainstream media 

message that all but justifies Wilson firing his gun. Particularly, tracking media discourse 

over time gives an opportunity to map the ways in which describing the event shifts, to 

demonstrate the seismic threat deaths of unarmed people of color posed to whiteness and 

law and order. The question of how to make non-liminal and non-marginal the injustice at 

the hands of the police should be critical to social justice, to tell the narrative of racist 

policing not racist policemen, as a structural not individual polemic.   

Justice Served: USA Today 

 After the months long grand jury proceedings and deliberations, on November 24, 

Prosecutor Bob McCulloch announced the decision to not indict Wilson on any charges. 

The grand jury’s decision lead to not only continued protest, but also thrust Ferguson 

                                                
13 Here I am speaking of the Gramscian use of “common sense,” defined by Kate Crehan (2016) as “all 
those heterogeneous beliefs people arrive at not through critical reflection, but encounter as already 
existing, self-evident truths” (x), as a form of collective knowledge that orders the world. 
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back in the national spotlight with continued and renewed media interest. On the morning 

of November 25, USA Today, a popular national news outlet, ran an article titled 

“Ferguson burning after grand jury announcement” that synthesized not only the grand 

jury announcement the night before, but also the night of protests (Alcindor et al. 2014). 

The article doesn’t contend with the Grand Jury documents and testimony that were later 

released, but discusses more broadly the events in Ferguson and briefly touches on 

Wilson’s comments about the perceived threat Brown posed.  

The article describes Ferguson as a “war-zone,” necessitating “war-zone news 

footage in this predominantly black suburb of St. Louis.” The violent protest received the 

majority of press attention. Seemingly, this statement could be interpreted in one of two 

ways: the militarization of the police force demonstrates the war technology and 

capability of civilian police forces, or the protestors instigated violence, and are 

chaotically and destructively violent, thus resulting in a just use of police force to protect 

property and peaceful protestors. I argue that if not for the phrase “predominantly black 

suburb,” both of those could be possibilities. In light of the inclusion of that phrase, 

blame, onus, and the impetus for violence shifts to black protestors. This is further 

solidified by the imagery painted earlier in the article: “Police said they had been fired on 

and responded with smoke bombs and pepper spray before using tear gas” (Alcindor et 

al. 2014). As if to ignore the political climate and the events that prompted protest, the 

police are still articulated as a reserved, just force. This is yet another articulation of care, 

that given the choice between abrupt or delayed tear gas (a limited spectrum of choices), 

the police chose the most responsible and gentle choice, to first offer a warning. The 

distinctions between right/wrong, violent/peaceful are upheld around faultlines of race 
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and nation, as the necessity of the police is continually articulated, upheld, and performed 

around “law and order” rhetoric.  

Virilio connects speed and information to the military and state-based 

technologies. Since the end of World War II, military technologies and power have 

dictated the political sphere such that the “political reality is rigged by military power” 

(Virilio and Richard 2012, 23). Control of technology, weapons, and power greatly 

impacts the possibilities for organizing political resistance. The threat, both real and 

perceived, of retaliation against social mobilizations rings across news outlets enough to 

dominate the field of political realities. The speed by which activism may proliferate is 

also the speed at which the state can intervene accordingly.   

Moreover, the discussion of military based technologies often mirrors the 

coverage offered by USA Today, that it is a legitimate action after the perceived attention 

to care has taken place, in this case smoke bombs and pepper spray. This solicits 

particular emotional responses, either trust and pride in the nation or fear of retribution. 

Virilio contextualizes emotions within the functions of democracy and media. He says: 

There is something in the synchronization of emotion that surpasses the power of 

standardization of opinion that was typical of the mass media in the second half of 

the twentieth century. With the industrial revolution of the second half of the 19th 

century, the democracy of opinion flourished through the press, pamphlets and 

then the mass media – press, radio and television. This first regime consisted of 

the standardization of products and opinions. The second, current regime is 

comprised of the synchronization of emotions, ensuring the transition from a 
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democracy of opinion to a democracy of emotion (Virilio and Richard 2012, 30-

1).  

Here he marks a transition from the media producing opinions to the media producing 

emotions, and its subsequent impact on shifting democracy from a standardization of 

opinion to a standardization of emotion. In marking this transition, he says that media has 

taken on a stronger role, and that emotion governs our political sphere and limits our 

democratic choice. In the proliferation of information flows and media outlets, there is 

the contradictory consolidation of media conglomerates, resulting in the illusion of choice 

amidst a field of controlled information. This again echoes authoritarianism with a 

neoliberal thrust, or justification, in that democracy now operates with an eye toward 

consensus instead of dissent. This results in the feeling of freedom, even if that feeling 

has no basis, or as Virilio says, “freedom without content” (Virilio and Richard 2012, 48). 

He describes this as "a movement from Freudian psychopathy to the sociopathy of the 

Suicidal State. It is no longer a particular psychological state, it is a common sociological 

state” (Virilio and Richard 2012, 48). In gesturing toward a move from individualized 

delusions to shared experiences of State based madness, Virilio returns again to the 

common sensations from flows of information. Even with the recognition that media 

outlets may have their own ends, and that the state and capitalism have vested interests in 

the dissemination of information, Virilio says, “we expect news coverage to offer a view 

of the world which more or less fits with our everyday perceptions of the way the world 

is or the way we think the world should be” (James 2007, 61). There is an inherent trust 

that media will reflect truth, or at the very least, aspirational truths.14 This insistence on 

                                                
14 In fact, since the Trump administration and its notorious "alternative facts," media companies have 
directly responded by trumpeting their drive to truth. For example, in October 2017 CNN aired an ad in 
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offering truth even when others may not drive the ways in which the media attempts to 

set itself apart from other ideological apparatuses. It is for this reason that it demands our 

attention amidst the political landscape.  

The article also notes President Obama’s comments on the night of the grand jury 

announcement: “We need to accept that this decision was the grand jury’s to make” 

(Alcindor et al. 2014). In the speech he goes on to ask for peaceful protest, while 

discussing the need for structural changes. The subtext is that there is a proper means of 

protest, and a suitable way to exercise democratic rights that does not include anger, rage, 

or violence, but rather pursues change through democratic processes in the face of those 

processes continually violating safety and rights. The Governor of Missouri, Jay Nixon 

made a similar claim to President Obama, also noted in the article, requesting that, 

“regardless of the decision, people on all sides show tolerance, mutual respect, and 

restraint.” While President Obama directs these comments directly toward the protestors, 

Governor Nixon speaks directly to both the police and the protestors, directing police to 

behave in a particular way that is respectful, and non-aggressive. This is precisely the 

contradiction and the distinction between how state action was described versus how it 

was deployed. While simultaneously urging respect, the police had tanks and riot gear in 

the streets. The comments by Governor Nixon and President Obama didn’t have the 

effect of lessening police violence, but actually bolstered it and provided the military 

grade weapons legitimacy through the rhetoric of care. The emphasis on quelling protest 

provided the background of danger and fear that necessitated state action. They both 

                                                
which they used the simplistic analogy of apples and bananas to illustrate the discrepancies in truths. The 
ad displays an apple and insists that it is an apple even if people will try to convince you it is a banana, 
alluding to various tactics of the White House including "all caps” (Mazza 2017). 



Kelly C. Sharron  124 

spoke to the illegitimacy and existence of violent protest, thus necessitating police 

intervention. It is always already the protestors who provoke and the police who respond, 

even in the case of protesting violent policing.  

In “Endangered/Endangering: Schematic Racism and White Paranoia,” Judith 

Butler discusses the (white) reading of the Rodney King video that ultimately lead to 

acquitting the officers charged (Butler 2013). Butler opens by saying that the video, 

uncontroversially, shows a black man being beaten by the police, and yet King himself 

was construed as the agent of violence. Butler explains this through the field of the visual 

and the limits of racist schematics of viewing. USA Today discusses Wilson's testimony 

and the apparent threat from Brown. He said Brown was attempting to “intimidate or 

overpower me...When I grabbed him, the only way I can describe it is I felt like a five-

year-old holding Hulk Hogan” (Alcindor et al. 2014). The perceived superhuman strength 

of Brown against which the only defense was a gun is a way of constructing blackness in 

the courtroom as the ultimate source of danger. Butler places the threat in the racial 

context of policing: 

The fear is that some physical distance will be crossed, and the virgin sanctity of 

whiteness will be endangered by that proximity. The police are thus structurally 

placed to protect whiteness against violence, where violence is the imminent 

action of that black male body. And because within this imaginary schema, the 

police protect whiteness against violence, their own violence cannot be read as 

violence; because the black male body... is the site and source of danger, a threat, 

the police effort to subdue this body, even if in advance, is justified regardless of 
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the circumstances. Or rather, the conviction of that justification rearranges and 

orders the circumstances to fit that conclusion (Butler 2013, 52).  

Thus, the police and the courts aren't in the interest of protecting law and order or the 

community, but rather maintaining whiteness itself, and maintaining whiteness through 

distance from and protection against blackness. In Wilson's comments describing a 

strength he just couldn't fend off, he presents a violent threat against which he not only 

couldn't defend himself, but also the nation, and more importantly the structure of race 

inherent in the nation. It is through these racist retellings and reimaginings that even dead 

people of color continue to threaten white supremacy enacted in juridical spaces and 

decisions. This exposes both white fragility but also the lengths the nation will go to 

protect the grounds of whiteness.  

        Butler demonstrates the ways that, with regards to King, the black body is the 

predestined site of violence, that limits the ways in which white violence can be read as 

such. This is evident, also, in the ways in which Wilson narrates his interaction with 

Brown, in ascribing superhuman strength and threat to his black masculinity, a threat that 

can only be put at bay with bullets. As Butler argues, the police are already preordained 

with the task of protecting whiteness. To extend this further, in both theory and 

chronology, the police as a branch of the state, are acting in the interest of protecting the 

white nation. The identity of the nation itself is at stake in police killings, for if a police 

officer is thought to be acting illegitimately, it is the state which kills indiscriminately, 

questioning the larger apparatus of power. Butler is speaking to the visuals of the event 

offered by video evidence, while in the case of Brown we only have visuals of his actions 

before in convenience store video and his body after. He cannot speak in the same way 
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that King did through video and after the beating, and therefore, Wilson’s account is the 

official record of the event. And when determining threat as the key indicator of justified 

use of violence, Wilson’s account of Brown is ultimately what matters. The preexisting 

scripts of black violence aid in Wilson’s account to consider Wilson as a legitimate arbiter 

of Brown’s fate. While in the case of King, the visual was readily available, for Brown, 

the visual relied on what the Grand Jury could assemble as a meaningful and true 

unfolding of events, and in so doing, Wilson’s attorney relied on how racial violence is 

always already at play in police encounters. Wilson’s narrative, one that relied on white 

fragility and black danger, is one that could easily be ascribed to their encounter on 

Canfield. While Obama and Johnson called for respecting the decision, they fail to 

consider the ways in which racist ideologies structured and limited the decision a court 

was capable of. In so doing, Obama and Johnson put aside the limits of the state to 

consider the ways in which it cares for an administers justice to its citizens, while 

espousing blindness in its exercise of both.  

Less Damage than a Hailstorm: National Public Radio  

The last piece of reporting I'll turn to is also situated in the wake of the grand jury 

decision. Specifically, a story from National Public Radio (NPR), a non-profit public and 

privately funded media organization with various local and community levels alongside 

its national reporting. NPR offered up to the minute reporting, tracking the preparations 

for, and reaction to the grand jury decision. The thread continues from the preparation for 

the grand jury decision to just past eleven (local time) that night (Peralta and Chappell 

2014). After the announcement of the grand jury decision, there were protests in Ferguson 

and around the country that resulted in a no-fly zone and increased tensions and clashes 
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between protestors and police. The article chronicles interactions between police and 

protestors, as well as the release of grand jury documents.  

The NPR reporting again echoes the artificial divide between peace and violence 

that dominated the coverage of the events and particularly, of protest. They highlight the 

reiterated calls for peace alongside descriptions of police violence and confrontation. 

Among those calling for peace, they note Michael Brown’s family and President Obama. 

Brown's family released a statement following the announcement of the decision that 

read in part, "While we understand that many others share our pain, we ask that you 

channel your frustration in ways that will make a positive change. We need to work 

together to fix the system that allowed this to happen” (Peralta and Chappell 2014). They 

also called for four and a half minutes of silence after the announcement of the decision, 

symbolizing the four and a half hours his body laid in the street. President Obama's 

sentiment is very similar saying, “There are Americans who agree with it, and there are 

Americans who are deeply disappointed—even angry,” Obama said of the outcome. “It's 

an understandable reaction” (Peralta and Chappell 2014). These sentiments are paired 

with the reports of patrol cars being set on fire, roads being closed, and reports of tear 

gas. These iterations for peace and expressions of empathy, while declaring the intent for 

structural change posit that the two can't exist simultaneously, that anger is somehow a 

fleeting emotion that defies the rational logics that long-term political work requires, and 

that fights for structural changes to policing haven't been ongoing.  

Among the scenes of violence noted was a Walgreens store that reportedly had a 

few people inside. Additionally, protestors forced the closure of Interstate 44. It was there 

that police reportedly used smoke as a means of crowd dispersal, while many reported the 
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use of tear gas (Peralta and Chappell 2014). Even before the grand jury announcement, 

images of the police department and National Guard preparations were circulating on the 

internet. The picture shown here demonstrates the heightened preparation and willingness 

and ability to use force in controlling protest, including gas masks. As images circulated 

even before the announcement (these via Twitter), they signaled the expectation and 

inevitability of violence alongside the police's willingness to use force.  

 

Figure Twenty-one: Police preparing for the grand jury decision (2014) 
 
         The reporting oddly ends with the admission and reminder that hailstorms caused 

much more damage to local Ferguson businesses and buildings than any of the “fallout 

from the police killing” (Peralta and Chappell 2014). This adds perspective and also 

raises questions about the degree to which blackness, anger, and violence, are 

disproportionately feared and/or viewed as threatening to law and order and capitalism. I 

argue, throughout this dissertation, that this fear is the result of anti-blackness that 

equates violence and blackness without question, and against truth claims. It is this 
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symbolic connection that allows victims of police violence to be viewed as aggressors 

over and against officers with deadly weapons and who deploy deadly force. Moreover, 

the discussion of protest's predisposition to violence and attempts to stop violence both 

serve the interests of maintaining structures of white supremacy through the framework 

of “care.” Absent the state stepping in to resolve the violence of protest, protestors run 

the risk of destroying their own communities. Therefore, actions by the state to put an 

end to protest are the result of “caring.” Under the rubric of care, any and all state action 

can be justified, which is precisely its danger.  

Media Justice? 

The news reports here demonstrate the speed at which events are told, shaped, and 

retold through scripts that ultimately justify the state’s use of violence and short-circuit 

political dissent. It is only through the logic of care and protection that the state can 

tactically shift from hugs to tear gas in a matter of hours, particularly in the face of 

blackness. It is the anti-blackness at the root of the state’s need to protect that propels it to 

violence. The tracing of time and the two periods of protest and coverage are 

demonstrative of the ways in which media tended toward solidifying a singular opinion 

over time, that of Brown’s supposed guilt (both in the robbery, and in the confrontation 

with Wilson) and Wilson’s fear, and thus innocence in firing his weapon. In the aftermath, 

it was the state who acted logically, and within reason, while protest was violent and out 

of control. In urging for silence, peace, and quiet resistance, the state was in effect 

arguing that in its caring structures it can account for its own aberrations in violence. In 

other words, the state is capable of, and called to, the task of repairing its own ills. I 

examine the role of the state, and precisely its attempts at repair in the next chapter.  
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One group working toward more equitable media representation and presentation 

is The Center for Media Justice, connecting those visions to corporate mergers, economic 

inequality, and police surveillance. Their media justice vision is this: "Media Justice is a 

long-term vision to democratize the economy, government, and society through policies 

and practices that ensure: democratic media ownership, fundamental communication 

rights; universal media and technology access, and meaningful, accurate 

representation within news and popular culture for everyone (Center for Media 

Justice, emphasis in original). While in many ways the call for more equitable media 

representation continues to rely on ocular centric Enlightenment logics as Davis points to, 

it thinks critically about how to use those logics to advance democratic principles. A key 

argument they make about the power of media is its impact on inequality, arguing that 

contemporary media technologies and forms are working to the detriment of people of 

color and poor people through both lack of access and representation. This becomes 

especially clear when considering representations of the police.  

While this chapter offered a way to think through conventional, mainstream news 

outlets, the following chapters will consider the ways in which the state provides its own 

understanding of events and steps forward (chapter three), as well as how social media 

has impacted events in Ferguson and the development of social movements (chapter 

four). These other sources both rely on and are in conversation with national news outlets 

in shaping, augmenting, and shifting national opinion and discourse, particularly under 

the logics of care.  
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Chapter 3: Meaningful Contradictions: Militarized State as Apparatus of Care 
 

You can’t perform the duties of a police officer and have racism in you. 
- Darren Wilson 2014 

 
This spectacular evil is encased in a more inarticulable evil of banality, namely, that the 
state assigns certain individuals to (well-paying) jobs as hunters of human beings, a 
furtive protocol for which this shooting is simply the effect. 

- Steve Martinot and Jared Sexton 2003, 171 
 

After Brown’s death, the violence of the state lead many to question its policing 

practices. The state was compelled to account for its use of force and the many deaths of 

unarmed people of color. Various state agencies explained Wilson’s confrontation with 

Brown in grave detail, and in doing so, came to a range of explanations of circumstances, 

guilt, and innocence. Moreover, Brown’s death also sparked a larger discussion of 

policing in Ferguson, St. Louis, and America more broadly. This included an 

interrogation of use of force, the practices of the municipal courts, racially biased 

policing, and police accountability. While the particulars of each account may vary, I 

focus on what has remained relatively similar: the state is both the problem and the 

solution, and that policing can be reoriented toward protection, equality, and care. In the 

face of lethal force, and outright racism, Ferguson’s police department is never 

questioned, and its authority is never usurped, rather, it can solve and manage its own 

crisis of legitimacy through a re-articulation of care and community accountability. 

On March 4, 2015 the United States Department of Justice Civil Rights Division 

released their Investigation of the Ferguson Police Department. It exemplifies this tension 

by declaring longstanding injustices committed by the Ferguson police: “This 

investigation has revealed a pattern or practice of unlawful conduct within the Ferguson 

Police Department that violates the First, Fourth, and Fourteenth Amendments to the 
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United States Constitution, and federal statutory law” (DOJ 2015, 1). On the same page 

after revealing its central verdict, the report goes on: “Notwithstanding our findings about 

Ferguson’s approach to law enforcement and the policing culture it creates, we found 

many Ferguson police officers and other City employees to be dedicated public servants 

striving each day to perform their duties lawfully and with respect for all members of the 

Ferguson community. The importance of their often-selfless work cannot be overstated” 

(DOJ 2015, 1). These tensions are operative throughout the report, which I discuss in 

more depth below, but also in many other instances of state discourse surrounding 

Ferguson, and policing more broadly. The solution to violence is care, and the solution to 

brutality is community accountability. Care and violence are posited as though they are 

binary poles, in opposition, but rather I propose they be read and understood as requiring 

and making possible each other.  

This chapter takes issue with the articulations of solutions to police brutality. It 

should be obvious that the instances of physical violence are oversteps of police 

authority, and, as discussed in chapter one, that the structural dependence on revenue 

from tickets, fines, and arrests disproportionately affects people of color, and that policies 

of overpolicing are racially motivated. These are all instances of overt violence toward 

the communities being policed. Rather than taking a comprehensive approach to these 

wrongdoings and calling for shifts to the landscape of policing as a whole, the 

recommendations for Ferguson Police Department (FPD) focus on repairing community 

relationships as a means to further the sphere of policing. The descriptions of relationality 

and the relationship between the community and the police harkens back to the feminist 

ethics of care which relied on relationality as a cure for violence. This chapter makes 
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clear that deepening relationships between the police and who they police is only 

productive of violence. 

 In Disagreement: Politics and Philosophy, Jacques Rancière defines the police as 

“the set of procedures whereby the aggregation and consent of collectivities is achieved, 

and the organization of powers, the distribution of places and roles, and the systems for 

legitimizing this distribution” (Rancière 2004, 28). Politics, on the other hand, is that 

which is antagonistic to policing, and questions, rebuts, or confounds the sedimented 

organization of power and roles (Rancière 2004, 31). The “petty police,” or police 

officers and forces, play a role in protecting and maintaining the police, but aren’t the 

sole actors in maintaining police functions. Rather, Rancière extends this responsibility 

out to other actors, all working in concert to maintain inequality. In this chapter, I too 

broaden what is considered “the police” to think about how those other state actors 

speaking to considerably different ends uphold the same arrangement and power. 

Moreover, the language of care, community, and accountability further the goals of 

policing, and extend its legitimacy. Shifting forms and tactics of policing do not sacrifice 

the aim; “Whether the police is sweet and kind does not make it any less the opposite of 

politics” (Rancière 2004, 31). The so-called solutions to brutality work to fend off 

another crisis as Rancière warns us of the increased scope of policing: “What the state 

relinquishes by having itself incessantly checked, what it continually acknowledges in 

individuals and groups in ever new rights, it regains in legitimization” (Rancière 2004, 

112). Shifting forms, rhetoric, and tactics of law enforcement and the state don’t decrease 

its power, or make it softer, rather they further its aims and increase the ways it operates. 

The state moves by way of violence and care, and the solution to militarization is merely 
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a change in state form, not in the effects of its power. Calls for body cameras, 

“community policing,” and community oversight don’t change the general form, they 

merely short-circuit political responses to violence.  

Rancière is not alone in his concerns about the police, the petty police, and their 

role with respect to political life. Many scholars of governmentality, Foucault included, 

have been skeptical of various forms of state-based care, particularly under neoliberalism. 

These include social services like healthcare, childcare, welfare, as well as the 

entanglements between police and other “caring” professionals like nurses, doctors, 

therapists, and social workers. Prior to the state’s social service functions, police also 

played a role in general welfare through basic functions like sanitation. Dave Holmes 

(2002) discusses the role of nursing and psychiatric care in the correctional system 

through the security apparatus of governmentality. Amy Borovoy and Li Zhang (2016) 

consider the role of biopolitical governance within health and social welfare through 

which both care and risk are administered to both harmful and life-saving ends. Stephan 

Scheel and Philipp Ratfisch (2014) explore refugee protection that coexists alongside 

managerial techniques of global policing. This literature on the modern expressions of 

governmentality exposes the potentially mutually reinforcing modes of care and violence, 

particularly under neoliberal rubrics. With the expansion of the carceral state under 

neoliberalism, these institutions and their functions do not exist in isolation from each 

other. Rather, the police and the carceral system are often at play in criminalizing 

poverty, mental illness, and homelessness. The management and cultivation of life do not 

exist in isolation from each other, rather they make each other possible. As discussed 

below, many of the indictments of the Ferguson police are made in conjunction with 
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practices that extend criminality and incarceration such as excessive fining, jail 

sentences, and “poverty” violations. Moreover, the language of reform and care has the 

effect of increasing the scope of management and intelligibility of the population.  

This chapter explores various aspects of state discourse that articulate care, 

kindness, compassion, and accountability as aims of policing, or police reform. These 

include Darren Wilson’s interview; speeches by Missouri governor Jay Nixon, Attorney 

General Eric Holder, and President Barack Obama; Grand Jury testimonies and 

announcements; and the DOJ investigation. By focusing on the state itself, I foreground 

what Adam Geary (2014) calls “state intimacy,” or “structural violence, as organized 

through state apparatuses” (Geary 2014, 24). Geary names the ways the carceral state is 

productive of disparate life chances through disease, specifically AIDS, drawing on 

Laurent Berlant’s “slow death.” Following his analysis, I draw attention to the ways 

policing is productive of racism, alongside and in conjunction with non-state actors and 

outcomes, like realtors as mentioned in chapter one. In order to foreground care, I begin 

with a discussion of state violence through the reasonable force standard of Graham v. 

Connor (1989), and evidence of FPD’s racist motivations. These aren’t opposite or poles 

of state power, but rather, a continuum of policing.  

Graham v. Connor, “Reasonableness,” “Objectively Reasonable,” & Use of Force 

  The Supreme Court set the standard for reasonable versus excessive police force 

while making an arrest, stop, or seizure in Graham v. Connor (1989). That standard is the 

Fourth Amendment’s “objective reasonableness” standard, as the Fourth Amendment 

guarantees the right for citizens “to be secure in their persons… against unreasonable 

seizures” (Graham 1989). When arbitrating “reasonableness,” judges and juries must 
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examine the particulars of each scene, and assess potential threat or fear held by the 

officer. Graham elaborates: 

The Fourth Amendment “reasonableness” inquiry is whether the officers’ actions 

are “objectively reasonable” in light of the facts and circumstances confronting 

them, without regard to their underlying intent or motivation. The 

“reasonableness” of a particular use of force must be judged from the perspective 

of a reasonable officer on the scene, and its calculus must embody an allowance 

for the fact that police officers are often forced to make split-second decisions 

about the amount of force necessary in a particular situation (1989).  

The Fourth Amendment requires that the use of force, and bodily harm to the citizen be 

measured against the “reasonableness” of the officer’s response, or the citizen’s bodily 

harm against government interests. Graham explicitly disallows the knowledge of “20/20 

hindsight,” and relies heavily on the officer’s narration of the level of threat that was felt, 

and ignores their intent, however malicious or benevolent (Graham 1989).  

The objectivity of the Fourth Amendment standard is questionable at best, given 

its explicit focus on the officer/aggressor and not the citizen/victim. Moreover, 

“reasonable” requires some arbitrary measure of fear and threat. Both of these emotions 

have been proven to be racially driven, particularly when it comes to policing (See Dollar 

2014; Vera Sanchez and Rossenbaum 2011; Beutin 2017). Evaluating force through the 

lens of a “reasonable officer” at the time of force already provides the landscape through 

which to view latent racism as making force reasonable. Officers that police black 

communities often offer a perceived threat that does not align with any physical 

capabilities or weapons. In Policing the Crisis, Hall et al. describe this phenomenon: “the 
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police in black communities have come, progressively, to perceive the black population 

as a potential threat to ‘law and order’, potentially hostile, potential troublemakers, 

potential ‘disturbers of the peace’, and potential criminals” (Hall et al. 2013, 45-6). That 

black people are always framed as “potentially” disruptive at the outset provides the 

affective foundation for the feeling of threat, however unsubstantiated.  

The Graham ruling is demonstrative of the regulation of bodily injury under 

biopolitics, and the articulation of the standard of bodily harm that can be done to a 

citizen regardless of guilt, and based solely on perception. In Discipline and Punish, 

Foucault discusses the shift in bodily harm under state power from sovereign power’s 

grotesque scenes of public execution to disciplinary power’s rationalized, invisible, and 

justified bodily force (Foucault 1977).  Disciplinary power still takes the body as target, 

but requires subjects to self-manage and internalize the logic of power and threat of 

punishment. The Panopticon illustrates this shift in form. One must always comport 

themselves so as to not provoke, or be threatening, regardless of the intent to threaten. 

Docility in the face of power is the only option so as to not provoke the use of force. 

Force, or the threat of force promotes docility: “discipline was never more important or 

more valorized than at the moment when it became important to manage a population” 

(Foucault 2003, 243). As described in “Governmentality,” (2006) the “reasonableness” 

standard becomes a convenient means to an end, a way to effectively balance state and 

citizen needs, albeit arbitrary and coded.  

The description of reasonable and excessive force implies that there is a just use 

of force alongside extreme and disproportionate force. Sadiya Hartman explores this 

seemingly dichotomous relationship of corporeal punishment in Scenes of Subjection 
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(1997). Her central premise is that one must be wary of the extensions of power that 

happen by way of progress and consent, and operate to conceal violence; that laws, 

reforms, and rights often remove the onus from the violence of the state to the personal 

responsibility of the individual. Hartman says, “I am concerned with the savage 

encroachments of power that take place through the notions of reform, consent, and 

protection… It was often the case that benevolent correctives and declarations of slave 

humanity intensified the brutal exercise of power upon the captive body rather than 

ameliorating the chattel condition” (Hartman 1997, 5). Brown’s death, and the guilt 

therein, revolves around similar questions. Namely, if Wilson felt reasonably threatened, 

then the use of force is justified under Graham, and the responsibility to prove a lack of 

threat is placed on Brown, not on Wilson to justify his experience of threat. By way of 

applying this “reasonable” standard, the violence of racism and its myriad subconscious 

forms, coded as threat, are made invisible. The responsibility to prove threat shifts from 

the officer to the victim – Brown must prove his docility. The grand jury is asked to 

identify with the officer, and not with the victim. Threat is subjective, and “objectively 

reasonable,” in practice, operates with a racist subtext. 

“Insensitive One Liners”15: E-mails among Ferguson officials  

 The DOJ report (2015) revealed strong evidence of racial bias amongst FPD, 

through a number of different metrics, from statistics pertaining to traffic stops and 

arrests, to one of the more indecent findings: a set of racist and Islamophobic e-mails 

exchanged by top ranking Ferguson city officials. After the report, city officials released 

                                                
15 This is the subject line to an email sent by Ferguson court clerk, Twitty, that included: “There’s a new 
Muslim clothing shop that opened in our shopping center, but they threw me out after I asked if I could 
look at some of the bomber jackets” (Lowery and Kindy 2015).  
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the emails in full, and fired the correspondents, Ferguson’s court clerk Mary Ann Twitty, 

former Ferguson police captain Rick Henke, and former Ferguson police sergeant 

William Mudd. The DOJ report included the e-mails to demonstrate the culture of 

policing in Ferguson, and the unchecked biases of city officials. After the report, the 

Washington Post released screenshots of some e-mails referenced by the report (Lowery 

and Kindy 2015). The report summarizes the e-mails as such: 

A November 2008 email stated that President Barack Obama would not be 

President for very long because ‘what black man holds a steady job for four 

years.’… 

 

Figure Twenty-Two: E-mail after President Obama’s Election (Lowery and Kindy 2015) 
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An April 2011 email depicted President Barack Obama as a chimpanzee.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure Twenty-Three: Depiction of Presidents Reagan and Obama (Lowery and Kindy 
2015) 

 
A May 2011 email stated: “An African-American woman in New Orleans 

was admitted into the hospital for a pregnancy termination. Two weeks 

later she received a check for $5,000. She phoned the hospital to ask who 

it was from. The hospital said, ‘Crimestoppers.’’’  

A June 2011 email described a man seeking to obtain ‘welfare’ for his 

dogs because they are “mixed in color, unemployed, lazy, can’t speak 
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English and have no frigging clue who their Daddies are” (DOJ 2015, 72).

 

Figure Twenty-Four: Welfare E-mail (Lowery and Kindy 2015) 

The DOJ continues:  

Our review of documents revealed many additional email communications that 

exhibited racial or ethnic bias, as well as other forms of bias. Our investigation 

has not revealed any indication that any officer or court clerk engaged in these 

communications was ever disciplined. Nor did we see a single instance in which a 

police or court recipient of such an email asked that the sender refrain from 

sending such emails, or any indication that these emails were reported as 

inappropriate. Instead, the emails were usually forwarded along to others (DOJ 

2015, 72). 

These e-mails are indicative of the culture in Ferguson, a culture that continued unabated 

until Brown’s death forced a larger investigation. In “Space, culture, state: uneven 

developments in political geography,” feminist geographer Sallie Marston addresses the 

connections between state and culture, imploring political geographers to ask, “How are 

cultural questions relating to identity and meaning fundamentally connected to political 

geographical questions about space and the adjudicating role of the state?” (Marston 

2003, 1).? Marston defines culture as “as the mediating moment, the world view, the 
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meaning system that shapes the relationship between society and the construction of 

subjectivities in a particular space and time” (Marston 2003, 2). These emails, and FPD 

more broadly, elaborate on the role of culture, and consider how institutions such as 

police forces acquire a culture. In the case of FPD, the DOJ says that the police force, as 

well as the municipal court, had a problematic, racist culture. When the institution is 

characterized by a culture of racism, and as Marston defines culture, a world view, what 

possibilities for reform exist? 

The violence and will to commit violence lurking behind these e-mails is 

indicative of the atmosphere that contributes to viewing Brown as a threat (the subtext of 

“reasonable force”), FPD’s ongoing physical violence against Ferguson, as well as the 

administrative violence of the court through fines, fees, and arrests. The e-mails 

demonstrate the policing culture that produces racially biased results, and that contributes 

to its own perceptions of violence, risk, and threat. Hall et al. say, “It is part of the 

paradox that they [the police] also, deliberate and inadvertently, amplify the deviancy 

they seem so absolutely committed to controlling. This tend to suggest that, though they 

are crucial actors in the drama of the ‘moral panic’, they, too, are acting out a script 

which they did not write” (Hall et al. 2013, 52). When describing the so-called “moral 

panic” caused by a mugging, the police amplify, spotlight, and look for behavior they are 

predisposed to believe. In the case of the e-mails, this includes reliance on public 

assistance, family instability, and the propensity to commit crime. Rather than 

acknowledge that their policing and judicial efforts rely on, and seek to confirm, biases, 

they act as though they are merely responding to the crimes and needs of Ferguson.  
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These portrayals of people of color in Ferguson demonstrate the violence that 

undergird the actions of the city’s administration and officials. These are the opinions 

which structure policing and lay the groundwork for violence. Wilson is not an exception 

to Ferguson, or the FPD. Rather, the e-mails demonstrate the sentiment that upheld a 

particular racial order, and the prism through which threat is viewed. Wilson’s own 

statements after the shooting mirror many of the operative stereotypes in the e-mails.  

“I Did my Job that Day”: Darren Wilson’s Interview 

After the Grand Jury revealed their decision to not indict Wilson in the shooting, 

Wilson appeared on ABC News program, 20/20 for an interview with George 

Stephanopoulos on November 26, 2014. This was the first time he had spoken publicly 

since the shooting, and appeared rehearsed, unshaken, and emotionally cold. 

Stephanopoulos repeatedly questioned Wilson about his characterization of Brown as a 

“demon,” his level of remorse, and his record of policing.  
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Figure Twenty-Five: George Stephanopoulos Interviewing Darren Wilson (ABC News, 
2014) 

 
Over the course of the interview Wilson continues to parrot similar lines, as if 

being interrogated (at the time a civil suit was pending, and he had not yet been laid off 

from FPD). Two themes were particularly striking, the banality of racism as he portrays it 

(couched in language of procedure and training) and Wilson’s fear vis a vis Brown’s 

aggression. Throughout the interview Wilson maintained his innocence, saying that he 

met the requirements of the job, acted in accordance with police training, and used 

appropriate force given the circumstances (and Brown’s “aggression”). While it may 

seem simple, and more comfortable, to say that Wilson was too violent, acted in an extra- 

or illegal manner, and should have used different tactics to facilitate the stop, it would 

also excuse routine police action as benevolent, safe, and well intentioned. What if we are 

to accept that Wilson’s actions were routine, that he did follow protocol, and that under 

the legal system, his actions are protected? 
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This reaction to police violence helps to develop a critical stance toward policing, 

rather than Wilson alone. Considering the broader implications of lethal force being a 

routine part of stops, that at any point the police have the authority to commit acts of 

violence, and that their actions can be easily justified makes it more difficult to hold more 

gentle, compassionate police work in opposition. Indeed, Wilson isn’t alone in his 

convictions or actions, rather he was just the most visible. Wilson said things like “the 

training kicked in” and “the training took over” about his quick decisions to grab and fire 

his gun (Wilson 2014). Rather than articulating his own anger, or frustration with Brown 

he said: “the only emotion I ever felt was fear and then it was survival and training,” 

animating the connection between fear and force in Graham (Wilson 2014). In “The 

Avant-Garde of White Supremacy,” Steve Martinot and Jared Sexton argue that instances 

of police brutality obscure that policing is always brutal, and that white supremacy 

informs all police work. They remind us that violence is standard procedure: “A 

repetition of violence as standard operating (police) procedure, an insidious common 

sense, renders any real notion of justice or democracy on the map of white supremacy 

wholly alien and inarticulable” (Martinot and Sexton 2003, 177). Wilson didn’t act 

exceptionally, he acted as expected; police procedure doesn’t prevent violence, it enables 

it.  

Policing is an inherently violent process. This is the paradox of police undergoing 

the work of care, community building, and public accountability. These are contradictory 

aims to policing itself, yet enable the more violent operations of police work. Violence 

isn’t incidental, it is ingrained; “the relationship between police violence and the social 

institution of policing is structural, rather than incidental or contingent” (Martinot and 
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Sexton 2003, 171). In Wilson’s comments he consistently wanted to be recognized as any 

police officer, that any other officer would have acted the same in his place, and that he 

only did what the situation required of him. Of him and his wife he said, “we’re just 

simple, everyday normal people” (Wilson 2014). I argue that this is indeed true, and that 

racism belongs to the simple and every day. Racism is a structuring logic of the police, 

not sensational.16 To treat Wilson’s actions as anything but ordinary bolsters the idea that 

policing has the capacity of non-violence. The harm of spectacularizing Wilson’s actions 

is that it works “to draw attention away from the banality of police murder as standard 

operating procedure. Spectacle is a form of camouflage. It does not conceal anything; it 

simply renders it unrecognizable” (Martinot and Sexton 2003, 174). Despite the will to 

violence on the part of the police, when asked what Wilson would like to say to 

protestors he responded, “I just wish everyone could be peaceful” (Wilson 2014). 

In contrast with Wilson’s proclaimed innocence and deference to procedure, he 

described Brown as fundamentally lacking reason, and as acting aggressively in ways 

that forced Wilson to draw his weapon. Describing Brown’s appearance, Wilson 

described Brown as a “demon” during his grand jury testimony (Stephanopoulus repeated 

this phrase in the interview, while Wilson opted to not repeat it, and only to not object to 

his prior characterization, calling Brown “very intense”). He said Brown was “aggressive 

in his manner” with “immense power” and that he felt “like a five-year old grabbed onto 

Hulk Hogan” upon grabbing his forearm (Wilson 2014).  According to Wilson (and in 

contrast with several eyewitness reports), Brown was threatening, vulgar, reaching inside 

the cop car, and grabbing for the gun. He describes Brown as punching him several times, 

                                                
16 Martinot and Sexton call racism “a mundane affair” (2003, 173).  
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causing red marks to his face, and that his punches caused him to fear for his life, saying, 

“if he hits me again, will I be conscious to defend myself” (Wilson 2014).  

Throughout the interview, Wilson maintains the fear for his life, and that his 

firearm was the only way to ensure his safety.17 The descriptions of Brown as 

fundamentally super/in-human, as lacking any restraint, and as aggressive and angry from 

the outset of the interaction can be considered part of the mundane racist associations 

with blackness (See Moten 2013, Sexton 2018). In The Erotic Life of Racism, Sharon 

Patricia Holland describes racism as being part of everyday interaction, a part of affective 

and erotic life. She says that racism is ordinary, powerful, yet concealed. Wilson’s 

descriptions of Brown and his superhuman strength reflect Holland’s reading of banal 

racist interactions: “When people participate in racist acts, they demonstrate a profound 

misreading of the subjects they encounter” (Holland 2012, 2). Holland locates racism in 

the localized interactions between subjects, which when viewed through the lens of 

policing become heightened interactions of life and death. She says racism is the 

emotional lifeblood of race; it is the ‘feeling’ that articulates and keeps the flawed logic 

of race in its place” (Holland 2012, 6). For Holland, racism is everywhere, from the 

everyday to the structural, and thus, impossible to describe and dissect.  

Both Martinot and Sexton and Holland provide a lens through which to view 

Wilson’s justification of the shooting, and also to think about the larger questions about 

policing and the structuring logics of racism that guide police work. Wilson is not an 

                                                
17 This became another point of contention in the DOJ report. Of Ferguson protocol they said: “Supervisors 
seem to believe that any level of resistance justifies any level of force. They routinely rely on boilerplate 
language, such as the statement that the subject took “a fighting stance,” to justify force. Such language is 
not specific enough to understand the specific behavior the officer encountered and thus to determine 
whether the officer’s response was reasonable” (DOJ 2015, 40). 
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exception to the rule of policing, he is representative of policing. Holland helps to inform 

the interactions and intent Wilson posthumously applied to Brown, and Martinot and 

Sexton demonstrate the flawed logic of critiquing Wilson alone. While Wilson does 

demonstrate racism, his words and actions are ordinary, not spectacular, and the hope for 

reforming policing follows a fundamentally flawed logic. Wilson may be “normal,” and 

he may also have experienced fear and intimidation, but these emotions are undergirded 

by the structure of racism.  

“This is Not What Ferguson is About”18: Speeches from Governor Jay Nixon and 

Attorney General Eric Holder 

 Brown’s death and the media attention that surrounded it compelled several 

speeches and comments from state and national politicians and law enforcement officials. 

I highlight two here, and consider multiple comments chronologically from each. I frame 

their comments through Wendy Brown’s discussion of freedom, rights, and equality in 

States of Injury (1995) as a way to consider how the compassion, kindness, and 

accountability Nixon and Holder discuss are premised on a more fundamental inequality. 

The first is Missouri’s former governor Jay Nixon, a Democrat who served as 

governor from 2009-2017. He gave several remarks regarding Brown’s death, as well as 

ongoing protest in Ferguson. The first was on August 14, 2014, five days after the 

shooting, wherein he attempted to quell the unrest and violent protest, as well as 

announce that the Missouri Highway Patrol would be taking over ground operations in 

Ferguson. This is an explicit bifurcation of installing militarization techniques in the 

                                                
18 From Nixon’s August 14, 2014 press conference.  
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streets on the one hand, and the demand for peace on the other. Nixon rhetorically 

juxtaposes the aims, intentions, and actions of peaceful protest against violent protest, 

saying that Ferguson has looked like a “war zone.” Amidst these critiques of violence, he 

calls for “healing and reconciliation” in Ferguson. This reconciliation demands action on 

the part of Ferguson, as well as the police, as he says, “to change that course we’re going 

to all need to join hands to rebuild the trust that has been lost” (Nixon 2014).  

Nixon lays blame and the call to action with both police and protestors speaking 

of “mutual responsibilities” and “shared obligations” to bring peace and calm to 

Ferguson. Rather than listening and considering the myriad of complaints and frustrations 

with the long history of FPD and the Ferguson municipal court, Nixon shuttles 

community frustration by placing the onus on the community to restore and repair the 

violence wrought against them. In facilitating that process, Nixon offers little more than 

curfews and tanks, under the veil of community accountability and healing. He uses the 

language of peace, compassion, and care to spread and compel military grade force. As 

Rancière considers the fundamental opposition of the police (maintenance of law, order, 

and power) and politics (dissent from status quo), Brown too offers a different question 

for democracy. She says, “might the realization of substantive democracy continue to 

require a desire for political freedom, a longing to share in power rather than be protected 

from its excesses” (Brown 1995, 4)? Brown shifts the conversation here away from one 

of redress and police accountability and toward a fundamental shift in power. While 

Nixon maintains that the community’s deference to authority is a necessary precondition 

for peaceful policing (shared responsibilities), Brown asks much larger questions about 

the distribution of power and violence. What is required of protest and under what 



Kelly C. Sharron  150 

conditions is protest successful? Nixon’s calls for peace, and the language of (limited) 

empathy and compassion for protest falls short of what could be more democratic 

demands.  

On August 19, 2014, Nixon again addressed conditions in Ferguson. This time, he 

again offers a varied and dichotomous view of protest, praising peace and civility, while 

sharply criticizing “armed and violent instigators” as agitating the conditions in Ferguson. 

This distinction works to lay blame for violence on protestors, while offering very little 

justification or explanation of the military grade deployments. He says, “Amid all the 

pain, distrust, and anger, we’ve also seen tremendous acts of grace courage, and 

kindness,” while highlighting teenagers “cooking meals for law enforcement officers” 

and other cordial engagements between police and civilians. These messages can be seen 

as a way to pacify protest without engaging the central concerns of Ferguson. Nixon puts 

forth an idealistic and ultimately damaging request to Ferguson protestors: cooperate 

peacefully with law enforcement or be a damaging force to Ferguson; that community 

relations can only be helped with respect for the police. Moreover, the onus for repair is 

on the protestors as evidenced by cooking meals, as though they must correct behavior 

and be at the helm of repairing community relations. The aims of protest, which include 

peace and respect, have been appropriated and twisted by Nixon’s criticisms, as well as 

his demands for compassion between officers and Ferguson. Brown says that language 

like freedom, compassion, and respect are rhetorical tools used by the state seeking to 

redress their actions while also denying their own role and responsibility in facilitating 

violence. She says, “‘freedom’ has shown itself to be easily appropriated in liberal 

regimes for the most cynical and unemancipatory political ends” (Brown 1995, 5). Here 
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those ends are the denial and short-circuiting of protest alongside the justification of state 

violence 

On September 4, 2014, Attorney General Holder held a press conference to 

foreground the DOJ’s investigation of the FPD. He laid out why the investigation was 

warranted, what the expectations were, as well as responded to some of the conditions 

and early accusations made against FPD. Holder says the report will lay out 

recommendations, and offer concrete suggestions to change the culture of FPD. He says: 

It’s a long-term strategy, founded on community policing, that will provide a 

detailed roadmap to build trust; to bolster public safety; to ensure accountability; 

and to change the way that law enforcement leaders make decisions, implement 

policies, and forge community partnerships.  And our track record proves that 

such efforts to reform policing practices can be tremendously successful (Holder 

2014).  

Holder’s goals for the investigation are to restore trust in policing and to make policing 

accountable under a community policing framework. While during these remarks Holder 

acknowledges the legacy of policing in Ferguson that exceeds Brown’s death and 

demonstrates the necessity of a critical investigation, he is fundamentally hopeful about 

policing outcomes, and the capacity for measured change with regard to trust and safety.  

This approach to policing can be viewed as an incremental change, a contrast to 

traditional policing, or as a continuation of policing under a different guise as a means 

increase the legitimacy and scope of policing. Community policing is an extension of 

care because it makes attempts at improving community relations, denoted as a 

cornerstone of care be feminist ethicists, and shifts policing to include more intimate 
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spheres and spaces that are not intended to be associated with punitive measures. It is 

only the contrast with brutal and violent policing that community policing appears to be a 

viable alternative. Brown describes a similar phenomenon: the relationship between 

freedom and unfreedom, and the unstable relationship of either: “freedom is neither a 

philosophical absolute nor a tangible reality but contextual practice that takes shape in 

opposition to whatever is locally and ideologically conceived as unfreedom” (Brown 

1995, 6). That the state makes particular guarantees to rights particularly in relation to the 

police is only meaningful in relation to violent interactions with police, or instances of 

the trespass of rights. Put another way, community policing requires police brutality in 

order to have any meaning. 

 Community policing is defined by the Community Oriented Policing Services 

(COPS) at the DOJ as “a philosophy that promotes organizational strategies, which 

support the systematic use of partnerships and problem-solving techniques, to proactively 

address the immediate conditions that give rise to public safety issues such as crime, 

social disorder, and fear of crime” (COPS 3). Generally, it is characterized by having 

police officers live in the communities they patrol, remaining in those communities, and 

building relationships with citizens, local organizations, business owners, service 

providers, etc. Beyond just the way that individual officers act, or where they police, 

community policing also looks to change the climate of police departments, management 

of police departments, leadership, decision-making, and evaluations (COPS 7). In theory, 

community policing focuses on the root causes of crime in order to prevent violent 

confrontations. When confrontations do occur, there is a degree of familiarity and trust 

founded in community. Ideally, the relationship between the police and the community is 
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one founded in trust and accountability, not punitive measures. Community policing is 

widely hailed as a solution to community mistrust, and as a way to solve some of the 

escalating tensions that can occur between police and communities.  

 The rhetoric of community should cause pause, particularly in light of its 

conjunction with policing, because generally community policing attempts to make 

policing a more robust and integrated part of a socio-political landscape. The way that 

community functions in terms of policing is a reflection of the work that community 

always does as Miranda Joseph explores in Against the Romance of Community (2002). 

Joseph describes the relationship between capital and community:  

I argue that in being articulated as discontinuous from each other and ‘society,’ 

communities are actually linked to capitalism and through capitalism to each 

other. I propose that, precisely through being cast as its opposite, community 

functions in complicity with ‘society,’ enabling capitalism and the liberal state 

(Joseph 2002, 2).  

Joseph describes a supplementary relationship between capital and community, a 

relationship which thrives because of their perceived dissonance. Joseph says, “these 

constitutions of community as precisely autonomous from capital enable community to 

operate as a supplement to capital, and that community thus enables exploitation” (Joseph 

2002, 172). In the instance of community policing, the relationship between community 

and the state is made even more clear, as community is co-opted as a means to discuss 

more invasive and omnipresent modes of policing. “Community” provides the 

scaffolding of care that serves to obscure the violent effects of police on the landscapes 

and people they patrol.  
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 In The End of Policing (2017), Alex Vitale discusses various efforts to reform the 

police like body cameras, training, diversity, and accountability structures. Vitale says 

that all of these efforts fail to address the major problem: overpolicing and the 

militarization of the police. Through reforms and other police initiatives (like “broken 

windows” tactics, the War on Drugs, and the expansion of the Border Patrol), Vitale 

argues that the police have taken on increased social significance and currency, and are in 

the business of solving the very problems they perpetuate. Vitale rebuts the very 

possibility of community policing under the current rubric wherein the police have the 

power to use lethal force, and are mandated to enforce criminal codes. The very fact that 

the police have power over individuals to criminalize their behavior prohibits the 

possibility for what Vitale calls a more “friendly” police force (Vitale 2017, 16). Vitale 

says, “The research shows that community policing does not empower communities in 

meaningful ways. It expands police power, but does nothing to reduce the burden of 

overpolicing on people of color and the poor” (Vitale 2017, 17). Here Vitale notes the 

most important aspect of community policing: that it extends the sphere of policing to 

include private space, and inserts the police into the domain of the community, thereby 

increasing its legitimacy. Community policing remains one of the key suggestions for 

reform after the DOJ report.  

On October 8, 2014 Holder addressed mayors of U.S. cities, focusing on 

community policing, and presenting Ferguson as a space where community policing can 

heal tension, and offers promise. Of Ferguson he says:  

After all, the events in Ferguson reminded us that we cannot – and we must not – 

allow tensions, which are present in so many neighborhoods across America, to 
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go unresolved.  With this gathering of leaders – thanks to the promise of 

community policing – we are declaring, together, that we will not.  We are 

renewing our shared commitment to stand with those on the front lines of our 

fight for public safety – the police officers and sheriff’s deputies who put their 

lives on the line to keep us safe (Holder 2014).  

Community policing is presented as a way to address tensions that make the police 

unsafe, not their communities. Holder is addressing a different crowd here, but he speaks 

with a fundamentally different aim: to protect the police and their safety by altering the 

way they police communities. Without reference to the health or stability of residents or 

civilians, Holder instead focuses on how policing can be made more effective through the 

deployment of accountability and care. Community policing enhances policing, not 

community.  

 Later that month, on October 27, Holder addressed chiefs of police in Orlando, 

Florida at the International Association of Chiefs of Police Annual Conference. He refers 

to Ferguson again as a lesson in how to enhance policing: 

At its core, this is about far more than addressing the issues highlighted by the 

intense public response to events in Ferguson.  It’s about practicing sound and 

effective law enforcement.  That’s why, under the leadership of our COPS [Office 

of Community Oriented Policing Services] Office, the Justice Department is 

working with the IACP [International Association of Chiefs of Police] and others 

to conduct a broad review of policing tactics, techniques, and training –so we can 

help the field swiftly confront emerging threats, better address persistent 
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challenges, and thoroughly examine the latest tools and technologies to enhance 

the safety, and the effectiveness, of law enforcement (Holder 2014). 

Holder eclipses the public’s concern with the actions of FPD and other law enforcement 

agencies in favor of re-centering the conversation about how to combat threats and 

integrate technology and equipment into police units. The demands by protestors are only 

discussed in reference to police and Holder falls short of condemning police action 

despite having overwhelming evidence to do so (discussed below). Instead the only way 

to resolve policing is to make it more effective. Holder’s comments are demonstrative of 

the ways the solutions to police brutality in fact operate to give the police more leverage, 

and a wider domain.  

 Finally, Holder delivered an address to mark the release of the DOJ report 

concluding their investigation into the actions of the FPD and municipal courts. In this 

address, he announced there would be no federal prosecution of Wilson, but urged 

everyone to read the report, as its findings bear out the history of racial bias amongst 

FPD. He still resolves the bias of FPD through the legal system. He said: 

I want to emphasize that the strength and integrity of America’s justice system 

has always rested on its ability to deliver impartial results in precisely these types 

of difficult circumstances – adhering strictly to the facts and the law, regardless of 

assumptions. As the brother of a retired police officer, I know that the 

overwhelming majority of America’s brave men and women in law enforcement 

do their jobs honorably, with integrity, and often at great personal risk.  I have 

immense regard for the vital role that they play in all of America’s communities – 

and the sacrifices that they and their families are too often called to make on 
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behalf of their country.  It is in great part for their sake – and for their safety – that 

we must seek to rebuild trust and foster mutual understanding in Ferguson and in 

all communities where suspicion has been allowed to fester (Holder 2015).   

Holder maintains that FPD is an aberration to American police, and that the racial bias of 

Wilson and FPD could be resolved through better policing, and that the legal system is 

free from biases associated with assumptions or judgements. In other words, Holder relies 

on the system he pointedly criticizes to repair its own ills. The same system which 

produces violent militarization produces care and justice. Brown says this is a 

foundational way the state operates so as to redress its own harm through fundamentally 

antidemocratic ends. She says, “injury is thereby rendered intentional and individual, 

politics is reduced to punishment, and justice is equated with such punishment on the one 

hand and with protection by the courts on the other… I question the political meaning 

and implications of the turn toward law and other elements of the state for resolution of 

antidemocratic injury” (Brown 1995, 27-8). Holder’s statement achieves the political 

maneuver of simultaneously recognizing harm, while also relinquishing law enforcement 

of guilt, and reinscribing the dependability of the judicial system. Therefore, the harm he 

names lacks any actor, and thus any guilt. The injury can only be repaired by the same 

processes which provoked it. All actors, including Wilson, are absolved, and the only 

source of retribution is police and the judiciary. The only cure to the state’s ills is the 

state’s care, all of which account for and demand violence.  

Appealing to Better Angels: President Obama on Ferguson 
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 President Obama also referenced Ferguson a number of times in speeches, often 

in reference to a moment in the investigation or the protests. I find four of these speeches 

particularly illustrative of the conjunction of care and violence, and the seamless rejection 

of violent protest while praising police action. I discuss them in chronological order. The 

first is a few days after the shooting on August 18, 2014. Obama briefly discusses the 

events in Ferguson, which at this point are a large national news story. In the same 

remarks he also discusses the Iraq War and various advances made against the Islamic 

State of Iraq and the Levant/ Syria (ISIL/ISIS). The discussion of both a foreign war and 

a domestic shooting of a civilian (which caused a “war-zone” like atmosphere to take 

hold in Ferguson according to Governor Nixon) in the same remarks with only a slight 

pause establishes the curious link between military equipment, training, and, personal and 

the streets of Missouri. While these are events happening at the same time, Obama’s 

rhetorical connection is also emblematic of a larger, structural tie between the military 

and the police, exemplified in the transfer of equipment. These two spaces share more in 

common than is comfortable as the distinctions between enemy combatant and U.S. 

citizen are not often made clear or meaningful.  

 Additionally, in these brief remarks. Obama spends most of the time focused on 

curbing violent protest, insisting that peaceful protest will ultimately prevail and 

contribute to lasting structural change. He says: 

Let me also be clear that our constitutional rights to speak freely, to assemble, and 

to report in the press must be vigilantly safeguarded: especially in moments like 

these. There’s no excuse for excessive force by police or any action that denies 

people the right to protest peacefully. 
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Ours is a nation of laws: of citizens who live under them and for the citizens who 

enforce them. So, to a community in Ferguson that is rightly hurting and looking 

for answers, let me call once again for us to seek some understanding rather than 

simply holler at each other. Let’s seek to heal rather than to wound each other 

(Obama 2014). 

He offers a criticism of the militarization of the police force operating in response to 

protest (directed by the state, not the federal government), while also denouncing 

protestors who are unwilling to seek “healing” with the police. Obama emphasizes the 

constitutional right to protest, while also undermining the effectiveness of those rights 

when lodged at the state in particular ways. In Powers of Freedom, Nikolas Rose 

continues to be critical of the operation of freedom in ways that follow and extend 

Brown’s work. Rose says, “when it comes to governing human beings, to govern is to 

presuppose the freedom of the governed. To govern humans is not to crush their capacity 

to act, but to acknowledge it and to utilize it for one’s own objectives” (Rose 1999, 4). 

Obama accomplishes this mode of governance by not undermining or undercutting 

protest as de facto, but rather attempting to reorient and manage the means and scope of 

protest, thereby bringing it under the sphere of state influence. Government is a means of 

shaping actions so as to facilitate particular outcomes, in this case the restriction of 

violence.  

After the Grand Jury ruling, Obama addressed Ferguson, and again, emphasized 

the need for peace. He attempts to empathize with protestors referring to anger as 

“understandable.” He also made a request of the police, “I also appeal to the law 

enforcement officials in Ferguson and the region to show care and restraint in managing 
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peaceful protests that may occur. 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” (emphasis added). Obama uses the language 

of care and restraint to guide the actions of police and protestors alike, but care when 

applied to the police takes a specific meaning- that the police have the capacity for care 

and that police care fosters an environment wherein social change can take place. Obama 

praises the police, while bolstering the notion of state-based care as a desirable end to 

unrest in Ferguson. This isn’t dangerous because Obama is requesting the reorientation of 

the state. Calls for care are dangerous because of the expansion of the state. The state 

becomes an intimate, emotional attachment and actor. Care does more than manage our 

bodies, it compels affective ties.  

On March 7, 2015 Obama gave a speech on the Edmund Pettus Bridge to 

commemorate the 50th anniversary of the march from Selma to Montgomery, a landmark 

civil rights gathering. This speech is less than a year after Brown’s death, and the public 

debate around police brutality is drawing obvious parallels to civil rights organizing in 

the 1960s. Obama draws on these parallels, saying, “Together, we can raise the level of 

mutual trust that policing is built on –- the idea that police officers are members of the 

community they risk their lives to protect, and citizens in Ferguson and New York and 

Cleveland, they just want the same thing young people here marched for 50 years ago -– 

the protection of the law” (Obama 2015). Protection of the law, and the even application 

of the law, are a continuation of the promises of freedom and democracy. A more apt 

phrase may be “protection from law enforcement,” a phrase which again provides too 

sharp a criticism of policing, and questions the legitimacy of their actions. Protection of 
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the law is a more neutral phrase that speaks instead to the increasing umbrella of the law 

instead of the undoing, or unraveling of, the law.  

Brown speaks of the entrenchment of identity politics and rights-based discourse 

in a prior pain, wounding, or injustice; that the claims a marginalized group makes to 

rights under a liberal framework require the ongoing repetition of injury, an inescapable 

subject position. Brown says, “politicized identity thus enunciates itself, makes claims for 

itself, only by entrenching, restating, dramatizing, and inscribing its pain in politics; it 

can hold out no future – for itself or others – that triumphs over this pain” (Brown 1995, 

74). Rights require pain. The legacy of the civil rights movement is police brutality. The 

repetition of pain, the ongoing and present police brutality, justify harkening back to the 

civil rights movement. The speech at Selma requires the present condition in that it 

shapes the meaning and context of legal freedom, emancipation, and civil rights. For 

Selma to retain meaning requires police brutality.  
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Figure Twenty-Six: President Obama speaking on the Edmund Pettus Bridge in Selma. 

 

Continuing the theme of shifting race relations, one year after Brown’s death, on 

August 15, 2015, Obama made a short address focusing on continued efforts to reform 

the criminal justice system and be responsive to police brutality. His remarks focused on 

some outcomes of the Task Force on Community Policing, including their 

recommendations to police forces around the country all aimed to cultivate trust between 

communities and the police. These included measures like increased training, body 

cameras, compiling data on use of force, and increased technology for police officers. 

Obama also addressed some of the contributing factors to overpolicing like the school to 

prison pipeline. Finally, he announced a federal government grant program providing 

awards to projects aimed at improving policing. His suggestions hinge on increased 

funding, access to new weapons and technology, and community participation. These are 

all couched in the language of “reform,” but instead of limiting police action and use of 

force, reform has the adverse effect of legitimating violence as a last resort for the police. 
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Obama’s specific calls for care throughout, as well as decreased violence, make evident 

the ways that care is used rhetorically and strategically as a tool of state power. The 

connections he draws to other civil rights touchstones demonstrates the guiding principles 

of freedom and equality that are anchored in unfreedom and harm. Each requires its 

other, just as care requires violence.  

The Grand Jury 

In the late evening on November 24, 2014 the grand jury returned the decision to 

not indict Wilson in Brown’s death. The grandy jury had the option to indict on a range 

of charges from first-degree murder to unlawful discharge of a firearm. The threshold for 

indicting in a grand jury is significantly lower than a criminal trial. Rather than proof 

beyond a reasonable doubt as the standard in a criminal trial, during a grand jury the 

jurors were deciding if there is probable cause that Wilson committed a crime. Instead of 

proving that he did commit a crime like in a criminal trial, the decision to indict signals 

that a crime may have occurred and that a criminal trial would be the next step. 

Moreover, the jury decision does not have to be unanimous, only nine out of twelve 

jurors have to vote in favor of an indictment for it to proceed (Kindy 2014).  

A grand jury indictment, traditionally, has been relatively simple. In the case of 

Wilson, and other police shootings, returning a grand jury indictment has proven more 

difficult. Grand juries traditionally indict with ease. For example, in 2010 U.S. attorneys 

prosecuted 162,000 cases, and grand juries elected to not indict in only 11 (Casselman 

2014). Indicting police officers appears to be the exception, though research is sparse, 
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and mostly localized.19 The explanations for such a bias are numerous ranging from juror 

bias (inherent trust in law enforcement) to prosecutorial bias (prosecutors depend on good 

relationships with law enforcement, and thus may present a less compelling case, or 

engage in prosecutorial misconduct), or that the case itself may have been weak but 

public pressure demanded a grand jury (Casselman 2014). Grand juries are kept 

anonymous and cannot speak about their experiences, so it is difficult to say for certain 

what factors were at play in Wilson’s grand jury, though some combination of these 

levels of conscious and subconscious bias are probably operative. It is also worth noting 

that the grand jury deliberations and decision have no bearing on the DOJ investigation. 

On the night of the grand jury announcement, Ferguson again erupted in protest. 

Other cities followed suit in solidarity, including Chicago and Los Angeles. As illustrated 

above, state officials reacted with swift calls for peace, while also boarding up many 

spaces in Ferguson, as well as barricading streets (Shalby 2014). The protests are covered 

more in depth in the next chapter, but here I want to continue the focus on the state, and 

the various modes of speech in the wake of the grand jury. This includes then St. Louis 

County prosecutor Bob McCulloch (who presented the case against Wilson to the jurors), 

as well as the documents from the grand jury itself, all of which were released after the 

decision.  

McColluch opens his statement with empathy for Brown’s family, before going 

on to indict various actors including the media, social media, protestors, and eyewitnesses 

for fostering distrust in the judicial system, and contaminating the general public 

regarding knowledge and accounts of the shooting. McColluch says that immediately 

                                                
19 In Dallas, TX, for example, grand juries indicted only one officer out of 81 officer involved shootings put 
to a grand jury from 2008-2012. See Elinson and Palazzolo (2014) for more. 
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after the shooting anger amongst protestors grew and spread, revealing underlying 

tensions between the police and Ferguson. McColluch praises FPD, and other law 

enforcement agencies including St. Louis police department investigators, for carrying 

out their investigation swiftly and accurately despite protest and “random gunfire” at the 

scene. McColluch makes no mention of Brown’s body lying in the street for four hours 

after having been shot. Additionally, McColluch lays blame with (social) media: “the 

most significant challenge encountered in this investigation has been the 24 hours news 

cycle… following closely behind are the non-stop rumors on social media” (McColluch 

2014). McColluch also says that various eyewitnesses offered inconsistent statements, 

refuted by physical evidence. He relies on physical evidence, which he says “remains 

constant” and helped to “separate fact from fiction” (McColluch 2014). He goes on to 

reconstruct the scene, in line with Wilson’s testimony, in order to justify the “no true bill” 

(decision to not indict) verdict (McColluch 2014).  

McColluch’s remarks and delivery caused many to question how avidly he 

pursued an indictment, the quality of the case he put forward, and the legitimacy of the 

grand jury. Blanche Bong Cook, a legal scholar, offered a critique of the grand jury 

system as a veil for white heteropatriarchy, and that the verdict reveals the stakes of the 

judicial system and its protections. Bong Cook says: 

The Wilson proceedings paradigmatically exemplify the manner in which law is 

intersectionally raced, classed, and gendered, such that black bodies are relegated 

to places of vulnerability and saturated with the conditions necessary for 

exploitation, domination, and control. Yet the power of law to reify existing social 

arrangements and racial hierarchies comes from, among other things, the 
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procedural performance of fairness and neutrality, such that violence and 

inequality appear natural, necessary, inevitable, and beyond reproach. The "no 

true bill" vindicated the right of a white officer to shoot and kill a perceived black 

threat (Bong Cook 2017, 571). 

Bong Cook insists on an intersectional approach to law and order. McColluch’s approach 

of using “facts” and “physical evidence” lies in direct contrast with Bong Cook’s 

insistence that identity does matter, and that identity, race, sex, and class play a role in the 

carrying out of justice. She says that identity influences the outcome of police 

investigations: “few, if any, have suggested an intersectional analysis, specifically that if 

these were black officers killing unarmed white females, the investigations, grand jury 

presentations, grand jury results, possible settlements, framing of the evidence, discourses 

surrounding the proof, trials, and/or proposed solutions would be radically different” 

(Bong Cook 2017, 569). Bong Cook highlights the ways in which the judicial system is 

informed by bias, and that things McColluch highlights as objective like physical 

evidence are still read and understood through the prisms of race, gender, and class.  

Immediately following the press conference, McColluch released all the evidence 

from the grand jury, including hours of testimony and thousands of pages of evidence. He 

said this was his effort to be transparent about what contributed to the grand jury 

findings, and to respond to the public’s distrust in the outcome. This includes various, 

contradictory witness statements, as well as Wilson’s testimony. It was in his grand jury 

testimony that Wilson referred to Brown as a demon after his gun went off while Wilson 

was inside his police vehicle, saying Brown “had the most intense aggressive face. The 

only way I can describe it, it looks like a demon, that's how angry he looked. He comes 
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back towards me again with his hands up” (“Documents” 2014, Vol. 5). The perceived 

anger on the part of Brown, and Wilson’s fear, became key points of contention in the use 

of force. The grand jury documents also reveal that Wilson was officially diagnosed with 

a “bruise” following the confrontation, lending some speculation to his narration of 

events and their intensity. The physical, embodied evidence of the bruise should be 

privileged under McColluch’s paradigm, and yet, Wilson’s descriptions of fear remain 

central to deciding the case.  

Again, the grand jury statements, process, as well as documents contribute to, 

rather than dispel some of the ongoing concerns surrounding criminal justice, and 

particularly the possibilities for justice in cases of police shootings. The tendency to 

believe law enforcement, as well as the racial undertones of fear and anger, make it 

difficult to imagine that justice could be served under the current system, thereby 

questioning the utility of state care beyond its more pernicious ends. By couching the 

answers and resolutions within the justice system, the system itself is legitimated. The 

grand jury presents some obvious biases against the indictment of police officers, borne 

out by statistics, as well as the biases that are made evident when applying an 

intersectional analysis. Identity is important, and justice is not blind. Systems like the 

grand jury play an active, not passive, role in the perpetuation of harm. 

“How Can You Get Blood from a Turnip?”20: The Department of Justice Report 

 On March 4, 2015 after the grand jury decision, and in conjunction with the 

announcement that there would be no federal charges pressed against Wilson, the U.S. 

                                                
20 From pg. 12 of the DOJ report, referring to the unwieldy fines leveraged against residents of Ferguson. 
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Department of Justice released the report concluding the investigation of the FPD. The 

report offered some searing critiques of longstanding practices of FPD, as well as the 

Ferguson municipal court. The impact of these practices is summarized as such: 

“unlawful and harmful practices in policing and in the municipal court system erode 

police legitimacy and community trust, making policing in Ferguson less fair, less 

effective at promoting public safety, and less safe” (DOJ 2015, 15). Moreover, these 

practices disproportionately affect people of color, and particularly black people, which 

the report goes so far as to say is based on intentional discrimination (DOJ 2015, 4). The 

statistics of racial discrimination are presented as follows: 

• African Americans are 2.07 times more likely to be searched during a vehicular 

stop but are 26% less likely to have contraband found on them during a search. 

They are 2.00 times more likely to receive a citation and 2.37 times more likely to 

be arrested following a vehicular stop.  

• African Americans have force used against them at disproportionately high rates, 

accounting for 88% of all cases from 2010 to August 2014 in which an FPD 

officer reported using force. In all 14 uses of force involving a canine bite for 

which we have information about the race of the person bitten, the person was 

African American.  

• African Americans are more likely to receive multiple citations during a single 

incident, receiving four or more citations on 73 occasions between October 2012 

and July 2014, whereas non-African Americans received four or more citations 

only twice during that period.  
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• African Americans account for 95% of Manner of Walking charges; 94% of all 

Fail to Comply charges; 92% of all Resisting Arrest charges; 92% of all Peace 

Disturbance charges; and 89% of all Failure to Obey charges. 

• African Americans are 68% less likely than others to have their cases dismissed 

by the Municipal Judge, and in 2013 African Americans accounted for 92% of 

cases in which an arrest warrant was issued.  

• African Americans account for 96% of known arrests made exclusively because 

of an outstanding municipal warrant (DOJ 2015, 62-3). 

These findings bear multiple modes of discrimination that adversely affect communities 

of color. I focus on a few here including the revenue raising practices of FPD and the 

municipal courts, the constitutional violations of FPD, as well as the solutions offered by 

the report, which juxtapose the stark findings with more sensible and caring policing. 

Solutions to the long-standing biases named in the report include community policing, as 

well as new uses and deployments of police officers in roles that are intended to illustrate 

care. The effect of care is an increased scope of policing and legitimacy of the institution 

itself.  

 These statistics and other quantitative measures are used throughout the DOJ 

report to demonstrate FPD’s racial bias as existing beyond any other motivations for 

policing. In Cruel Optimism (2011), Lauren Berlant discusses the wielding of facts and 

figures as a way to demonstrate and compel action under a biopolitical framework; “to 

turn ordinary life into crisis” (Berlant 2011, 101). Facts, figures, and statistics are used to 

bear out the materiality of a problem, to demonstrate an unlivable harm that occurs under 

the rubric of ordinary life. In the case of Ferguson, the DOJ report bears witness to the 



Kelly C. Sharron  170 

above-mentioned statistics of racial bias, which appear shocking and yet are embedded 

within policing in St. Louis county. Berlant is critical of statistics that are used to compel 

action, because they more often exemplify a level of contentment with the current 

condition. She says: 

What seems like cool facts of suffering become hot weapons in arguments about 

agency and urgency that extend from imperiled bodies. Even as this rhetoric often 

makes bizarre intimacies between unthinkable harshness and the ordinary work of 

living, it becomes a way of talking about what forms of catastrophe a world is 

comfortable with or even interested in perpetuating… The very out-of-scaleness 

of the sensationalist rhetoric around crisis within the ordinary measures the 

structural intractability of a problem the world can live with, which just looks like 

crisis and catastrophe when attached to freshly exemplary bodies (Berlant 2011, 

101-2). 

Geary extends Berlant’s critique of the representation of crisis to demonstrate the ways 

crisis rhetoric conceals and misrepresents structural violence (Geary 2014, 29). The 

figures presented by the DOJ which demonstrate racial bias on the one hand, also 

prescribe more extensive policing on the other. In presenting the same problem and 

solution, the DOJ effectively demarcates the extent to which crisis is the norm. Racial 

bias is engrained in policing, and only demands moments of sharp relief when attached to 

fantastic crisis.  

 These statistics also demonstrate the banality of Wilson. His lethal gunshots 

weren’t exemplary actions on the part of FPD. Instead, the use of force, the coded 

language when speaking about black residents, the overpatrolling and overpolicing of 
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Ferguson, and the way Wilson spoke about Brown in his interview and testimony are 

banal expressions of the structural racism typified in FPD. The DOJ report instead 

demonstrates that policing in Ferguson has operated with racial bias, and that Wilson was 

representative of the culture and training of FPD. Rather than expressing that in some 

cases, officers get overzealous and/or may hold personal views that interfere with the job, 

the DOJ report holds that policing is harmful, particularly in St. Louis, but that there are 

some good police officers. Again, echoing Berlant, the racism engrained in FPD has 

become the acceptable way of operating. Brown’s death represents the crisis in the 

ordinary. In critiquing policing and FPD, the DOJ report offers shallow advice that 

amounts to care, accountability, and community – all of which conceal violence, obscure 

protest, and ultimately extend policing into more spaces and intimacies.  

In chapter 1, I discuss the historical necessity of the production of revenue from 

FPD and the municipal court, as well as other cities and townships within St. Louis 

county, namely the tax base for these cities is too small to sustain city activities and 

governance, due to historical racial segregation and urban planning.21 The report 

examines these effects in more detail and traces the community distrust to longstanding 

practices of monetary disenfranchisement and exploitation (DOJ 2015, 2). When 

investigating, the DOJ found evidence that officers were compelled to produce revenue, 

tickets, and fines under the language of “productivity” – a neoliberal rubric through 

which officers are directly involved in the impoverishment of their citizens for the benefit 

                                                
21 As chapter 1 also demonstrates, this isn’t unique to Ferguson, but rather an outcome of the 91 
municipalities in St. Louis county, and can have compounding and disastrous effects: “Because of the large 
number of municipalities in the region, many of which have warrant practices similar to Ferguson, it is not 
unusual for a person to be arrested by one department, have outstanding warrants pending in other police 
departments, and be handed off from one department to another until all warrants are cleared. We have 
heard of individuals who have run out of money during this process—referred to by many as the “muni 
shuffle”—and as a result were detained for a week or longer” (DOJ 2015, 57). 
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of the state, and governance (DOJ 2015, 2). Officer evaluations and promotions depended 

on the number of citations issued. Revenue is the criteria for officer performance, rather 

than the health of safety of the community. In fact, FPD actively sought the destruction of 

Ferguson through law enforcement. The self-preservation of governing bodies and 

structures superseded community needs. Residents were seen “less as constituents to be 

protected than as potential offenders and sources of revenue” (DOJ 2015, 2).  

 Internal communications within FPD are demonstrative of this compulsion toward 

revenue: 

In an email from March 2010, the Finance Director wrote to Chief Jackson that 

‘unless ticket writing ramps up significantly before the end of the year, it will be 

hard to significantly raise collections next year… Chief Jackson responded that … 

he could target the $1.5 million forecast. Significantly, Chief Jackson stated that 

he was also ‘looking at different shift schedules which will place more officers on 

the street, which in turn will increase traffic enforcement per shift’ (DOJ 2015, 

10). 

The city budgeted for, projected, and depended on increases in revenue so as to command 

officer productivity. The DOJ concluded that while not all officers acted with revenue as 

the first priority (maintaining the possibility for better policing), the culture at FPD was 

one of rewarding productive officers without care for how the practice was affecting 

people (DOJ 2015, 12).  

 This practice wasn’t only obvious within FPD, but also in the municipal court, 

which often used the power to arrest citizens as a means to compel payment, a practice I 

described in chapter one. The DOJ said, “The impact that revenue concerns have on court 
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operations undermines the court’s role as a fair and impartial judicial body” (DOJ 2015, 

42). Courts issue warrants to compel payment, payments which can often compound each 

other and manifest crippling debt stemming from non-violent offenses.22 These can then 

contribute to a loss of driver’s license, employment, and housing, all of which adversely 

affect economic wellbeing (DOJ 2015, 3). The police and courts adversely impact their 

communities in the interest of the city’s financial stability. Ferguson operates this way by 

design, all of which the DOJ recognized and denounced. 

 Beyond just the practices of revenue, the DOJ also found that the FPD violated 

the First, Fourth, and Fourteenth Amendments to the U.S. Constitution in patterns of 

unconstitutional practices (DOJ 2015, 1). The First Amendment protects free speech, 

even refusing to engage with police, denouncing police, or being vulgar toward police. 

The First Amendment also protects the right to record police interactions and activities. 

Free speech protections have been laid out by the Supreme Court: 

In the words of the Supreme Court, “[t]he freedom of individuals verbally to 

oppose or challenge police action without thereby risking arrest is one of the 

principal characteristics by which we distinguish a free nation from a police 

state.” Hill, 482 U.S. at 463. Ideally, officers would not encounter verbal abuse. 

Communities would encourage mutual respect, and the police would likewise 

exhibit respect by treating people with dignity. But, particularly where officers 

                                                
22 Courts also had a large degree of leeway regarding the penalties for these (absurd) non-violent offenses: 
“The municipal judge of each court has the discretion to expand this list of “must appears,” and Ferguson’s 
municipal court has expanded it exponentially: of 376 actively charged municipal offenses, court staff 
informed us that approximately 229 typically require an appearance in court before the fine can be paid, 
including Dog Creating Nuisance, Equipment Violations, No Passing Zone, Housing – Overgrown 
Vegetation, and Failure to Remove Leaf Debris. Ferguson requires these court appearances regardless of 
whether the individual is contesting the charges” (DOJ 2015, 48). 



Kelly C. Sharron  174 

engage in unconstitutional policing, they only exacerbate community opposition 

by quelling speech (DOJ 2015, 28). 

Rather than respect these rights, officers often arrested people based on the exercise of 

free speech, instead calling it unlawful disobedience, or a physical threat (DOJ 2015, 2).23 

Moreover, FPD also engaged in a pattern of excessive force, violating the Fourth 

Amendment, which protects against unreasonable searches and seizures. Almost 90% of 

the reported force was against African Americans (DOJ 2015, 28). The force used by 

FPD was disproportionate to the threat, and often included canines and tasers, in 

situations that were escalated by police presence and disproportionately affected minority 

populations (DOJ 2015, 35). According to the DOJ, these constitutional violations caused 

harm, but also perpetuated mistrust within communities. Finally, the racial disparities 

above demonstrate a violation of the Fourteenth Amendment, which enforces equal 

protection under the law. The DOJ held that there existed enough evidence to substantiate 

the claims of intentional racial disparities, in other words racist intent and outcomes of 

policing in Ferguson (DOJ 2015, 70).  

                                                
23 Even amidst increased scrutiny, these behaviors were persisting during Ferguson protests: “On February 
9, 2015, several individuals were protesting outside the Ferguson police station on the six-month 
anniversary of Michael Brown’s death. According to protesters, and consistent with several video 
recordings from that evening, the protesters stood peacefully in the police department’s parking lot, on the 
sidewalks in front of it, and across the street. Video footage shows that two FPD vehicles abruptly 
accelerated from the police parking lot into the street. An officer announced, “everybody here’s going to 
jail,” causing the protesters to run. Video shows that as one man recorded the police arresting others, he 
was arrested for interfering with police action. Officers pushed him to the ground, began handcuffing him, 
and announced, “stop resisting or you’re going to get tased.” It appears from the video, however, that the 
man was neither interfering nor resisting. A protester in a wheelchair who was live streaming the protest 
was also arrested. Another officer moved several people with cameras away from the scene of the arrests, 
warning them against interfering and urging them to back up or else be arrested for Failure to Obey. The 
sergeant shouted at those filming that they would be arrested for Manner of Walking if they did not back 
away out of the street, even though it appears from the video recordings that the protesters and those 
recording were on the sidewalk at most, if not all, times. Six people were arrested during this incident. It 
appears that officers’ escalation of this incident was unnecessary and in response to derogatory comments 
written in chalk on the FPD parking lot asphalt and on a police vehicle” (DOJ 2015, 27-8). 
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 To highlight these Amendments and their violations by FPD is not to argue that 

the First, Fourth, or Fourteenth Amendment provide protection, and thus highlighting the 

practices of the FPD is enough to compel change and constitutional policing. Rather the 

routine breaking of constitutional rights demonstrates the hollow promise of rights, 

particularly when the state’s interests are the opposed, as is the case in Ferguson with the 

necessity to raise fines. As Brown notes, the rights guaranteed through injury can never 

overcome that injury, and in fact repeat it.  

The DOJ, and Holder, promised tangible suggestions to improve policing in 

Ferguson and delivered a number of them, a few of which demonstrate the potential for a 

caring police force. They mark the mutually beneficial relationship between 

“compassion” and “legitimacy”: “The City must replace revenue-driven policing with a 

system grounded in the principles of community policing and police legitimacy, in which 

people are equally protected and treated with compassion, regardless of race” (DOJ 2015, 

6). Here, compassion has the capacity to serve both the community and the police. 

Moreover, the DOJ says that FPD misconduct is not just about outcomes, but also about 

the manner of policing; “African Americans’ views of FPD are shaped not just by what 

FPD officers do, but by how they do it. During our investigation, dozens of African 

Americans in Ferguson told us of verbal abuse by FPD officers during routine 

interactions, and these accounts are consistent with complaints people have made about 

FPD for years” (DOJ 2015, 79-80). In contrast to harassment and abuse, “true community 

policing” is offered as an alternative which includes community development projects 

like “police athletic leagues” and focusing on disconnected areas like apartment buildings 

(DOJ 2015, 90). Given that the report previously discusses police presence making 
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African American communities less safe, the suggestion to increase engagement, domain, 

and presence is concerning. “Community policing” encourages extracurricular 

community engagement so as to breed trust and make policing seem kinder, all while 

increasing police presence. 

I mark these moments of care within the policing doctrine not because it is 

inherently worse, or even different, from violence, but rather to demonstrate the ways in 

which policing, and state power more broadly, rely on both care and violence. The 

violent ends of the state necessitate care and legitimacy. Care doesn’t make state power 

softer or less violent, it produces and enables ongoing militarization. Thus, the DOJ 

solutions and recommendations operate so as to further ingrain the police in 

communities, and mystify opposition to policing broadly. One of the starkest examples of 

the proliferation of policing offered through care is the School Resource Officer (SRO) 

program, which operates with particular ideological assumptions about community 

relations through early and ongoing police engagement.24 School resource officers are 

trained police officers, armed, in uniform, and with the capacity to make arrests, who are 

                                                
24 From the DOJ recommendations:   

6. Change Response to Students to Avoid Criminalizing Youth While Maintaining a Learning 
Environment. FPD has the opportunity to profoundly impact students through its SRO program. This 
program can be used as a way to build positive relationships with youth from a young age and to 
support strategies to keep students in school and learning. FPD should:  
1. Work with school administrators, teachers, parents, and students to develop and implement policy 

and training consistent with law and best practices to more effectively address disciplinary issues 
in schools. This approach should be focused on SROs developing positive relationships with youth 
in support of maintaining a learning environment without unnecessarily treating disciplinary issues 
as criminal matters or resulting in the routine imposition of lengthy suspensions;  

2. Provide initial and regularly recurring training to SROs, including training in mental health, 
counseling, and the development of the teenage brain;  

3. Evaluate SRO performance on student engagement and prevention of disturbances, rather than on 
student arrests or removals;  

4. Regularly review and evaluate incidents in which SROs are involved to ensure they meet the 
particular goals of the SRO program; to identify any disparate impact or treatment by race or other 
protected basis; and to identify any policy, training, or equipment concerns (DOJ 2015, 94). 
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placed in schools in order to make them “safer.” Many have criticized SRO programs, 

which often increase overall arrests in schools, and can be particularly harmful for 

students of color (See Theriot 2009). Rather than acting as a resource for students, or 

building positive relationships among students and police, they often extend violent 

policing into schools with numerous violent confrontations being caught on camera, and 

charges of disorderly conduct increasing when SRO’s are present. The pretense of these 

officers acting as a resource demonstrates the attempt to frame these officers as a caring 

extension of policing, as though extending the realm of policing is a curative for policing.     

Deploying Care 

 In the wake of Brown’s death, a number of state officials have been compelled to 

comment, offer sympathy, and make efforts to change the way policing is carried out in 

disadvantaged and minority communities across the U.S. These discussions are framed 

through the logic of care, while presenting a disjointed state apparatus at odds within the 

poles of racism and liberal logics. Obama, Holder, and other progressive politicians of 

color represent one pole, while Wilson and other Ferguson officials are demonstrably at 

odds with their mode of governance. This is not the case, rather the state requires both to 

continually be at play. The U.S. requires a narrative of rights-based exceptionalism 

alongside militarization, and occupation. These tactics are not each other’s foil, rather 

they demand each other. 

The DOJ report opens with the more hopeful view of U.S. progressive 

exceptionalism: “many residents, black and white, genuinely embrace Ferguson’s 

diversity and want to reemerge from the events of recent months a truly inclusive, united 
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community. This report is intended to strengthen those efforts by recognizing the harms 

caused by Ferguson’s law enforcement practices so that those harms can be better 

understood and overcome” (DOJ 2015, 1). The naming and exploration of the ills of 

policing and the widespread abuse of power in Ferguson does not serve to cure it, but 

only to make policing a more legitimate endeavor. The outright racism displayed in the e-

mails exchanged amongst city officials, as well as the subtler language of Wilson, 

represent the heart of policing, which cannot be fundamentally changed or altered 

through care. Rather, the language of care displayed by state officials in response 

obscures and complicates calls to revolutionize policing. In the midst of the state’s call to 

care, the next chapter explores resistance to the state as feminist praxis, and the “radical 

ethic of care” expressed in social movements.  
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Chapter 4: Black Lives Matter, Social Movements and the Afterlives of Ferguson 
 
  It is difficult to overestimate the impact of Ferguson on the social landscape in the 

United States. Bernard (2015) dubs the contemporary moment, “The Age of Ferguson.” 

Derickson (2017) echoes this in her contextualization of Ferguson within the fields of 

urban studies and global political economy. Referring to “The Age of Ferguson,” 

Derickson says, “This phrase refers to a changing social and technological landscape, in 

which ubiquitous tools of surveillance (i.e. cell phones, security and police cameras) 

combine with the distribution channels provided by social media to offer a new window 

on encounters between police and people of colour” (Derickson 2017). Derickson names 

changes in social media, channels of distribution, and means of communication among 

organizers as key shifts in recent years of police brutality. While this palpable and 

impactful change in the mode of seeing and bearing witness to brutality has no doubt 

shifted the conversation and public dialogue, lifting the veil on the always already 

racialized policing practices and disparate outcomes of police stops and arrests, I find that 

the “Age of Ferguson,” is not only about the trends Derickson identifies (primarily 

technological) but also the deployment of care as a feminist ethics with the intention of 

ending state violence, not merely reforming the state.  

 Until this point, this dissertation has argued that care is a key technique of statecraft 

amidst militarization, and that care operates to further justify and conceal violence. Thus 

far, I have attended to the ways that the state usurps care as a form of control. In this 

chapter, I shift the focus on institutionalized care by thinking about a radical feminist 

ethic of care that organizes resistance to the state. The racialized relationship between the 

state and activism needs to be examined as not just two opposing forces, but through their 
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shared language, rhetoric, and purported principles. Both participate in the discourse of 

care, while offering conflicting visions of what that care looks like. A radical ethic of 

care refuses infusion of state militarization with concessions to demands, its internal 

investigations, and its attempts at kindness and inclusion. As the previous chapter 

explores, the state’s various discussions and admissions of racism, long-standing racial 

bias, and attempts to reform policing demonstrate its use of care to both re-legitimate and 

extend policing.  

Throughout this dissertation, I have argued that care has been co-opted and 

managed by state institutions, and that state-based care reproduces and extends violence. 

Here, I discuss how care, healing, and love are offered as correctives measure by social 

movements as well. The contradiction of the caring state is critical to its function, and in 

particular, police reforms result in the extension and legitimization of policing. In this 

chapter, I consider care from the perspective of social movements, particularly Black 

Lives Matter (henceforth BLM). I argue, within the contextualization of black feminist 

theory, that the frameworks of care undertaken by BLM can still be oriented toward 

social justice, but that this care is unrecognizable from its state-based form. In discussing 

social movements, this chapter asks: Can care refuse the state’s terms? Is care still 

relevant for feminist praxis? Rather than placating the state, can care be enacted as non-

civil, non-respectable, and even violent? To consider these questions, I contextualize 

“The Age of Ferguson” and discuss social media as a catalyst for social movements, and 

state technologies, alike. I then turn to care as feminist praxis, as expressed in BLM, 

pedagogy, and as read through various critiques protest and social movements. Together, 

these illustrate the terrain in which contemporary social movements, and BLM in 
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particular, struggle to define and integrate care, and the degree to which the state 

interferes with that process.   

Social Media 

Social media played an unprecedented and critical role in elevating instances of 

police brutality to (inter)national attention—virally linking together deaths, and their 

accompanying rage, sadness, anger, and social movements, such that a network was built 

across time and space. Nearly all social media platforms have been involved from 

generating hashtags on Twitter, Instagram, or Facebook, to the Facebook Live stream of 

Philando Castile being shot in a car with his fiancé and daughter. This circulation has 

spawned a renewed sense of connectedness across time and space in struggles against 

police brutality, as well as provided a way to document a range of encounters with the 

police. Importantly, these recordings don’t necessarily correlate to better outcomes or 

criminal charges against officers. Philando Castile’s shooting and the acquittal of the 

officer Jeronimo Yanez is indicative of the ways that mounting visual evidence and 

recorded interactions with police officers does not guarantee legal liability.   

Brown’s death generated the extension of #BlackLivesMatter, as well as 

#Ferguson. Under the umbrella of “hashtag activism,” these hashtags unite 

geographically disparate people with similar concerns, and offer a means of activism and 

engagement beyond physically being present. Sociologist Guobin Yang (2016) argues 

that hashtag activism is unique in its ability to offer narrative form to events and their 

attending social mobilizations. In contrast to the media consolidation articulated in 

chapter two, Twitter and other forms of social media offer a wide readership, and a space 

to counteract and offer opposing views from the mainstream media accounts of events. 



Kelly C. Sharron  182 

As Yang articulates, the narrative structure of popular activist hashtags included actions, 

and, “the actions are petitioning, demanding, appealing, and protesting. They express 

refusals, objections, and imperatives to take immediate action” (Yang 2016, 15). 

#BlackLivesMatter insists on refuting the dominant social paradigm articulated by the 

killing of black men with impunity. In so doing, it was able to unite and coalesce 

resistance to a number of instances of police brutality and racist realities.  

Anthropologists Yarimar Bonilla and Jonathan Rosa (2015) discuss the immediate 

impact of Brown's death on the circulation of hashtags, images, and accounts of the scene 

on Canfield Drive. Brown's death occurred after the original circulation of 

#BlackLivesMatter, a hashtag that began in response to the acquittal of George 

Zimmerman in the killing of Trayvon Martin (Craven 2015).  After Zimmerman was 

acquitted, Black Lives Matter co-founder Alicia Garza wrote a Facebook post that 

included the sentiment “black lives matter,” and another co-founder, Patrisse Cullors 

added the hashtag and it began circulating from there (Craven 2015). #BlackLivesMatter 

and #Ferguson both began trending after Brown’s death, with 3.6 million posts in the 

initial week, and #Ferguson appearing more than eight million times on Twitter within a 

month (Bonilla and Rosa 2015, 4). This does not even capture other related hashtags such 

as “#Justice4Mike,” “#HandsUp,” “#HandsUpDon'tShoot,” “#STL,” among others. 

Hashtags do not necessarily indicate support, as much as index the conversation. Indeed, 

many overtly racist posts included these hashtags as well, and served to disrupt the 

protest, but also indicate its necessity, visibility, and circulation.   

Bonilla and Rosa describe the impact of social media on the experience of users in 

the conversation, as well as its translation between the virtual and live realms of protest: 
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[U]sers on Twitter felt like they were participating in #Ferguson, as they tweeted 

in real time about the unfolding events, rallied supporters to join various hashtag 

campaigns, and monitored live streams where they could bear witness to the tear 

gassing and arrests of journalists and protestors. Engaging in these activities is 

akin to participating in a protest in the sense that it offers an experience of "real 

time" engagement, community, and even collective effervescence. Through this 

form of participation, users can experience the heightened temporality that 

characterizes all social movements: the way days marked by protest become  

‘eventful,’ distinguishing them from quotidian life (Bonilla and Rosa 2015, 7, 

emphasis in original). 

The immediate availability of accounts of the shooting, and the circulation of accounts 

that often differed from mainstream media allowed people to feel as though they were a 

part of the events unfolding on the ground by reading, engaging, and re-circulating. 

Ferguson was one of the first instances of #BlackLivesMatter spreading with the 

immediacy of the scene and with the propensity to offer different accounts of the event 

itself. Twitter set the stage for many of the social actions that followed.  

A report titled, “Beyond the Hashtags: #Ferguson, #Blacklivesmatter, and the 

online struggle for offline justice,” details the ways in which the various hashtags 

circulated in response to particular events, and affirms that Ferguson is indeed the first 

widespread use of #Blacklivesmatter, and that traction greatly increased after the grand 

jury verdict (Freelon, McIlwain, and Clark 2016). The authors of the report credit 

Ferguson with raising the conversation on police brutality to the national stage, and 

largely due to social media (Freelon, McIlwain, and Clark 2016, 42). The now infamous 
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photo of Brown laying in the street (for four hours, uncovered) originally tweeted by St. 

Louis rapper, activist, and co-founder of Hands Up United, Tef Poe, was retweeted 5,600 

times, most occurring within days of the original post (Freelon, McIlwain, and Clark 

2016, 43). This greatly changed the narrative as mainstream news was consistently 

attempting to frame protests, and Brown in the moments preceding his death, as violent.25 

While mainstream media was articulating a particular version of events, Twitter included 

a wider range of views, largely challenging the police narrative and articulating Brown's 

death as a murder as he had his hands up and yelled “don’t shoot.” Twitter mobilized and 

coalesced almost entirely against the police, and refuted Wilson’s account of the 

shooting. The Beyond the Hashtags report found no examples of highly retweeted 

accounts supporting the police response (Freelon, McIlwain, and Clark 2016, 48).  

Social media also highlighted the degree of cross- and multiracial conversation 

about the precarity of people of color. Freelong, McIlwain, and Clark discuss the impact: 

We detected a strong overall sense that what was happening in Ferguson was a 

gross breach of normality. Participants expressed this sense in a number of ways. 

For example, expressions of shock, horror, and/or disbelief at the brutal police 

response to the protests were commonplace. It is difficult to overstate the 

importance of this reaction, as it demonstrates that social media can at times 

promote informal education about political issues. Like the televised police 

brutality against civil rights protesters in the 1960s, Twitter forced many 

Americans to reconcile their beliefs about their country with the images of violent 

oppression on their screens. 

                                                
25. The first headlines included "Missouri Crowd After Fatal Shooting of Unarmed Teen: 'Kill the Police'" 
(News One) and "Police Shooting in MO Sparks Angry Protests," (ABC News). 
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Freelong, McIlwain, and Clark are discussing exchanges like the following, a mix of 

shock, education, and experience disparities: 

 

Figure Twenty-Seven: Twitter side by side of reactions to Ferguson 
 
For many, the circulation of these images changed the national conversation and led to 

consciousness raising about the degree of military and police entanglement, while for 

others this fact has never been far from lived reality.26 Social media enabled a broader 

conversation about the scope of policing and the militarization of the police force, and a 

conversation that reached significantly more people.27 

While Twitter offers a way to connect with people, participate, and spread 

information, it is also a space that that is ultimately subservient to capitalism and state 

power. Specifically, Twitter, Facebook, and other social media platforms are driven 

                                                
26. See Sharma 2013 for more on "Black Twitter," and alternative spaces for digital engagement that don't 
necessarily reach the same audience, but nonetheless are relevant to these conversations. 
27. Freelong, McIlwain, and Clark highlight what they call "The White Left" in particular (45) and discuss 
the broadening of perspectives.  
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primarily by advertisements, and hashtags themselves operate as a form of advertisement, 

product circulation, and targeted consumer marketing. In some instances, this can 

influence what appears in “feeds.”28 Beyond the manipulation of hashtags and trending 

topics, the police have also used Twitter, Instagram, and Facebook to track, monitor, and 

surveil protests, such that the very technology that is seen as providing the means and 

accessibility of protest is also that which immediately cuts it off at the knees. A 

relationship between the state and protest emerges, as both are entrapped within similar 

technologies that rely on the tracking and knowledge of each other. Geofeedia, revealed 

in an ACLU report, is a product that was used during the Ferguson protests and helped 

law enforcement target protests and protestors; a representative from Geofeedia described 

the product's use in Ferguson as a “great success” (Cagle 2016). Additionally, police 

departments from around the country using Geofeedia could, and were also encouraged, 

to view the protests, described as “the Ferguson situation,” in live time (Ozer 2016). 

Ferguson became a proof of concept for the sale of surveillance technology to other 

police departments. Twitter and Facebook knowingly allowed access to Geofeedia, 

enabling activists to be targeted by the police, while simultaneously issuing their support 

for BLM.29 Despite surveillance, Twitter has been important to the development of BLM.  

                                                
28. See Rambukanna 2015 for more regarding Facebook algorithms and the drive to market products above 
any social responsibility, or attention to the political moment. 
29 Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg publicly supported BLM after the Facebook Live broadcast of Castile’s 
shooting, and Twitter CEO Jack Dorsey traveled to Ferguson to participate in a discussion with activist 
DeRay McKesson (Cagle 2016). During that discussion Dorsey reflected on Twitter’s failings in terms of 
community safety, and pledged to make Twitter a safer place for social movements, despite selling 
information to the very institutions being protested (Cagle 2016). These company leaders who purport to 
care about issues being raised and circulating on their platforms are actively involved in the unraveling of 
social movements. Twitter and Facebook are mediums that tether social movements and the state together, 
and stand to profit from the goodwill engendered by the rhetoric on their sites. It is the maintenance of their 
liberal selves that makes these online spaces seem like a viable space to organize resistance, which in turn 
allows them to sell information. This feedback loop is at the very heart of the necessity of care. Social 
media companies are not purely authoritarian, but rather, certain displays of empathy and sympathy serve 
to extend their power and reach.  
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Black Lives Matter 

The power of social media is critical in the development of BLM. In the wake of 

Ferguson, BLM became the leading organization fighting for racial justice and against 

police brutality.30 As discussed above, BLM was founded by three women of color, Alicia 

Garza, Patrisse Cullors, and Opal Tometi, after the acquittal of George Zimmerman 

(blacklivesmatter.com/herstory). It began as an informal network online and has now 

grown to include forty official chapters.31 BLM is incredibly important to grasping the 

full picture of contemporary police brutality and anti-racist social movements as it is 

central to shaping the conversation. While discussing the impact of BLM is an entirely 

separate project32, I focus on two dimensions in particular: the explicitly queer, gender 

inclusive approach that decenters men and masculinity in organizing; and their 

articulation of the centrality of care and healing in anti-racist, feminist organizing. Up to 

this point, I have been critical of the framing of care as a feminist solution to social and 

political problems, because the previously mentioned feminist ethics have accepted the 

                                                
30 It is important to note that BLM isn't universally revered in Ferguson and St. Louis. Many local activist 
networks and organizations predated Brown's death, and have continued to work on the ground to change the 
realities of Ferguson, from police brutality to economic disparities.  These include Young Activists United 
STL, Organization for Black Struggle, Hands Up United, as well as individuals like Darren Seals. Seals, in 
particular, was very vocal about his opposition to BLM and other national activists who descended on 
Ferguson, but then later left and built their national profiles. Seals accused these prominent activists of using 
the events to add to their resumes, without paying attention to the long-term needs or health of the community. 
In May 2015, he tweeted: 

 BLACK DEATH IS A BUSINESS, Millions and millions flowing through the hands of these 
organizations in the name of Mike Brown yet we don't see any of it coming into our community or 
being used to help our youth. I've been calling out this shit for months. People see this as an 
opportunity to not only build a name but make bank at the expense of the lives of people like me 
(Kendzior 2016). 

Particularly he was critical of DeRay McKesson, a then Minneapolis based school administrator, who drove 
to Ferguson after the protests began, and gained national notoriety for his efforts in Ferguson. Seals, among 
others, criticized those who abandoned Ferguson without long-term attention to the area, and questioned the 
money flow that was raised in the name of Ferguson, and its occupants. 
31. Though, the count is higher if you include "unofficial," of which there are undeniably many, including 
Tucson for instance. 
32. See Taylor 2016 and Lebron 2017. 
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inevitability of state power, and sought to reform its violence. BLM engages both the 

state and care in different ways. Instead, BLM explicitly refuses and confronts state 

power, refuses the state’s terms of care, and makes a more radical framework of care 

operative throughout their work. Their guiding principles include: “Every day, we 

recommit to healing ourselves and each other…We intentionally build and nurture a 

beloved community that is bonded together through a beautiful struggle that is 

restorative, not depleting…We practice empathy. We engage comrades with the intent to 

learn about and connect with their contexts” (blacklivesmatter.com/guidingprinciples). 

Care, healing, and empathy are central to the work of ending state-sanctioned violence 

and anti-black racism. I consider how BLM’s care differs from state-based care, and how 

those differences are impactful in crafting a sustained movement against state violence.  

Beyond the guiding principles, BLM centers care through what they call “healing  

justice” (blacklivesmatter.com). By connecting the contemporary conditions of police 

brutality to alienation from the body politic, BLM articulates healing as a core value. 

Additionally, the guiding principle of healing also turns their attention to institutions like 

the “medical industrial complex,” which operate under the guise of care, but further 

produce harm (blacklivesmatter.com). BLM also derives the need to heal from the 

violence produced by the prison industrial complex. They discuss care within the context 

of healing, as a powerful tool and orientation, and as a means to attaining freedom 

through the visibility and politicization of care. They say, “Healing justice makes care 

political in a world that harms and dehumanizes Black bodies” (blacklivesmatter.com). 

Under the rubric of healing justice, care is the antidote to dehumanization and processes 

of ongoing subjection. The framework of care operates through BLM to rectify ills, heal 
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institutional and generational trauma, and guide interactions between and amongst 

organizers. Care and healing operate in tandem, and are necessary to anti-violence. For 

BLM, care and working against the state go hand in hand. State violence is at the core of 

BLM’s mission: “Black Lives Matter began as a call to action in response to state-

sanctioned violence and anti-Black racism…The impetus for that commitment was, and 

still is, the rampant and deliberate violence inflicted on us by the state” 

(blacklivesmatter.com).  

Throughout BLM’s materials they focus on inclusivity, and “placing those at the 

margins closer to the center” (blacklivesmatter.com/herstory). Materially, that functions 

in a few ways. First, having women found and lead the organization certainly helps to 

substantiate the claims that this isn't just a movement for men, who as BLM founders 

admit, have often been at the center of civil rights activism. Garza’s biography highlights 

the approach she takes to BLM organizing: “In order to truly understand how devastating 

and widespread this type of violence is in Black America, we must view this epidemic 

through of a lens of race, gender, sexual orientation and gender identity” 

(blacklivesmatter.com/ourpeople). Garza places multiple identities, and the particular 

ways in which they operate together, at the forefront of BLM. Additionally, their guiding 

principles and the Black Lives Matter 4-year Anniversary Report, herein after referred to 

as the 4-year report, place violence against trans women of color and cisgender privilege 

in the center of the conversation: 

We make space for transgender brothers and sisters to participate and lead. We 

are self-reflexive and do the work required to dismantle cisgender privilege and 

uplift Black trans folk, especially Black trans women who continue to be 
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disproportionately impacted by trans-ant agonistic violence. We build a space that 

affirms Black women and is free from sexism, misogyny, and environments in 

which men are centered... We foster a queer-affirming network. When we gather, 

we do so with the intention of freeing ourselves from the tight grip of 

heteronormative thinking, or rather, the belief that all in the world are 

heterosexual (unless s/he or they disclose otherwise) (BLM, “Celebrating 4 Years 

of Organizing to Protect Black Lives”). 

Garza’s biography and the 4-year report conjure the feminist canon, particularly 

frameworks of the matrix of domination and intersectionality, both of which pay 

particular attention to the co-constitution of race and gender. They integrate these 

frameworks throughout their work in response to past movements that have tended to 

elevate “mostly… Black heterosexual, cisgender men,” and further replicate the 

invisibility and oppression of others (blacklivesmatter.com/herstory).  

BLM’s discussion of race and gender draws on a legacy of black feminist   

theory that names black women as legitimate producers of knowledge, centralizes black 

women’s experiences in the creation of theory, and grapples with multiple points of 

oppression. Influential black feminist Patricia Hill Collins critiqued so-called additive 

models of oppression, which she says, “are firmly rooted in the either/or dichotomous 

thinking of Eurocentric, masculinity thought” (Collins 1990, 223). Additive models 

emphasize that one is either/or with regard to their identity, with no room for racial or 

ethnic complexity. Moreover, those oppressions are then stacked on one another, ranked, 

and considered in isolation from other identities. In other words, under additive models, 

black women experience oppression as both black people and women, but there is no 
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regard for how those identities interact or how the racism and sexism experienced is 

different than both black men and white women. Collins offers “the matrix of 

domination” in contrast to these additive models as a way to talk about black women’s 

experience, as well as others, and the ways that identity can craft more complicated 

relations of subjectivity, as well as forms of activism (Collins 1986).33  

Collins offers “dialogue and empathy” as part of the solution to the matrix of  

domination, as the matrix of domination produces partial knowledge based on social 

location (Collins 1990). Rather than seek impartiality and total knowledge, Collins 

embraces the partiality of epistemology to generate collective action. Collins says that the 

matrix of domination produces new kinds of activism which resist oppression on three 

levels: “the level of personal biography; the group or community level of the cultural 

context created by race, class, and gender; and the systemic level of social institutions” 

(Collins 1990, 229). Given that identities produce particular kinds of knowledge and 

awareness of power, the matrix of domination operates to keep subjects in isolation. The 

matrix of domination generates the perspective that oppressions operate discretely, 

thereby contributing to single issue politics. BLM refuses this model by acknowledging 

different oppressions at play and addressing the systemic operation of state power. 

Moreover, Collins’ insistence on empathy is similar to the way BLM discusses their 

attention to care and healing. Empathy is offered as a way to sustain activism, and 

produce a more encompassing approach to state power.  

                                                
33 bell hooks refers to the matrix as a “politic of domination.” She says the politic of domination, “refers to 
the ideological ground that they share, which is a belief in domination, and a belief in the notions of 
superior and inferior, which are components of all of those systems. For me it's like a house, they share the 
foundation, but the foundation is the ideological beliefs around which notions of domination are 
constructed” (hooks 1989, 175) 
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Legal scholar and critical race theorist Kimberlé Crenshaw (1990) coined the  

influential term “intersectionality” to describe the interlocking nature of oppressions, 

particularly faced by black women. Crenshaw argues that intersectionality is increasingly 

relevant given police brutality, and the lack of attention paid to women of color who are 

victims of police violence. Crenshaw, in conjunction with The African American Policy 

Forum, wrote a report titled “Say Her Name: Resisting Police Brutality Against Black 

Women,” which discusses the attention paid to the deaths of men of color and the 

ignorance of the deaths of black women. Similar to Brown, not only were these officers 

not held legally responsible, but the deaths of women like Gabriella Nevarez, Aura 

Rosser, Michelle Cusseaux, and Tanisha Anderson in 2014 were largely ignored by 

mainstream and social media (African American Policy Forum 2015). “Say Her Name” 

pushes people to not only acknowledge their deaths, but also to develop a gender-

inclusive approach to ending police brutality.  

Though BLM started after the deaths of Martin and Brown, the organization  

articulates that black men aren't the only subjects of violence, and that in fact, the 

violence against Martin and Brown are directly linked to interlocking oppressions faced 

by a myriad of marginalized social positions. In other words, the same implicit and 

explicit biases that produce black masculinity as violent also directly contribute to and 

maintain other systems of oppression that lead to violence and harm. Apart from these 

identity-based commitments, there is also a dedication to global struggles against US 

imperialism, occupation, and militarism. Far from a purely domestic agenda against US 

police forces, politicians, and bureaucrats, BLM demonstrates the need for a global 
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approach to anti-racism as it permeates US foreign policy and US backed states, 

including Israel.  

BLM engages with the state on multiple levels, and works both within and outside 

of state institutions. Regardless of the realm, or approach, BLM maintains an unwavering 

criticism of state violence. Various attempts have been made to usurp the impact and 

message of BLM including “All Lives Matter,” “Blue Lives Matter,” and labeling BLM 

as a terror and/or hate group (See Puar 2017, Stubblefield 2016). These have often been 

transparent efforts to delegitimize a movement with specific goals that involve direct 

engagement with the state. Nonetheless these turns of phrase and manipulations of their 

message have shifted the national dialogue in significant ways as evidenced by the 

political shifts in 2016.34 Leading up to, and in the wake of, the 2016 election, which 

brought a wave of conservatism to all areas of government, BLM has shifted tactics to 

include electoral politics, while after the election there have been various measures 

seeking to criminalize protests and increase police militarization.35 This includes not only 

who the elected officials are (though many BLM leaders now hold elected office), but 

also increasing voter registration and voter turnout, as well as institutional policies that 

affect elections like gerrymandering, voter suppression, and voter ID laws (McClain 

2017). Additionally, they took a number of disruptive measures to highlight the ways in 

which the Democratic Party presidential candidates failed to grapple with anti-blackness 

as Bernie Sanders talked over BLM protests and Martin O’Malley declared, “all lives 

                                                
34. For instance, President Trump's personal attorney circulated an email amongst conservative journalists 
accusing BLM of being "totally infiltrated by terrorist groups" (McClain 2017). 
35. These include, among others, former Attorney General Jeff Sessions reinstating a policy that had been 
terminated under President Obama (in response to Ferguson protests) to allow police to purchase military 
grade equipment; so-called "Blue Lives Matter bills" that allow police to fall under hate crime legislation; 
and limiting civil liability for motorists who hit protestors (McClain 2017). 
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matter” (McClain 2017).  These disruptions served to highlight the ways in which the 

current political system did not, and decidedly was not, addressing the concerns of a large 

number of constituents. Despite democrats losing on a large scale, this was not because 

BLM ceded the political sphere; “The problem, in other words, is with candidates who 

alienate black voters, not with BLM's refusal to play nice” (McClain 2017).  Garza has 

articulated the need to utilize the national network of BLM on a myriad of elections, 

including local mayoral and governor races, providing the bulwark of politics (McClain 

2017). 

Given the “leaderful” organization of BLM, instead of a centralized leadership, 

individual chapters often dictate what their agendas look like, and how their money is 

spent. This results in a number of different tactics and a range of involvement with 

political parties and electoral politics (Elgin 2015). This, for some, appears haphazard and 

disorganized, rather than a multi-pronged attack on state-sponsored racism. What that 

perspective fails to take into account is the myriad of ways in which racism operates, in 

that it isn't necessarily just the police, or elections, or economic disparities, or 

environmental racism, but rather all these factors, and more, and all require different 

approaches and necessitate multiple and overlapping strategies. The failure to see the 

interrelated and multiple means of oppression is indicative of societal privilege and the 

ability to skirt any number of consequences of political, economic, and social 

marginalizations; put another way, people’s situatedness in the matrix of domination. 

While BLM engages with the state, they aren’t afraid to disrupt, intervene, and combat 

the state in a number of forums and settings. As M. Adams, a leader in the Movement for 
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Black Lives said, "There will be engagement with those in power, and it's going to be on 

our terms” (Lockhart 2016). 

Black feminist scholar Jennifer Nash critiques the deployment of intersectionality  

and identity politics when they focus exclusively on the present organizations of society 

and solutions offered by existing institutions, including the ways intersectionality can be 

swallowed into neoliberal frameworks of diversity and inclusion.36 In “Practicing Love: 

Black Feminism, Love-Politics, and Post-Intersectionality” (2011), Nash traces black 

feminism’s love-politics offered by Alice Walker, June Jordan, and Audre Lorde as 

offering political love through processes of self-love, self-valuation, and a turn away 

from the state. Nash demonstrates that love can operate as a collective affective oriented 

toward revolutionary futures, rather than reform and inclusion. Nash says: 

Rather than looking to the state for remedy—as intersectional projects often do in 

their sometimes ambivalent call for doctrinal remedy—black feminist love-

politics asks how affective communities can themselves be a site of redress. This 

is not to say that naming injury isn’t important or that minoritarian subjects do not 

need the state to redress harm; instead, I read this turning away from the state as a 

critique of the state’s shortcomings, particularly its unwillingness to adequately 

name and redress black women’s injuries. By insistently looking away from the 

state, love-politics practitioners perform frustration, revealing their 

                                                
36 For instance, Nash says that if the law could be made to recognize gender and race simultaneously, then 
it would functionally solve Crenshaw’s (1990) critique. In other words, Crenshaw says the law is not the 
problem, it is the way the law functions. Nash challenges the resolution of state institutions as a worthwhile 
goal.  
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understandings of the limitations of a regime that is not committed to redressing 

their harms (Nash 2011,15).  

Love functions as a way to create meaningful alternatives for politics outside of the state, 

and as a reparative to structures of devaluation for black women. Additionally, for Nash, 

love projects a future for affective politics that imagines “relationality,” instead of 

identity politics, that intersectionality does not (Nash 2011, 5).  

 Nash situates love in black feminist thought much like BLM centers healing 

justice. That is, both love and healing justice serve to think outside of the self in order to 

produce a politics of affect37 (Nash 2011, 3). Love for black feminists is not an insistence 

to love others, but the production of love, value, and worth for the self as the starting 

point for politics38 (Nash 2011, 12).  In response to Wendy Brown’s argument that rights 

are based in claims of injury and require injury, discussed in chapter three, Nash says, 

“black feminist love-politics implicitly offers a critique of the state and its capacity (or 

incapacity) to ever adequately remedy injuries” (Nash 2011, 16). For Nash and BLM, 

black feminist love-politics acknowledges the state’s failures to redress harm, and 

therefore, does not seek state solutions. Care and love from this perspective requires a 

particular orientation to the state that grounds political action in refusal to neoliberalism, 

inclusion, and state reform. In other words, a pointed critique of the state as integral to 

                                                
37 Elizabeth Povinelli (2006) calls love a “political event” as she attempts to discusses intimacy and love 
across settler colonialism and liberal logics.  
38 The Combahee River Collective Statement, an early articulation of intersectional thought, centered love 
for the self as a political action, saying politics “evolve[s] from a healthy love for ourselves, our sisters, and 
our community which allows us to continue our struggle and work” (Combahee River Collective 1983, 
267). 
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care produces care as feminist praxis. Nash fuses black feminist theory and public affect 

to craft an anti-racist, anti-statist politics of care.39  

 Nash makes an explicit connection between love and care, calling love “a practice 

of self, a labor of the self, that forms the basis of political communities rooted in a radical 

ethic of care” (Nash 2011, 14). In contrast to injury as the starting point for politics and 

publics, Nash offers a “radical ethic of care.” This ethic of care is not like previous 

discussions of feminist ethics that require integration into the state, or desire for caring on 

behalf of the state. Rather Nash develops radical care in opposition to the state, and in 

favor of publics that are outside of institutions. Given the orientation of BLM as being 

critical of the state and its violence, alongside its call for healing and care, they enact the 

radical ethics of care Nash calls for, and draw on the legacies of black feminist thought to 

manifest alternative publics and communal affects. This is imperative for political 

futures. Nash says:  

Black feminist love-politics suspends this attachment to the present, recognizing 

that changing the grammar of our contemporary political moment will not remove 

us from the script that is always already in place. Instead, love-politics 

practitioners dream of a yet unwritten future; they imagine a world ordered by 

love, by a radical embrace of difference, by a set of subjects who work on/against 

themselves to work for each other (Nash 2011, 18).  

                                                
39 Drawing on June Jordan (2003), Nash discusses public feelings and communal affects (terms that are 
derivative of Ann Cvetkovich, Lauren Berlant, and Michael Warner). Nash says: “If ‘communal affect’ 
constitutes the ‘ties that bind utopian communities,’ then black feminism’s love-politics creates a public 
culture based on a collective ‘public feeling’ of love, or what Jordan calls ‘a steady-state deep caring and 
respect for every other human being, a love that can only derive from a secure and positive self-love’(Nash 
2011, 14). 
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Nash calls for an integration of self-love and community in imagining futures outside of 

present institutions. In another refusal of intersectionality, Nash calls for new institutions, 

and new orientations that emphasize care and love without violence. “Changing the 

grammar,” or piecemeal reform, will not deliver results. Rather, an enactment of radical 

care promises to create new forms of politics.  

 While BLM utilizes the language and framework of intersectionality and the 

matrix of domination to contextualize identity formation, they are not complacent within 

existing structures of power. They draw on black feminist thought to both understand 

how power flows through identities, and insist on the refusal of those terms. They deploy 

love, healing, and care as departures from claims to rights based in injury, and insist on 

seeking alternatives beyond the state form. Nash calls on the radical ethic of care to 

demand this futurity as well. Nash isn’t critical of intersectionality because it is wrong, 

but because it has a logical ending that doesn’t necessarily disrupt the systems of power 

and differentiation that are embedded in violence. BLM is attentive to the present identity 

politics, while demanding a future without state violence. Their multi-pronged approach 

of care is evident in the various models of organizing, as well as their stated goals and 

principles. BLM enacts care through attention to conditions of the present, while being 

resolved to push beyond institutions of power.  

Pedagogy & #fergusonsyllabus & Documenting Ferguson  

Another site of sustained engagement and attention to Ferguson was local 

Universities, and national and global classrooms. Pedagogical scholars Z Nicolazzo, 

Susan Marine, and Francisco Galarte discuss the space of the classroom as being 
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simultaneously one of political discussions and dissent, and functioning as a state 

apparatus: 

the push and pull of education as an apparatus of surveillance and the social 

reproduction of the status quo on the one hand and as an environment latent with 

liberatory potential on the other makes any discussion about educational 

institutions fraught with difficulty. The ways in which gender, race, class, 

dis/ability, faith, and sexuality coalesce to permit certain bodies—by which we 

mean both conceptually and literally—to enter, navigate, and succeed in 

education are by no means uniform (Nicolazzo, Marine, and Galarte 2015, 368).  

Universities both enable the tools to think critically, while simultaneously acting as 

gatekeepers to knowledge, and often become sites of heightened political conflict, 

especially amidst ongoing attention to injustices. In particular, the University of 

Missouri's administration faced criticism, leading to student protest and the ousting of the 

University President. On November 3, 2015, Jonathan Butler, a graduate student at the 

University of Missouri, began a hunger strike protesting the institution's administration, 

and particularly the refusal of the President, Tim Wolfe, to meet the demands of minority 

student groups, including Concerned Student 1950, in the face of ongoing systemic 

racism and hate crimes on campus. After a number of failures, and growing resistance 

that included a strike from the football team (a critical source of capital for the 

University), Wolfe announced his resignation on November 9. Butler cited Ferguson as 

an inspiration for addressing the conditions on campus, tweeting, “#FergusonTaughtMe 

Resistance, #TheMovementTaughtMe Radical Love” (Ford 2015). In an interview with 
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PBS, Brenda Smith-Lezama of the University of Missouri Students Association discussed 

the “post-Ferguson effect” on campus organizing. Smith-Lezama said, “specifically after 

Ferguson, Tim Wolfe did serve as kind of the icon of the system that has failed us. And 

one of the biggest things that students have brought up with concern is the fact that we 

need to have educators in those positions, people who are willing to make that change, 

people who are willing to listen to students, rather than meet us with silence and not 

validate our concerns and our struggles” (Ifill 2015). 

The University of Missouri protests highlight the insufficiency of neoliberal 

institutions to address systemic racism, typified in Wolfe's statement that “systematic 

oppression is because you don't believe that you have the equal opportunity for success” 

(Pearson 2015). This response on behalf of the administration highlights the limits of 

tolerant inclusion that fails to actively pursue an anti-racist, anti-capitalist and anti-

imperialist agenda. College campuses, and classrooms of all levels, have been grappling 

with how to meaningfully address Ferguson, which has resulted in a surge in campus 

activism as well as a few crowdsourced projects including #FergusonSyllabus and the 

online digital archive, Documenting Ferguson, among others. These simultaneous 

discussions about Ferguson and curriculum were very much in conversation with and 

drawing from each other, together driving a more astute and engaged curriculum.  

Black feminist pedagogy can include an attention to power dynamics and shared 

experiences of oppression in the classroom, as well as exhibiting care in roles of 

leadership in educational institutions. Barbara Omolade developed her black feminist 

pedagogy while teaching and attending sit-ins with mostly black female students at 

Medgar Evars College. Omolade insists that black feminist pedagogy be attentive to the 
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conditions of education, as well as the curriculum. Omolade describes the stakes of black 

feminist pedagogy: “I was teaching Black women about themselves and their history in 

an attempt to rescue and liberate both of us from silence and oblivion, making us 

historical beings who had the power to move away from the margins of the university as 

well as the bearers of legitimate knowledge to its cutting edge” (Omolade 1987, 38). 

Education is a critical tool in not only life after college, but also the conditions of college 

itself. Students at the University of Missouri demanded an attention to the political 

oppressions that were happening within the University, as well as the context of 

Ferguson. Lisa Bass contextualizes administrative practice as care, or what she calls 

“Black feminist caring” (2012), which is a style of leadership grounded in care and an 

“activist leadership style,” built on shared oppressions. Bass says this is a sign of power, 

not weakness on behalf of these leaders, and that caring contributes to better educational 

results.  

In Teaching to Transgress (1994) bell hooks describes her approach to the 

classroom through critical thinking, attention, and care. hooks, drawing on Pablo Freire, 

argues that education can be a critical step toward freedom. She says: 

To educate as the practice of freedom is a way of teaching that anyone can learn. 

That learning process comes easiest to those of us who teach who also believe that 

there is an aspect of our vocation that is sacred; who believe that our work is not 

merely to share information but to share in the intellectual and spiritual growth of 

our students. To teach in a manner that respects and cares for the souls of our 

students is essential if we are to provide the necessary conditions where learning 

can most deeply and intimately begin (hooks 1994, 13). 
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According to hooks, education is much more encompassing than the distillation of 

knowledge and information. Pedagogical practice demands attention to conditions that 

occur outside of, while also informing, the classroom. Care is an integral step in the 

process of this pedagogical practice. It is a precondition to learning.  

Addressing and discussing Ferguson has been integrated into a few projects about 

pedagogical practice. Feminist sociologist Sylvana M. Falcón argues for intersectional 

attention when incorporating Ferguson into the classroom, that of the intersections 

between transnational violence and Ferguson, and interpersonal violence and state 

violence (Falcón 2015). Falcón draws on the work of INCITE! Women of Color Against 

Violence and Angela Davis, who have been critical of the militarism that the U.S. carries 

out both at home and abroad and its disproportionate effects on women of color. 

Connecting geographically disparate instances of state sponsored violence, and the ways 

in which women of color have protested these conditions urges students to think beyond 

the militarism of the present (Falcón 2015). 

Another, more direct curation of pedagogical materials, #Fergusonsyllabus is a 

project started by Dr. Marcia Chatelain, that seeks to encourage discussion of Brown's 

death at all levels of education, from kindergarten to college classrooms (Chatelain 

2016). Chatelain describes the hashtag as a plea to educators, saying, “Please talk about 

Ferguson. Find something to say. Our students are confused, scared, and they are 

getting a constant stream of arguing talking heads. They need us to talk” (Chatelain 

2016). Chatelain describes the importance of talking about recurring police violence 

against people of color, noting that educators play a pivotal role in resistance. 

Describing the impact of Ferguson syllabus she says, “Among all this bravery, I offer 
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what I know I can do: the work of teaching people how to really talk, of encouraging 

kids to notice differences, of helping teachers overcome their biases and fears of the 

children they need to care about, and of getting my colleagues to see that 

everything—yes, everything—is about race” (Chatelain 2016). 

Another means of sustaining protest and unrest in Ferguson is the practice of 

archiving and preserving the documents, media, images, and video of the events. One 

particularly noteworthy example of this is Documenting Ferguson, a digital archive from 

Washington University in St. Louis, curated with the help of local St. Louis organizations 

and universities. Their mission statement emphasizes the role of the community in the 

selection and sharing of documents, and positions themselves as an education and 

outreach tool (Documenting Ferguson 2014). Documenting Ferguson is demonstrative of 

the collective power of campus organizing, as it was partially created in response to 

student protests at Washington University. On campus, student activism was invigorated 

after Brown’s death resulting in demands for an expanded social justice curriculum. The 

events “challenged the library staff to imagine a role for themselves that went beyond the 

traditional scope of the library within the university enterprise. These eruptions of 

discontent called for push back against confining and limiting ideas of library neutrality 

and truly engage the community” (Foster and Evans 2016, 354).  

Documenting Ferguson points toward its use by activists and scholars alike. When 

describing their purpose, they say they strive to make a wide variety of perspectives 

available to students, scholars, and teachers. As a resource, Documenting Ferguson aids 

in the teaching, understanding, and marking of Ferguson as a critical historical juncture 

that is instructive to contemporary race relations, and violence against people of color. 
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The photographs, excerpts, and various multimedia collected help to form a way to 

approach Ferguson in the classroom, and include tangible ways to include Ferguson in 

the classroom. Documenting Ferguson also served to disrupt the narratives discussed in 

chapter two: “Documenting Ferguson is an attempt to provide a space to tell an 

alternative narrative other than what is being presented by the mainstream media 

regarding the community's response to what happened in Ferguson” (Foster and Evans 

2016, 357). In so doing, social media played a large role in telling these alternative 

stories, particularly from the point of view of people on the ground. Those who were 

involved in the protest first hand were the ones submitting materials, and authoring their 

accounts of events. Documenting Ferguson was meant to be “from the eyes of the 

participant not a national media outlet and positions information specialists to be active 

and engaged” (Foster and Evans 2016, 360). It, therefore, provides a foil to news media 

accounts, often inflected with emotion, and history of the space, as well as personal 

stories of their own entanglements with police violence. Documenting Ferguson became 

both a space to reflect on Brown’s death, as well as move the conversation forward into 

imagining new futures.  

Documenting Ferguson has inspired numerous other online archives like 

BaltimoreUprising2015, after Freddie Gray’s death, and Doc Now, a way to preserve and 

present social media content (Arnold 2015). These tools and curators demonstrate both 

the ways in which the archive is shifting dramatically to favor online user generated 

content and the demand for immediate materials from which to teach and understand 

contemporary politics. Students are urging that these resources be available and changing 

how Universities, libraries, archivists, and funding sources understand their role in 
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“preserving history,” as the timeline through which we understand history shifts 

dramatically to favor the present. Particularly because Twitter played such a large role in 

conveying information, coordinating protests, and raising awareness of Brown’s death, 

archives necessarily had to shift their focus to meaningfully make information available. 

This allows for alternative storytelling while maintaining attention to local political 

structures, and highlighting the work of local activists, all while providing a useful 

pedagogical tool from which to teach on a large scale.  

Respectability, Non-Violence, and Civil Rights: Opposing Manifestations of Care 

 

Figure Twenty-Eight: Civil Rights and Ferguson 
      

    Since the unrest, comparisons have been drawn between protests in Ferguson, BLM, 

and contemporary anti-racist struggles more broadly, and the civil rights movements of 

the 1950s and 1960s in the U.S., such that what began in Ferguson has been called the 

“New Civil Rights Movement.” While on face, there are some obvious comparisons 

including shared tactics and oppressions, there is also value in questioning the likening of 

these two movements, and evaluating to what degree their common umbrella is useful. 
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There are some key differences that the immediate comparisons overlook and undervalue 

such as the decentralization of men's voices, a democratized leadership structure (“leader-

ful,” not leader-less), the impact of social media and ubiquitous media coverage, and, 

most importantly, the ways in which the state itself has changed, making itself more 

diffuse and its practices more difficult, engrained, or hidden. I read some of these 

comparisons here, particularly as these movements are recognized and discussed 

alongside each other by think pieces, and widely available online publications, to 

demonstrate the narrativization of these movements, and the attention to care. The pieces 

included do not just provide a simple re-telling of events and conveying of facts, but 

rather also discuss, analyze, and provides popular points of view. These texts have made 

comparisons through the lenses of power, respectability, and civility in protest. I address 

the ways that the differences or likeness between these two movements is made salient 

through a rhetoric of care. The selected editorials provoke and challenge care and provide 

alternative definitions that make clear the stakes of a radical ethic of care in its 

confrontation of the state.  

This shift in the ways in which the state operates and responds with respect to  

social movements greatly impact how they can effectively organize and limits their 

flourishing. This shift in the state is also that which allows the civil rights era to be 

marked by nostalgia and museums, alongside the violence on the streets of Ferguson. In 

other words, the state actively creates and manages the dissonance between the rights of 

yesterday and the struggles of the present.40 It is a testament to the contradictory nature of 

the state that these two moments are held in tension, and that the memorials, museums, 

                                                
40 This is reflected in Obama’s speech on the Edmund Pettus Bridge in Selma, as discussed in chapter three.  
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and other sites of remembrance serve to demonstrate the state’s good will rather than 

compel action. Moreover, I frame these comparisons, and in particular the distaste for 

BLM, through care. As discussed above BLM makes operative what Nash calls a “radical 

ethic of care,” while the memory of the civil rights movement often involves a politics of 

civility and respectability. I push the radical ethic of care to include the non-respectable 

and the non-civil, even violent, as an active affront to power, and a display of the 

unwillingness to integrate into the state.  

Activist DeRay McKesson authored a piece for The Guardian in which he dubs 

Ferguson a new civil rights movement, but offers few substantiated comparisons beyond 

them both being emblematic of their political moment (McKesson 2015). McKesson’s 

piece does offer a distinct opinion from many others on the ground in Ferguson as they, 

more often than not, attempted to distinguish themselves from past civil rights actions. As 

rapper Tef Poe (often a voice for Ferguson residents and activists) sharply stated, “This 

ain’t your grandparents’ civil rights movement” (Blayton 2014). As outlined above, I 

think there are, on the one hand, the easy chronological and technological distinctions 

that make them appear completely remote, or the overarching sentiments of equality that 

allow quick likening. I frame my discussion through care and the different uses of care 

summoned by each.  

I'll address some obvious comparisons, before I make a larger case about the state 

and its shaping of social movements.41 The first is the ways in which the movements 

                                                
41 I preface this discussion by noting that these conversations involve what is the status quo understanding 
of the relationship between present-day Ferguson unrest (often problematically reduced to BLM alone), and 
the 1950s and 60s civil rights movement (often problematically reduced to efforts led exclusively by Dr. 
Martin Luther King Jr.). This is not an exhaustive account, but rather is demonstrative of the 
generalizations presently existing and governing this discourse. 
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appear different, mainly through the question of leadership. A common objection to the 

organization and structure of BLM is that it appears chaotic, lacks direction, and does not 

have any defined leadership. Leadership is subjective and varies dramatically based on 

what the viewer perceives leadership to look like, and considers that having leaders is 

necessarily preferable to a diffuse structure. To many, this appears as a generational 

divide; young people may be less inclined to follow a charismatic straight, male preacher 

for instance, while for others, it is a deeper ideological rift about the ways in which 

movements are best organized. It is often characterized by some as an unintentional 

failure or happenstance that there is no declared leadership, instead of as a choice and 

commitment. And given that the co-founders of BLM are queer women of color, there's 

also the question of erasing their labor and leadership in the process. More precisely, it 

questions the assumptions and values interwoven in the word "leader." As 

#fergusonsyllabus curator, Marcia Chatelain, said: 

"I think women are leading without suggesting they are the only leaders or that 

there is only one way to lead. Some of the criticism of Black Lives Matter as 

"leaderless" is generational. It isn't a coincidence that a movement that brings 

together the talents of black women--many of them queer--for the purpose of 

liberation is considered leaderless, since black women have so often been 

rendered invisible” (Chatelain and Asoka, 2015).  

As was with the 1950s and 60s civil rights movement, women's labor and leadership is 

not a new phenomenon, rather describing it as "leaderless" is more an indication of the 

lack of value placed on women's roles within social movements. Additionally, the 
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decentralized nature of BLM allows individual chapters to be more flexible to individual 

needs ranging from police brutality to healthy food to economic justice.  

Alongside the question of leadership, are the ways in which text and 

communication have changed dramatically. As emphasized above, social media now 

plays a critical role in organizing, allowing people to coordinate, and share ideas and 

information. Twitter was instrumental in the Ferguson uprising, and critical in raising the 

profile of Brown's death to national and international attention. Critics have been quick to 

point out that BLM lacks a centralized text unlike other movements that came before it. 

This criticism downplays the role of Twitter and other social media outlets that have been 

critical in conveying information. Organizer Dr. Robert “Biko” Baker describes the 

importance of social media to the current generation: 

Millennials are less likely to join a traditional organization like religion than older 

generations, but social media like Ustream, Twitter, and Instagram allows each of 

us to be leaders in previously unimaginable ways. While critics call our urge to 

document our lives narcissistic, it's a lot deeper than that… we know that there is 

nothing more powerful than our voice and opinions…our frequent status updates 

have disrupted the status quo (Baker 2014). 

Baker describes the ways in which communication, organizing, and hubs of community 

have shifted dramatically since the civil rights movement. And, these virtual connections 

contribute to “on the ground” organizing, so it would be incorrect to attribute this kind of 

communication to purely internet spectacle or self-importance. It also contributed to the 

democratization of the key texts of the movement as they could be added to and amended 

by people who could not physically be present, but had the same phenomena occurring in 
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their communities. Given that Ferguson did not exist in isolation and was in conversation 

with police brutality and injustice internationally, it was critical that the message and 

intent be broader than the meetings and spaces of Ferguson. We can see a similar mode 

of communication deployed for the Women’s March in 2017, which began as several 

Facebook groups and events and coalesced under the name “Women’s March on 

Washington” (Stein 2017). Social media is now integral to the landscape of organizing.  

Another troubling aspect of comparisons between the two is that they appear as 

disparate timeframes with nothing in between, as if they happened in isolation, without 

any articulation of the advances and struggles in between and their consequences for 

organizing after. An article appearing in Slate explains: “In the popular imagination, King 

was assassinated in 1968, and maybe some people remember the Black Panthers or 

something, but after that, in the '70s, '80s, and '90s, it's a blur in terms of civil rights, a 

feeling that nothing happened” (Onion 2015, quoting historian Jason Sokol). This 

perspective ignores the labor of many people who either never stopped at the end of what 

we term the official civil rights movement, or who were active in the intermediate period. 

It also fails to see any alignment with other movements that were entangled with anti-

racism domestically and internationally, including labor movements, anti-war 

movements, feminisms, and resistance to neoliberalism's production of precarity. 

Viewing these movements in isolation fails to take into account the larger milieu that they 

both inspired and grew out of. It also contributes to considering BLM's tactics and 

commitments in isolation from other movements spawned on Twitter like the Arab 

Spring.  
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A key difference that marks different relationships to care and state violence is the 

shift from respectability to confrontational politics. As previously discussed, care can be 

framed as both a part of the state, a national affect, or as operating against state violence. 

Rights as a recognition of pain can form a liberal politic, or Nash’s radical ethic of care 

can mark a turn away from the state. Again, these are generalized sentiments that do not 

capture the richness of any social movements, but rather are indicators of the governing 

logics by which they are remembered and portrayed. Respectability is a means to claim 

inclusion in the state’s umbrella of care, while confrontational politics demands change 

on the part of the state. One participant in the civil rights movement, Barbara Reynolds, 

described her reluctance to join BLM: 

The baby boomers who drove the success of the civil rights movement want to get 

behind Black Lives Matter, but the group's confrontational and divisive tactics 

make it difficult. In the 1960s, activists confronted white mobs and police with 

dignity and decorum, sometimes dressing in church clothes and kneeling in prayer 

during protests to make a clear distinction between who was evil and who was 

good (Reynolds 2015). 

Reynolds describes a range of differences that have kept her and others isolated from 

contemporary movements including clothing, disposition, and an unwillingness to 

acquiesce to power. The forces of good and evil she describes are in her opinion, less 

clear in the present based on the demeanor of people on the ground of Ferguson. In a 

piece comparing Selma to Ferguson, Charlotte Alter of Time Magazina writes, “While 

the protesters of the '50s and '60s wore their Sunday best, marched in an orderly fashion 

and used uniform messaging on their signs, today's protesters are more individualistic and 



Kelly C. Sharron  212 

worry less about appearing respectable…‘Respectability politics does not save you from 

racism in this country,’ Packnett says” (Alter 2015). Alter demonstrates a more neutral 

tone to speak about the sartorial choices of organizers, but BLM organizer Brittany 

Packnett says the respectability politics of the past are no longer useful, and that 

respectability does little to protect against racism. This is a firm understanding of the 

rejection of respectability as a political goal. While care has often been shaped by 

deference and respect to power, care can also depart to include a confrontational politics 

that is non-civil and non-respectable.   

The portrayal of BLM and the Ferguson uprising more broadly is highly 

structured by the media accounts discussed in chapter two, while the civil rights 

movement is now structured through nostalgia. Apart from the most extreme and 

unapologetic of racists, people aren't against voting rights and integration (at least 

publicly), though many fail to empathize with contemporary movements, and are 

reluctant to protest police power and mass incarceration. Writer and editor at The New 

Inquiry, Willie Osterweil questions the narrative of non-violence that has become so 

pervasive:  

[W]hy is it drilled into our heads, from grade school onward, in every single 

venue, by presidents, professors and police chiefs alike, that the civil rights 

movement was victorious because it was non-violent? Surely we should be 

suspicious of any narrative that the entire white establishment agrees is of the 

utmost importance (Osterweil 2014). 

The widespread belief that the civil rights movement was non-violent, and therefore 

successful, benefits dominant ideologies and structures of power, as it commands that all 
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movements that follow be non-violent, and therefore non-threatening to the dominant 

order. It is a useful ideological tool that operates to preserve the status quo and isolate 

people from potentially joining anti-racist work. One could imagine themselves joining 

the march in Selma while simultaneously disavowing BLM marches, and of course, riots.  

As mentioned earlier, it is incorrect to paint the entirety of the civil rights 

movement as non-violent, or that nonviolence was the unilaterally chosen best method to 

institute structural change. In fact, “By the end of the 1960s, many young people were 

rejecting the ideas of respectability and messianic leadership that largely black middle 

class clergy espoused for those in the movement” (Onion 2015). This perspective helps to 

broaden the ways in which we perceive both movements as disparate, and shift the 

comparisons that make them appear as wholly separate in focus and in strategy. The 

prevailing discourse also ignores the ways in which violence and nonviolence operate 

together as movements often willfully and intentionally deploy both tactics. Indeed, 

violence is often not the first resort, and is often a response to violence perpetrated by the 

state.  

But the portrayal of these movements as distinct and fundamentally different 

operates with a purpose, and the ways in which we conceive of these movements as on 

opposite ends of a dichotomy, is deliberate. Returning to the earlier discussion of media, 

and particularly depictions of looting, this representation is deployed to isolate the people 

on the ground in Ferguson from sympathizers and allies. As Osterweil says in “In defense 

of looting”: 

However, in trying to correct this media image—in making a strong division 

between Good Protesters and Bad Rioters, or between ethical non-violence 
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practitioners and supposedly violent looters—the narrative of the criminalization 

of black youth is reproduced… Meanwhile, police will consistently praise “non-

violent” demonstrators, and claim that they want to keep those demonstrators safe 

(Osterweil 2014). 

Osterweil notes that this is a strategy of power to further the perceived criminality of 

people of color, and that the media consistently paints a one-sided picture of protests. 

Osterweil says that this strategy marks good and bad subjects, those worthy of police 

care, and those worthy of police violence, of sympathy and of animosity. It justifies 

further police violence and the militarization of police forces. Put simply, it furthers state 

power and broadens its mandate for violence. The contradictions of state power play out 

vis-à-vis “good” and “bad” protestors, as care and violence are made to signal state 

reaction to protest, rather than the state’s will.  

Finally, a key aspect of the changing demands and limitations of social 

movements is the changing nature of the state itself. The agendas and tactics of social 

movements have certainly shifted in response to state power itself shifting. Given that 

legal rights have been at least officially recognized, and state tactics have shifted to a 

carceral state under the impersonalized rubric of criminalization, which have deeply 

disparate corporeal and embodied effects, the response has necessarily shifted to 

considering the more insidious operations of state power. While the spectacular events of 

police brutality have been a centralized focal point of movements, their wake has left a 

more diverse agenda and a need to sustain momentum outside of these instances, and 

consider the broader effects of state violence like economic disparities, housing 

inequality, and modern debtor's prisons. As articulated above in chapter one, all these 
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factors are at play in St. Louis, thus marking a geography that is critical to BLM, and 

creating the environment that sparked a larger conversation. Alter describes this as 

"decentralization,” “Instead of a backdrop of official segregation, they're occurring under 

the nation's first black president. And the regimented civil rights movement of the 1950s 

and '60s has given way to a more democratic, decentralized force” (Alter 2015). For 

some, that decentralization threatens the movement's ability to make real change (Alter 

2015). While Alter calls these differences decentralization, these shifts mark the 

induction of the caring state. The inclusion of a black president, and shifts in official state 

policy that guarantee legal protections and rights serves to obscure the focus on state 

violence and policing as a violent state apparatus. The caring state is much more difficult 

to refute, as it appears kinder, and seemingly legal equality has already been achieved. 

This is precisely why the contemporary moment requires the radical ethic of care. Given 

that state protections have done little to alter the effects of racism, a radical politics 

requires thinking beyond and against the state.  

One important distinction Alter does mark the inclusion of more people of color 

into the state itself, including, but not limited to, President Obama.42 This is an important 

shift, and, alongside the recognition of official rights, marks the inclusion of care as a 

strategy of furthering violence. Identity politics rings hollow as the demands for mass 

appeal in a deeply racist state limits the actions and voice of black elected leaders, police, 

                                                
42 President Obama's effectiveness as a "racial healer" (Lewis, 2016) was thrown in question almost 
immediately, as six months into his Presidency a black Harvard professor, Henry Louis Gates Jr., was 
arrested in his own home by a white officer, the underlying assumption being that he could not live in such 
a home. Obama and Biden sat with Gates and the arresting officer, Sgt. James Crowley in what was dubbed 
"the beer summit" after Obama had publicly said the officer "acted stupidly." After those remarks, Obama 
never regained popularity with white men, and was widely seen as overstepping by critiquing law 
enforcement and highlighting inequality in racial profiling and police stops and arrests. Since those events, 
Obama was more delicate in approaching matters of race and policing, quickly highlighting the limits of the 
office. 
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and law enforcement. In other words, there is an impetus to not be too threatening, too 

overt, or “too black.” This is where care takes hold in lieu of demanding or effecting 

structural change. Instead, people were forced to offer sympathies instead of any material 

change and to coopt an ethics of care on behalf of the state itself. At the heart of the 

caring state is the denial of any alterations in the operation of state power in favor of 

offering to understand, and in so doing, quell further violence and outrage. I turn to a 

final comparison from Mark Sappenfield appearing in the Christian Science Monitor: 

The Selma marches were held after a young black deacon, Jimmie Lee Jackson, 

was shot and killed by white police while walking from a church to the Marion, 

Ala., jail as part of a protest against the imprisonment of a civil rights worker. 

Brown was shot during a confrontation over jaywalking after having apparently 

robbed a local liquor store of a pack of mini-cigars. 

The Selma marchers were attacked by police with billy clubs and tear gas. On 

Saturday, police shut down a lane of traffic to allow the marchers in Ferguson to 

walk in the street safely (Sappenfield 2014). 

This once more highlights the mechanisms of caring in contrast to brute force. 

Sappenfield describes Brown in contrast to civil rights darlings, and the violence of 

protest whereas protests in Ferguson were somewhat (and in limited times and spaces) 

permitted and aided. This has less to do with how a movement acts, or what martyrs it 

coalesces around, and more to do with the ways in which the state now carries out racism 

through care and structural violence. While the civil rights movement produced 

spectacular images of police violence against immaculately dressed protestors, the 

narrative has now shifted to include violent protestors against police eager to allow 
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people to exercise their right to peaceful protest and assembly. This obscures the broader 

relationship of violence and destitution, and furthers the perception that the protestors are 

the ones destroying communities and committing atrocities. This is the operation of the 

contemporary state to conceal its operations and appear as kind and benevolent in the 

face of violence. These discussions make clear that the care deployed by the state acts to 

obscure and frustrate protest. The state obscures protest through caring rhetoric, thereby 

extending its violence without protest. Moreover, rather than viewing the state’s 

permission of protest as an act of care, the unwillingness of protestors to follow state 

logics enacts a radical ethic of care precisely because it refuses the state’s terms, instead 

enacting care between and among participants and the self.  

State Interference 

In some instances, the state intervened more directly than just controlling the 

narrative, including arresting protestors, and as some allege, participating in the protests 

to increase violence and property damage. These interventions can't be overlooked in 

favor of the gentle articulations of state power. In fact, at the heart of the argument about 

the function of care is that it has become necessary to pave the way and legitimize more 

violent tactics. The deployment of care does not imply the violence does not still hold a 

place within the state arsenal, but rather that when such instances do occur, we 

immediately question the reality of violence because the narrative has already been 

controlled against believing such outbursts.  

One of the wider known and lesser questioned tactics has always been the arrests 

of protestors. In Ferguson, this included 400 arrests in the months after Brown's death 

(Kohler and Deere 2014) and 29 arrests the night of the grand jury announcement (Basu, 
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Yan, and Ford 2014). These arrests are indicative of the desire and will of the state to 

remove protestors from the streets with little cause or justification. The mere use of arrest 

also contributes to the narrative that protests were violent, even though the reasoning 

behind arrests may be vague, and, in some cases, unconstitutional. Many arrests were 

made under the “interfering with police” (Bell 2015) and “failure to disperse” (Stewart 

and Reilly 2016) laws, both of which have questionable justifications, and have been 

deemed unconstitutional in other contexts (City of Houston v. Hill 1987). A number of the 

arrests occurred while people were standing on sidewalks, which the police justified 

through asking them to move and then arresting them when they were standing still 

(Stewart and Reilly 2016). A federal judge eventually ruled that police had acted 

unlawfully in their arrests, and that the “no standing” rule had been applied unevenly and 

unlawfully, hindering the right to protest (Reilly 2014). Police Chief Belmar said that the 

law was never meant to be applied in the manner it was and that it was a 

“miscommunication” (Reilly 2014). However, others have noted that the police often use 

the tactic of low-level arrests, only to dismiss them later with the promise that no lawsuits 

will be brought (Reilly 2014). This use of leverage against the community furthers 

distrust of policing as arrests become a means to protect the police department.  

Beyond these arrests, there were snipers positioned and aimed at crowds, tear gas 

was deployed indiscriminately, all alongside a generally militant response. A recently 

obtained FBI counter-terrorism assessment highlights a category called “Black Identity 

Extremists,” that it deems a violent threat to law enforcement (FBI 2017). This report is 

in a long trajectory of racial profiling that deems activists “subversives” and enemies of 

the state. These assessments pave the way for more violent interventions, as well as acts 
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like wiretapping and infiltration of movements. The executive summary of the 

assessment reads: 

The FBI assesses it is very likely Black Identity Extremist (BIE) perceptions of 

police brutality against African Americans spurred an increase in premeditated, 

retaliatory lethal violence against law enforcement and will very likely serve as 

justification for such violence. The FBI assess it is very likely this increase began 

following the 9 August 2014 shooting of Michael Brown in Ferguson, Missouri, 

and the subsequent Grand Jury November 2014 declination to indict the police 

officers involved. The FBI assesses it is very likely incidents of alleged police 

abuse against African Americans since then have continued to feed the resurgence 

in ideologically motivated, violent criminal activity within the BIE movement. 

The FBI assesses it is very likely some BIEs are influenced by a mix of anti-

authoritarian, Moorish sovereign citizen ideology, and BIE ideology. The FBI has 

high confidence in these assessments, based on a history of violent incidents 

attributed to individuals who acted on behalf of their ideological beliefs (FBI 

2017). 

This language doesn't bother to conceal the racial profiling at play in the FBI assessment 

in its identification of BIE as those "who seek, wholly or in part, through unlawful acts of 

force or violence, in response to perceived racism or injustice in American society and 

some do so in furtherance of establishing a separate black homeland or autonomous black 

social institutions, communities, or governing organizations within the United States” 

(FBI 2017). The FBI assessment marks Ferguson as a critical juncture in sparking BIE 

attacks and continually refers to BIE’s as “suspects.” The assessment fails to distinguish 
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between peaceful, non-violent, or property destructing protest against those that actually 

target law enforcement. Given the ways in which the assessment marks the increase in 

violence as coinciding with Ferguson and other protests against police brutality, it is 

impossible to not make the jump from BIE to BLM. It is never interrogated that those 

mentioned as emblematic of the threat posed by BIE, most notably Micha Johnson in 

Dallas, received much of their training in the very military industrial complex that now 

deploys its machinery against them.  

This report is alarming for a number of reasons. Chief among them is the racial 

profiling and consolidation of all protestors as extremists, or potential extremists, and the 

dismissal of state-based racism as “perceived” amidst a report that enacts that very 

violence. Further, this assessment only justifies increased police militancy and strains 

relationships between law enforcement and their communities. Moreover, that this 

assessment was carried out by the counter-terrorism unit continues the long trajectory of 

the use of the classification of “terrorist” against racial minorities that justifies the full use 

of state force (Puar 2017). This has already been an ongoing project as several BLM 

protestors have been under government surveillance amidst uprisings in the wake of 

Ferguson (Levin 2017). Alongside the collusion between Twitter and law enforcement 

through Geofeedia, these law enforcement strategies amount to a deliberate attack against 

black organizing and black organizers in an effort to discredit their legitimate claims 

against state violence. This is another overlooked relationship between the civil rights 

movement and contemporary anti-racist organizing that makes clear that even with the 

technique of care, the threat of violence is omnipresent.   

Legacy of Social Movements 
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This chapter has articulated the ways in which contemporary social movements 

are perceived, discussed, and entangled with, and respond to state violence. The most 

visible of these organizations is BLM. One of their co-founders, Marcia Chatelain, 

describes their mission as this: 

Black Lives Matter is feminist in its interrogation of state power and its critique of 

structural inequality. It is also forcing a conversation about gender and racial 

politics that we need to have--women at the forefront of this movement are 

articulating that “black lives” does not only mean men's lives or cisgender lives or 

respectable lives or the lives that are legitimated by state power or privilege. 

 (Chatelain and Asoka 2015). 

Chatelain places feminism at the forefront of BLM's response to state power and 

inequality. The act of having women in leadership and founding roles explodes what have 

been conventional calls to mattering, as well as the legacy of the civil rights movement. 

In this less conventional movement, or rather a movement that bring to the fore women's 

invisible labor in social organizing, BLM highlights the need for a contemporary 

movement to be attentive to the multiple identities and embodiments touched by police 

violence and by the de-mattering of black life. While it is most often names of men and 

boys who have driven the most intense pressure against the police and propelled social 

movements, Mike Brown, Freddie Gray, Philando Castile, Trayvon Martin, to name a 

few, BLM continues to highlight the need for attention to violence against women of 

color, trans people of color, people in prison, felons, etc. BLM denies the search for the 

"perfect victim," those whose innocence is beyond question, because that is parallel to the 

point that all black life is considered illegitimate in a racist state. That is the very power 
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of a feminist point of view; feminism considers the refusal of livability that structures 

black life itself. Chatelain calls to our attention the ways in which violence against people 

of color ripples through communities and has adverse effects far beyond the original 

victim. This is often lost when considering police violence, the more mundane structures 

of debt and imprisonment that impair generations.  

In a panel at the Barnard Center for Research on Women discussing Christina 

Sharpe’s In the Wake, a text which connects the afterlife of slavery with the 

contemporary political climate that makes black death inevitable and mundane, Sadiya 

Hartman calls care “the antidote to violence.” While this chapter doesn't necessarily 

question and refute this statement wholesale, it does ask care by and for whom? 

Additionally, it considers the implications of state-based care with regard to social 

movements and movements that seek to redress state violence. Care is a technique that is 

used to further state violence, not as an insincere utterance or a fleeting possibility now 

foreclosed, but as a tool utilized by and for white supremacy. In the modern instantiation 

of state power we are now embedded in, care has become a mandate all while furthering 

and perpetuating violence. I posit that amidst the caring state, BLM enacts a radical ethic 

of care, which looks to upend the state, and requires an oppositional stance to the state 

and state violence. This version, or enactment, of care moves the feminist theorizations of 

care discussed in the introduction forward, as it names the state as the source of violence, 

and seeks solutions beyond institutions of harm.  
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Conclusion: The Continued Relevance of the Caring State 
 
 This dissertation developed the concept of the “caring state” to describe the state’s 

attempts at kindness, inclusion, and care in the wake of Michael Brown’s death in 

Ferguson, Missouri. I located the caring state alongside the militarization of U.S. police 

forces, and the ongoing brutality faced by people of color amidst institutions that are anti-

black at their foundation. The simultaneous violence and care appear as a contradiction, 

but instead are connected and mutually informing strategies of the state. As discussed in 

the introduction, feminist ethicists have theorized care as an inherently feminine and 

feminist affect and orientation. According to these feminist ethicists, if only the state, and 

other institutions, could be made to care, then they would surely be more accommodating 

to marginalized people. I have disrupted that provocation throughout, instead 

demonstrating that care, when carried out under the rubric of state rule, continues and 

exacerbates the very violence that these feminists sought to repair. Moreover, care has 

served to prevent more radical uprisings against state violence by quelling the impetus to 

rebel because equality is always pending.  

 I have explored the operation of the caring state through the spatial politics of 

Ferguson, the media, and state discourses. These sites consider how the state articulates 

its power as in the interest of overall equality, and betterment. In chapter 1, I addressed 

the planning of St. Louis county through segregation and racialized zoning practices 

framed through the management of life. Judicial decisions that played an active role in 

segregation and the enforcement of red lining were described through the fostering of 

populations, and built and natural environments. I drew connections between the 

historical context of zoning and municipal formation and the practices of St. Louis county 



Kelly C. Sharron  224 

police forces, which operate as collection agencies which adversely affect people of 

color. In chapter 2, I traced how the media solidified the narrative of events in Ferguson 

with the opposite forces of violent protest and the caring state. The media, over time, 

tended toward a particular telling of events in Ferguson that relied on the state as a caring 

institution, and provided evidence of various infractions on the part of Brown and 

protestors. I read pieces of media to demonstrate how the state is represented as caring 

amidst ongoing violence. In chapter 3, I turned to the ways the state managed its own 

crisis of police brutality, through the promise of restoration, reforms like community 

policing, and increased accountability. I discussed speeches, caring rhetoric, and the 

Department of Justice report, which all indicate that the state is capable of care, and that 

the calls to radically upend policing are ill informed. Just as the DOJ report admits FPD’s 

various Constitutional violations, they advocate increasing the sphere of policing. In 

chapter 4, I turned away from the caring state to consider the potential of a radical ethic 

of care as a feminist praxis that operates against state violence. I argued that BLM insists 

upon an end to state violence using the guiding principles of care, thereby refusing the 

terms of the caring state. The caring state does not necessarily sap the potential out of 

care, but care must be diligently oriented against state violence.  

As I was writing during the 2016 U.S. election, I considered the election to be part 

of the pageantry of the caring state. On the one hand there was the establishment 

Democratic party attempting to appease, and give lip service to more progressive liberals, 

all the while continuing what had been business as usual politics: large donors, the 

neoliberal doctrine, and the continuation of status quo power and privilege. On the other, 

there was what seemed to be a circus with a large field of candidates giving way to an 
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explicitly sexist, racist, and billionaire populist. Democrats and Hillary Clinton seemed 

content to define themselves through distance from the more violent rhetoric of President 

Trump’s campaign. Instead of offering substantive change, Democrats presented the 

continuation of the status quo, nothing radical, nothing revolutionary, but not Trump. It 

seemed like the perfect moment to define the caring state, and as though Trump had 

presented its violent foil. The caring state upholds personal liberty, it praises the inclusion 

of difference, it wags its finger at the violent state apparatus, with a little wink behind 

everyone’s backs. Before the election, it seemed somewhat nauseating to continue to 

praise, and vote in favor of, the caring state, but at least it was better than the alternative 

(which of course is precisely the point – be gracious because it could be much worse).  

 This dissertation develops the caring state within the context of Brown’s death in 

Ferguson, Missouri, and the events of the next year that followed, roughly the time period 

of 2014-2015. It was a time defined by the Obama presidency, referenced many times 

throughout this dissertation, as marking the progress of the nation. President Obama, and 

other people of color in leadership was indicative of the ways the state had changed. It 

was the hallmark of care, the ability of leaders to empathize and understand the charges 

of racism, and to be able to frame that pain within the state rubric. This dissertation has 

been critical of inclusion, empathy, and care as state strategies and techniques to further 

violence. Much of the analysis in this dissertation is grounded in the rhetoric of President 

Obama and his appointees like Attorney General Eric Holder. The connection between 

caring and the state seemed to rely on what had now become Democratic party principles. 

President Trump and his supporters seemed to favor a much bolder, more violent will of 

the state that can’t neatly be captured by care. This violent rhetoric was obvious with 
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regard to the U.S./Mexico border and the prison industrial complex, inciting rational fear, 

the effects of which have been made evident in the years since.   

After the 2016 election, it seemed as if the caring state had given way, or 

returned, to the violent state. Instead of tolerance and inclusion, there was a return to hate 

speech, exclusion, and the shrinking sphere of legal protections. In the wake of Trump’s 

election and in the myriad of racist, homophobic, and transphobic people being appointed 

to new positions of leadership, the topic of state violence rose to prominence, not 

inflected through any particular moment, but as an overarching sense of doom. 

Movements formerly on the fringes of mainstream hate now have a President that speaks 

to and for them, and one who has the power to wield the American war machine. In this 

conclusion, I discuss the contemporary political moment, and ask if the caring state is 

indeed over. Returning to Ahmed’s original query about Britain, was the U.S. election 

also a reaction to being “soft?” Is the election of Donald Trump a reaction to care? Here I 

frame Trump’s rise to power as a transition from the pseudotolerant neoliberalism to the 

fascist impulses of populism. Rather than as a distinct break, these forms of governance 

exist on a continuum, a continuum that needs to be resisted at all levels, not just at either 

easily recognizable pole.  

 After November 8th, 2016, people were forced to grapple with the implications of 

the election. Two kinds of rhetoric emerged, either that President Trump represents a 

wholly new kind of leadership, the likes of which we’ve never seen, or a continuation and 

logical outcome of increased militarization, migration, and economic destitution, trends 

that arguably started in the wake of World War II. Both explanations seem insufficient to 

explain the current political landscape, a landscape that has willingly given a voice to the 
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most vile of opinions. The 2016 election had many questioning if we had left 

neoliberalism and headed toward fascism. Neoliberalism operates by way of consent, 

albeit a manufactured consent based in economic privatization, unfettered wage gaps, and 

the collusion of state and capital. Fascism, by contrast, is meant to signify a nationalist, 

violent, concentrated form of authoritarian governance with a strong leader. The 

American check on these forms of power has consistently been articulated as 

representative democracy through voting, term limits, and Constitutional authority vested 

in the courts. As has always been clear, these checks are insufficient for marginalized 

populations, and do little to ward off either fascism or neoliberalism. There is nothing 

new or un-American about anti-Semitism, white supremacy, or heteropatriarchy, and to 

think there would be short sighted, however new the framing of “alt-right” may be. This 

is perhaps the greatest flaw in the American democratic experiment and the logic of 

American exceptionalism - there is nothing inherently moral or ethical about the will of 

the people.  

 Neoliberalism and fascism are not as distinct as their common definitions may 

suggest and both are possible under US democracy. Since the rise of neoliberalism, the 

transition from “difference” to “diversity” has resulted in the normalization of difference 

based on its proximity to whiteness, heterosexuality, and upward mobility. Difference has 

been evaluated based on its offerings to the generalization of the US as a benevolent 

nation. In other words, minorities are strategically deployed to serve the state’s interests, 

and those acts of benevolence are only a calculated use of care to mitigate violence. The 

question of diversity has played out in a puzzling way as people try to grapple with the 

phenomenon that two-time Obama voters were moved to endorse the racist working-class 
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rhetoric of Trump. The fall of the “blue wall” and the power of angry, white voters in 

those states of industrial decay are articulated as a failure of the Clinton campaign to take 

seriously a Republican threat in those blue strongholds and the lack of economic 

messaging to those areas ravaged by globalization. Throughout his Presidency, Obama 

contended with increasing racial tensions, the attention paid to police brutality, targeted 

mass shootings, and the rise of BLM. In the face of white brutality, whiteness resurged 

and was perceived to be under attack. America, it seems, was growing too diverse, while 

forgetting the hard work of white Americans that had “made America great.” The very 

dynamics of care had propelled the electorate to more severe forms of violence. 

 Neoliberalism is perhaps best marked by unfettered capitalism and the 

unrestricted growth of capital accumulation at the expense of labor. Under neoliberalism, 

essentially the state steps out to make room for capital accumulation without restrictions, 

wage demands, or redistribution. The results of neoliberalism have been made apparent 

since the eighties: increased wage and wealth gaps and the concentration of power 

globally to a small circle of elites, as well as the growing carceral state. These trends of 

neoliberal capitalism have made way for the populist message of Trump, a populism 

which in many ways mirror Reaganomics for a globalized world. Essentially, the 

message to struggling white people was a vow to keep companies in the U.S. and abolish 

free trade through a series of tax cuts and incentives to companies. By promising a 

resurgence of industrial capitalism to ravaged states and regions, Trump’s populist 

message was able to transcend racist and sexist remarks to connect with voters who 

excused those remarks with the hopes of economic resurgence.  
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As increasing segments of the population are marked for death under a Trump 

regime, we must question the military infrastructure that made a Trump presidency 

possible and have allowed his agenda to be successful. During his campaign, Trump 

actually praised Obama for the deportations accomplished during his time in office: a 

number that sharply increased with respect to Obama’s Republican predecessor and 

under the guise of deporting “criminals” and drug cartel members (Horsely, 2016). The 

budget for immigration enforcement grew by 300% under Obama, and Operation 

Streamline, a border-court system originating under President George W. Bush, doubled 

in prosecutions (Franko, 2016). These efforts have been enough to name Obama 

“deporter in chief” by many, and leave Trump with the largest border enforcement force 

and militarized structure in the history of the US.  

In another reversal from campaign rhetoric, Obama expanded the use of drones 

for directed attacks against so-called military targets, often referred to as “high-ranking 

terrorists,” outside the scope of a traditional battlefield. This use of force has been 

justified by the non-conventional nature of the War on Terror and the dispersed, secret 

locations of leaders. These drone strikes have often had innocent casualties including 

women and children, while failing to hit their intended target. According to reports, 

Obama has authorized 506 drone strikes that have killed 3,040 terrorists and 391 

civilians, as compared to President Bush’s 50 authorized strikes (Zenko, 2016). The use 

of these technologies leaves in place an ever-expanding military and security apparatus 

that blurs the line between the battlefield and private space, while naming both the 

domain of sovereign power. Additionally, these military technologies have clearly been 

shown to have the capacity to integrate into civilian police forces, and in fact, Attorney 
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General Jeff Sessions reinstated the policy that allows military equipment to filter to 

police departments that President Obama had previously repealed after Ferguson.  

These examples highlight the necessity of resisting both Obama’s care and 

Trump’s brand of white nationalism and fascism, as the two politicians directly yoke 

together racialized figures of the criminal, the terrorist, and the immigrant to expand and 

fortify the neocolonial state. In so doing, they invoke and reconfigure some of the 

embodied legacies once used to legitimize slavery, colonialism, and genocide: legacies 

that continue to shape contemporary terrains of struggle in the U.S. Under both 

Presidents, as well as others, the impetus toward violence remains a central theme of 

statecraft. This violence has taken different forms, and masqueraded as different kinds of 

state rule, but the effects have been maintained. I don’t mean to deny that under there is a 

palpable reorganization of power, and tangible policy changes that affect and disrupt 

people’s live and livelihoods. But, I do mean to question the shock and horror in response 

to the 2016 election, as well as demonstrate the ways that care has also produced many of 

the same harms, albeit under a different form.  

Moreover, I draw these connections to question the impulse to reminisce about 

the state and state institutions under different leadership. Since the 2016 election, there 

has been an increased liberal nostalgia for President Obama, and even Presidents George 

W. Bush and Bill Clinton. It seems as though Trump’s brand of violence has shored up a 

willful forgetting of his predecessor’s harms including the invasion of Iraq, welfare 

reform, and the 1994 crime bill. The virulent harm of the Trump presidency has ushered 

in a new benchmark from which to measure all other acts of institutional violence. This is 
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a short-sighted nostalgia that will ultimately produce and excuse future harm. To accept 

the caring state will not rid the state of its violence, rather it will mask and expand it.  

The caring state is not particular to Ferguson. It indexes a national affect and an 

institutional feeling. Caring is a way to describe the acquiescence to power amidst 

devastation. Caring is a way of governing that obfuscates responsibility and conceals 

state violence. Additionally, I hold that caring has an ongoing resonance even after the 

election of President Trump. The analysis here is perhaps even more relevant following 

the 2016 election, as the caring state is more alluring than ever. The rampant xenophobia, 

racism, sexism, transphobia, and homophobia have left many longing for the tolerance, 

kindness, and care that characterizes the years before. This dissertation should cause 

pause, as when absorbed into the state form, care does little to change the material 

conditions of state rule. Feminist care must always refuse the seductions of the state, and 

work to vehemently oppose its discourses of both inclusion and harm.  
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