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Introduction
"I can't breathe…please…mama… I'm about to die, please, the knee in my neck…" To a large extent, any American and global citizen keen on structural police racism matters can probably place the quoted text into context. These were some of the last words uttered by George Floyd on May 25, 2020; as he took his last breaths, a white policeman, Derek Chauvin, knelt on his neck for an agonizing nine minutes. As videos of the incident spread online, the media jumped into a frenzy. Tons and tons of online articles were churned out; analyzing the incident, people were up in arms protesting, swift court cases were filed, and social media was ablaze with black lives matter activism.
In retrospect, issues of structural police racism have always generated high internet coverage. In this age of freedom of expression, highly publicized police brutality incidences command much attention online, with independent reporters taking the chance to air out racial problems, call for action and offer their thoughts on the incidences. Internet coverage of these high-profile incidences helps shape public opinion and attitude concerning underlying social problems. Internet journalists play a critical role in influencing what issues we choose to act upon and how society views and places its confidence on police officers.
This essay will seek to isolate and analyze how highly publicized news websites covered police brutality cases, how these sites painted the incidents and the people involved, the public's reaction to these articles, and how racial issues were presented. As much as we identify as a "color blind" society, preformed racial prejudice is a common undertone in media coverage of race-sensitive events. This essay will compare how internet news outlets covered police brutality cases on African American men and those involving white men. Throughout the essay, I will examine the hypothesis's credibility: race plays a critical role in how internet news outlets cover incidences of police brutality.
The portrayal of black victims and white suspects in police brutality cases
Perhaps, one of the most publicized police shooting incidents in recent times is the August 9, 2014 shooting of an unarmed black teenager, Michael Brown, by a white policeman, Darren Wilson. While, to date, eye-witness accounts of the incident have been disputed, some witnesses maintain that Brown was shot with his hands raised. On the other hand, the police have maintained, to date, that Brown had roughed the policeman and tried to take his gun. The internet media was in a frenzy, with authors finding old photos of Brown depicted in poses that suggested he was a gang member. As a result of the internet's media choice to use that particular "thuggish" photo, there was an uproar among social media users decrying malicious character assassination of police brutality victims.
To further illustrate the character assassination of black victims on the internet media, I will refer to an NBC News article on Trayvon Martin's killing. On February 26, 2012, in Florida, Martin, a seventeen-year-old African American teenager, was shot and killed by George Zimmerman, a police officer. Zimmerman was later charged with murder but was later acquitted on self-defense grounds; ironically, the victim had been unarmed. As it is the norm with these types of cases, the internet media quickly took up the story and publicized it accordingly. NBC, a popular internet news outlet, published the story of martin with the headline "Trayvon Martin was suspended three times from school."  What does this title insinuate? Maybe the author was insinuating that Martin was a delinquent youth who perhaps had gotten what he deserved. 
On August 5, 2014, John Crawford, a 22-year-old African American, was fatally shot by a police officer in a Walmart store. John was holding a toy gun, an MK-177 pellet gun at sale in the store. Concerned citizens called the police in the store about a man brandishing a "gun." In the ensuing events, John was killed by a fatal gunshot. As is the norm with these kinds of incidences, the internet news media took up the story. The New York Daily News ran the heading: "Ohio man was carrying variable pump air rifle when cops killed him: attorney general" the article went to great length to capture comments of the attorney general who seemed to defend the accused. The website painted the victim as a danger to the people around him and the police officers.
A week after a white cop, Amber Guyger, killed a black man, Botham Jean, the media was out to demonize the victim in his apartment. In their online platforms with a massive following, Fox News reported that the victim had marijuana when he was killed. Possession of marijuana doesn't warrant the cruel death Jean faced. The relevance of revealing his possession of drugs was irrelevant to the investigation and was only geared towards painting him in a bad public light. Jean's apartment's search warrant was made public, but that of the accused was kept secret. The media's portrayal of jean's character is not only in bad faith but serves to blame him for the perpetrator's actions somehow. 
There seems to be an inherent pattern looking at many internet news reporting of police brutality and gun violence. The African Americans are deliberately portrayed as dangerous people; by using malicious photographs, their history, and character assassination. On the other hand, the white suspects are portrayed as victims of circumstances, having had to kill the victims for self-defense. The same pattern can also be seen in how internet news outlets portray white civilians involved in mass shootings and violence against black people. While this essay's scope is limited to police violence, I will provide a link to an article by Nick Wing that compares black victims' news headlines and white suspects' headlines. (Nick Wing. 2014)
How internet news coverage shapes the perception of social problems
Today, the internet news medium has gained tremendous popularity. Owing to the fast-paced urban life, many people opt to read their news on their phones, tablets, and computers. Therefore, the internet news medium has established itself as a critical player in shaping people's perception of social problems. 
The true power of internet news channels lies in their power to change or influence people's severity and importance on particular social beliefs. (Fridki et al., 2017). Internet news coverage has helped shape how people view police brutality, racism, and violence directed at African American citizens.
Internet media coverage has made it easier for society to acknowledge our country's racial problem and act on it. Perhaps a good example of how internet media can stir up the public into action can be seen in George Floyd's killing on May 25, 2020. When the incident happened, witnesses were initially captured on their phones and the CCTV cameras around. The videos of the incident were shared online, then picked up by internet news agencies. Reporters helped frame the incident in a way that whipped up the emotions of the public. By using carefully structured headings, opinions, witness accounts, and linking the incident to similar past incidents, the people were more aware of structural police racism. The ensuing protests, chaos, and online movements can be widely attributed to internet news outlets' extensive coverage of the incident.
In as much as the internet media plays a role in making society aware of these cases of police brutality, it has been criticized for misinforming the public. While many reporters are not outright racist, other social constructs like white supremacy might influence how they cover police brutality without critically analyzing how they construct the story, description the victims and perpetrators, and the photo captions they use.
How does internet reporting influence the public's confidence in police officers?
Internet news' coverage of police brutality incidences has an impact on the public's attitude and opinions of police officers. Several researchers have analyzed how reporting of police brutality and popular attitude towards law officers relate.  This research indicates that the level of public confidence with the police force declines tremendously after these incidences are reported online. (Kaminski et al. 1998, Singelman et al. 1996, Weitzer R. 2002). Other studies have shown that white citizen's trust in the police is usually regained quicker than that of black people after these incidences of police brutality. (Tuch and Weitzer, 1997)
The article by Fridkin and other researchers (Frdkin et al. 2017) provides a critical analysis of how media coverage impacts the police's attitude. The article sets the precedence by relating the assault of professor Ersula Ore by a white police officer, Stewart Ferrin, which happened on May 20, 2014. The altercation's initial framing by the police and Ores' lawyers exhibited stark differences, with each party trying to vilify the other. Ores' attorneys explained that the officer had shoved the professor, threatening to slam her on a car; the officer then tackled the victim to the ground and placed her in a headlock. On the other hand, the police department painted professor Ore as having assaulted the police officer. In his statement, Stewart said that the professor had refused to produce identification, verbally abused the officer, and kicked him in the shin. Consequently, the professor was charged with aggravated assault, criminal damage of a police car, obstruction of public space, and resisting arrest.
The original incident gathered little media coverage, owing to the prevalent assumption that Ore had assaulted the police officer. However, a month later, KTVK-TV and Phoenix obtained the dash-camera footage that captured the incident; there was a national uproar of the event. The public changed its view of the professor and the police officer. From the research evidence, it is evident that internet new media can influence how the public perceives an event. Internet news sources influence how people perceive events on their cognitive level and how people react to these events.
A critical aspect of internet news is framing. Framing is essentially how a reporter chooses to tell a story. As shown in this essay, some reporters chose to tell the story in a way that demonizes the black victim while subtly defending the perpetrator. The article, media and police brutality (Frdkin et al., 2017) explore the various frames under which police brutality incidents against black people are reported. The authors of the article acknowledge that the issue of police brutality is a conservative one, with a significant number of Americans, 45%, acknowledging that police violence is a major concern. (Frdkin et al., 2017). 
Many people are likely to have performed negativity towards police officers due to structural police racism's perception as an important social issue. Due to the police's existing attitude, people are less likely to be influenced otherwise, even by internet news articles that vilify black victims and support killer officers. (Chong and Druckman. 2007). Another reason for the conservative perception of police brutality, Is the existing coverage of past police brutality cases against African Americans. Internet news sources often adopt one frame, "police brutality." For instance, from January to March 2015, the New York Times' online portal carried more than sixty news articles that had the common theme of police brutality against African Americans. A majority of these articles had titles that implicated a police officer meeting unwarranted violence against an unarmed African American. 
The importance of the police violence frame impacts the trust people place in the police force. The accessibility of a specific frame when portraying incidences affects how people process and react to the news. (Bargh et al. 1998). If internet news websites adopt a common frame of reporting police brutality, they make the frame more relatable, consequently influencing how people view and trust police officers. (Druckman and Bolsen. 2011)
As a result of police perception influenced by internet news reporting, many African Americans do not feel safe around police officers. Driving around American roads for most black people is a daunting task, with most motorists dreading being flagged down by traffic police.
How internet news coverage of police brutality affects crime reporting in African American neighborhoods.
AS illustrated above, online police violence coverage against unarmed black people does significant damage to the public's trust in police officers. High-profile police brutality incidences generate a lot of online coverage, discussions, and opinions. Among other areas, coverage of police brutality cases has a significant impact on how frequently people call 911 to report a crime. A study by Matthew, Andrew, and David (Desmond et al. 2016) sought to study how the internet reporting of the 2004 brutal beating of an unarmed black man, Frank Jude, influenced the crime reporting patterns of the black community of Milwaukee. The research established that in the months following the assault of Frank, 911 calls among black residents dropped by half. Respondents involved in the study expressed the belief in the incompetence and untrustworthiness of crime response officers. There was a general fear of police officers, and many residents were hesitant to call the police citing possible police brutality.
How internet news sites downplay structural police racism
The headlines and captions internet news sites choose to headline critics have questioned police violence reports. Over time, many online reporters and writers have developed crafty euphemistic captions to downplay police brutality severity. Online reporters are responsible for informing the public about important occurrences and initiating online discussions on social problems. Internet news reporters have continued to strengthen existing misconceptions of black people. Internet news sites have repeatedly taken credibility out of black activism and protests. For instance, the nationwide protests that ensued after George Floyd's killing were extensively covered by internet media sites. A popular new site, USA Today, used the headline: "There are anarchists? Minnesota officials say 'outside agitators' are hijacking peaceful protest." When reporting about protests in Minneapolis. The title of this article was contrary to a video recording of the protests. This article's writer was out to paint people protesting police brutality in a bad light, blaming them for the excessive force the police officers used in dispersing the crowds. Due to the backlash the news site received, the heading was consequently changed to depict the issue.
A common theme is prevalent across many headlines of internet news coverage of police brutality, working to fuel the existing stereotype of black people and their culture. Even looking at most stories' content, black people are associated with violence gang activity, crime, and lawlessness. Most reporting usually centers on these stereotypes, using a choice of words that work toward achieving this goal.

The narrative style of news websites covering police brutality
Two narrative styles are commonly used in internet news reporting; episodic and thematic styles. An episodic reporting gives an annotated timeline of how the incident occurred. For example, in the shooting of Michael Brown in Ferguson, AP news gave an annotated timeline of events, starting with how Michael and his friends were walking in the streets, how Darren, the police officer, stopped the group, the ensuing confrontation and exchange of word and ultimate killing of Michael. Thematic reporting, on the other hand, involves exploring the incident from a different perspective. Thematic reporting entails delving into the social constructs and biases that lead to the brutality. It also involves examining the police violence in that specific locality and how the society reacted. Thematic reporting is critical in informing the public of social problems such as; structural police racism, economic racism, white supremacy, and white privilege.
Police narrative in website coverage of police brutality.
When internet news sites carry police brutality stories, the police are usually very quick in offering counter-narratives and explanations. Most news sites pick up the police narrative and give it considerable coverage. Most official statements are usually geared towards exonerating the police officers involved in the shootings and painting the victims as criminals. A simple google search of major shooting incidents will reveal an array of articles with police quotes as the headlines. The preference of the police narrative captured in online news sites is critical in downplaying the victim's family's loss and grief. The preference of police narrative in internet coverage of police brutality has been cited as distorting these shooting incidences' facts and timeline.
Concerns about internet news coverage of police brutality.
Today, anyone can own a blog, write whatever they feel is right and upload it on the internet. There is no established mechanism of authenticating the truth in these blogs. People with ulterior motives, or are too invested in stereotyping black people, might publish articles that demonize police brutality victims. Website reporters do not rigorously establish their sources' credibility; hence, they might publish information that is falsified and inaccurate. The internet is a powerful tool for influencing the masses. The untrue information might cause protests and unnecessary property damage, and possible loss of lives.
Critics have raised concerns about the bias exhibited in the coverage of incidents of police brutality. There have been growing concerns on the extensive internet coverage of police shootings, having been criticized for possibly blowing out of proportion the police brutality issue against black people. Critics have argued that the coverage of police shootings has created a negative image of the American police system,
Also, there has been an uproar of racial bias in covering incidents of police brutality. The newspaper article by Valeria brings out this alleged racial bias. (Valeria 2014).  The article compares the internet coverage of the shooting of a white male, Dillon Taylor, and a black male, Michael Brown. The author notes an apparent disparity in the amount of internet news coverage these two, somewhat similar, cases received. Critics have argued that internet news sources have capitalized on the existing racial constructs and perceived white privilege to gain popularity and attract many readers and followers. 
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