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Metaracism (the metaeffect of systemic racism): the dynamic, compounding patterns of racial disadvantage and discrimination produced by the interconnections among policies and practices across society over time. No single policy or practice—nor a linear, additive combination of them—can produce metaracism. Metaracism is an impact greater than the sum of systemic racism’s parts.

















INTRODUCTION



I WAS BORN IN HARLEM. WE LIVED ON 145TH STREET between Broadway and Amsterdam Avenue. It must have been a beautiful building in 1905, when its bricks were still visibly red and decorative lintels and elaborate pediments framed its windows. By the time I was born in 1962, it was a decrepit walk-up tenement run by a landlord who did nothing to care for it. Some of my earliest memories are of standing near the oven to warm up because we had no heat. My father paid professional exterminators to keep rats and roaches out of our apartment, and my mother organized rent strikes to force the landlord to turn the heat back on. My parents’ efforts worked for a time, but soon enough the heat would disappear, and the rats and roaches always made their way back inside.


Despite the condition of my building and my neighborhood, I was happy. I played with my friends in view of my parents’ window, living in a community where neighbors looked out for us and we looked out for our neighbors. Those neighbors included even the most vulnerable like Daddy-O, who appeared to be a homeless alcoholic, who hung out on our stoop. Daddy-O’s presence was also a sign: If the door to the vestibule was open and Daddy-O was there, we knew it was safe to go inside. If the door was closed and Daddy-O was gone, we knew there might be something sordid going on. When I think back on it, he was our own personal neighborhood watch.


AS THE 1960S ROLLED ALONG, THE NEIGHBORHOOD BECAME even less stable. The mayor closed my local library claiming “budget shortfalls.” Meanwhile, my mother regularly got into arguments with my all-white teachers about the absence of helpful comments or corrections on any of my homework. These teachers (who lived far away from my block) seemed more concerned with my “unruly” hair than they were with developing my basic math skills, grammar, and punctuation. My father, a lifelong Harlemite except for his time in the Army during World War II, decided it was time to leave, but our options were few. Finally, in 1970 we moved to a brand-new development called Co-op City, an affordable multiracial cooperative for working families, on the outskirts of the Bronx. Compared to Harlem, Co-op City was a haven, with expansive fields of grass, bike paths, playgrounds, and shopping plazas. The plaza nearest my building had a new library. And, most importantly for my parents, the schools were one step better than my Harlem elementary school, P.S. 186, though they still held out hope that even better schools would become attainable.


Then, in 1975, when I was thirteen and a rising eighth grader, my parents’ hopes were answered. I was plucked from the financial aid waiting list and admitted to the Dalton School, an elite private school on Manhattan’s Upper East Side. Going to Dalton gave me culture shock I can still feel today. It exposed me to a race and wealth gap so great that two New York City neighborhoods separated only by a few miles felt like they were a whole universe apart.


Getting to and from school took over an hour by bus and subway each way. It’s a trip I took alone five days a week for five years. These daily subway rides became one of my first research sites, demonstrating just how segregated by race and class New York City really was. Taking the 6 train during rush hour at 86th Street, I quickly realized that all the white passengers would be gone by 125th Street and the rest of the ride would be Black, Latinx, and Asian folk. I was a motivated student and strategized that if I stood by a seated white person when I got on, I’d have a seat in three stops and could spend the rest of my way to Pelham Bay Park, the very last stop on the number 6 train, doing my homework on my lap.


As my high school years progressed, my initial observation about spatial racial segregation thickened. The train’s path also illuminated a pattern of targeted neglect and destruction that turned much of the South Bronx into piles of rubble, decimating and displacing whole communities of working-class people of color. These were communities under siege. As I bore witness to the accelerating state of crisis in Harlem and the Bronx alongside the unshakable wealth, immense privilege, and the racial homogeneity at Dalton, I began to ask questions. Why were things the way they were? And how did they get this way? By the time I was sixteen, it was clear to me that even though I was a very good student, no amount of hard work and no amount of studying would close the cavernous gap between my Dalton peers and everyone I knew outside Dalton. But I still couldn’t figure out why.


Even in a top private school like Dalton, there was no history or social studies class then available that could explain to me how American society had come to be arranged in such a visibly unequal way. Our highly regarded curriculum simply did not include any discussion of the central role of slavery, race, and racism in the development of the United States, nor any African American history. Instead, a key moment here or there—such as a brief consideration of the impact of the civil rights movement—was folded into a larger story about America’s commitment to democratic opportunity for all. This high point of Black struggle for freedom was largely severed from a long history of such struggle and from the ongoing and evolving policies that maintained racial inequity. The results of these policies were right in front of me, but their origins were rendered invisible by the fragmented way they were discussed.


At home, my parents encouraged lively conversations and debates around the dinner table about all kinds of social issues, especially racism. Nonetheless, I, like the majority of people in America, tended to notice and recall racism as expressed by individual behavior. When I was in the ninth grade, one of my friends with whom I played on the girls’ basketball team invited me over after school. When I arrived at the entrance of her exclusive building on the Upper East Side of Manhattan, I announced myself as a classmate of hers from Dalton. Despite this, the white doorman gruffly sent me around back to the service elevator reserved for nannies, maids, and others in the employ of the building’s wealthy residents. I experienced his relegating me to the service elevator as an act of individual/interpersonal racism, the kind of thing that people did because they were ignorant or hateful or “raised that way.”


It wasn’t until I took a sociology class on inequality as an undergraduate at Yale that I began to find real answers to my questions. Sociology classes revealed and then connected the pieces that had been separated and hidden from view. At the same time, African American Studies gave me the capacity to see African American history, culture, and politics from the view of the community’s vantage point. After a while, the conditions of my childhood were no longer random facts of life, or the product of individual decisions alone, but a system I could study that had reliable and predictable outcomes for the folks I grew up with.


What I couldn’t initially understand as a child growing up in Harlem and the Bronx, but would come to understand through my graduate studies, is that a relentless focus on personal or individual racism masked a complicated and durable system. Much of the power of that system was maintained and hidden by the stories we consistently tell about racism, stories that appear to confront racism but instead avoid addressing the systemic forces that continue to produce and maintain inequality. If we want to shed light on and dismantle the system, I reasoned, we would have to find ways to illuminate and personalize it. We need to make much more room for compelling stories that reveal the reinforcing impact of systemic racism on the lived experiences of those who bore the brunt of its effects.


Hip hop dramatically filled this void. Emerging in the mid-1970s in New York City, hip hop gave voice to those who were left to survive in the rubble-strewn lots of the South Bronx. My first book on hip hop, Black Noise: Rap Music and Black Culture in Contemporary America (1994), explored connections between the structural and spatial destruction of Black opportunity and community and the electrifying and creative determination of hip hop’s earliest progenitors. These “voices from the margins,” as I called them, exposed elements of systemic racism that challenged the mainstream idea that such a system was dismantled by antidiscrimination laws and that we had become a colorblind society. Over the next fifty years, as the genre moved to the center of American culture, the stories uplifted by the music industry began to reflect the very mainstream narratives about racism the genre had originally challenged. The relatively few artists who managed to resist the tremendous money and fame offered by the music industry and continued to make a systemic critique of racism were themselves pushed to the commercial margins. What I observed about hip hop was part of a larger process in the broader culture that embraced stories about Black experience while evading system-revealing stories of Black life. This book seeks to bring those stories, their systems-focus, back into view.


Metaracism is an effort to reveal systemic racism for what it is: a network of systemic impediments that works with devastating precision not only to influence our lives but to hide its own operations. The chapters that follow will argue that systemic racism remains the most important but largely concealed and therefore underestimated barrier to creating a racially just society. The repercussions of unaddressed and interlocking past and present policies and practices—some of which are designed to discriminate and others of which are used to generate discriminatory outcomes—work to create a network of mutually reinforcing racial disadvantages. When these connections are illuminated, a context of harm that is much greater than any one policy or institution could produce comes into view: metaracism.


Systemic racism’s power derives not only from its interconnections and mutually reinforcing metaeffects, but from its ability to hide in plain sight. The stories we tell about spectacular acts of racism often serve to obscure our view of the systemic racism all around us. In the drama of the singular catastrophic racist act, the workings of the system drop into the background. To see how this sleight of hand works, we need only look at the public reporting on individual acts of extreme discrimination or police brutality. News stories about such outrages regularly generate heightened emotional responses to racist acts few are likely to defend. Yet by focusing on extreme individual acts of racially motivated violence, these stories help reinforce the perception that racism is an obviously and visibly malignant, individual behavior. Such reporting builds a broad, if temporary, consensus against racism—with an almost singular focus on flagrant acts of interpersonal racism. These kinds of stories on the surface appear dedicated to exposing racism. Instead, they are mired in frames that pin blame on aberrant racists while hiding systemic racism.


These stories help create and support a widely held belief that America has ended societal racism. Recent studies show that today, a majority of Americans adamantly deny being racist, express strong belief in racial equality, and understand themselves to be practicing racial equality in their everyday lives.1 This firm belief in one’s personal practice of racial equality extends to perceptions of society itself. Nearly 80 percent of white Americans, for example, believe that “we are already or are almost a racially equal society.”2 These beliefs and perceptions sit quite precariously atop a vast network of interlocking forces and practices that work to create consistent and profound disadvantages for Black people and create and maintain stronger safety nets and enhanced opportunities for white people. This combination of dynamics is so normalized that many conclude that society must be racially just; that people’s life outcomes reflect what they have earned.


In many ways, this tension—a strong and broad-based belief in racial equality in a system whose societal institutions and policies maintain racial inequality—reflects a positive shift. For most of American history, the vast majority of white Americans explicitly believed in their racial superiority and deployed this belief to justify their control of resources and institutions, thereby more explicitly defending racial hierarchy. For most of our history, there was no need for systemic racism to be actively compartmentalized or denied; it was simply the publicly dominant social view. This was especially the case during the century-long era of southern Jim Crow racism, when many of the signposts of racial hierarchy and segregation were easily seen, reinforced, publicly supported, and legally enshrined. The civil rights movement, a multiracial push organized and led by Black Americans, is principally responsible for ending legalized racism and fueling the transition to a majority who express support for racial equality.


As a result, Jim Crow signs and restrictions, though they were once openly supported, are now legally outlawed and rejected by the public. And yet the arrangements of policies and practices across every facet of society remain and often produce starkly similar racial outcomes as were documented more than a half century ago under the regime of Jim Crow. Racial wealth gaps have remained consistent for over seventy years, and school segregation has returned to 1960 levels.3 During the 1980s a much expanded and brutal system of mass incarceration, which scholars have clearly shown disproportionately targets Black men and women, gathered steam and exploded pre-1960 levels of incarceration. Legally required discrimination has ended, yes. The signposts of segregation and racial oppression have been taken down, but segregation and policies that reinforce oppression remain and have even expanded in some areas. Public support of explicit racial hierarchy has been explicitly rejected or reduced to a murmur. But the gears of systemic racism continue to turn even so.


Today, systemic racism doesn’t need a “Whites Only” sign or an unapologetic racist to keep its wheels turning. Over the past fifty years, a period marked as the post–civil rights era, systemic racism has been an effective, well-oiled machine under liberal and conservative presidents, under Ronald Reagan to Barack Obama to Joe Biden. Systemic racism is not driven only by openly hostile anti-Black forces; it is a powerful driver of Black disadvantage within liberal and progressive communities and among whites who steadfastly claim to believe in racial equality.


In my thirty-plus years of teaching and writing about racism, I have met many people who admit racism exists but reject the notion that today’s policies and practices are structured to generate harm on multiple levels for Black people. This is, in part, because we have been socialized to identify Jim Crow–style, explicit domination of Black people as the predominant form racism takes. In the past, this version of history goes, society believed that whites should have greater status and value—and now we don’t. This perception hinges on society-wide racism as a waning phenomenon, on the idea that what we see are the vestiges of a past system. This false divide between “then” and “now,” the relentless focus on individual racism, along with the inherent stealth of systemic racism itself, combine to make systemic racism invisible to most Americans today.


The idea that today’s conditions are simply holdover racist practices from decades and centuries past is not only wrong but dangerous. This illusion makes it very difficult to see how recent and current conditions and policies at once create, enforce, and reproduce to keep the systems of racial discrimination working in the present tense. We are not weathering the bumpy but declining legacy of a racist past. We are, right now, reinforcing and developing new policies that will maintain systemic racism in the decades ahead. The wealth gap has been steady for seventy years, not only because of the bedrock of discrimination that created it, but also because of ongoing and new practices and decisions in policy and practice that maintain it. The long history of excluding Black people from bank loans gave way to various forms of discriminatory inclusion, for example, the practice of allowing Blacks to apply for loans but then disproportionately rejecting their applications and/or targeting them for high-interest loans.4 School segregation is illegal and very few publicly support school segregation today, and yet our schools are as or more racially segregated than they were in the 1960s. These and other continued, modified, and newly developed policies and practices generate contemporary and future patterns of systemic racism. A systems lens brings into sharp relief the adaptations in policy that nonetheless maintain consistent outcomes, such as significant school segregation, lending discrimination, and a cavernous racial wealth gap. Furthermore, systems thinking draws our attention to the impact of an insidious and evasive network of policies and practices working together to create metaracism: the dynamic interconnections between policies and practices that generate effects greater than any one policy could achieve on its own.


Many who oppose racism that is clearly rooted in hate are nonetheless beneficiaries and sometimes defenders of the conditions under which systemic racism flourishes. And, when serious effort to disrupt the impact of systemic racism gathers steam close to home, it is too often white liberals who line up to protect the status quo that maintains white advantages. It can be disheartening to witness liberal parents decry police acts of violence against Black citizens and post “Black Lives Matter” signs on their lawns, and yet attend school board meetings where they fight vigorously to retain a disgraceful, largely segregated, and unequally funded school system that provides advantages for their own children. This contradiction is not new. Martin Luther King, Jr., wrote bluntly about northern white liberals who welcomed him to their cities “and showered praise on the heroism of Southern Negroes.” However, when King focused national attention on deplorable northern urban conditions on the South Side of Chicago and elsewhere, he noted: “Only the language was polite. The rejection was firm and unequivocal.”5


Over the past ten years or so, our public conversation on racism seems to have expanded, and some might even suggest that the dramatic rise in the public validation and visibility of once obscure terms such as “systemic racism” and “structural racism” reflects a collective step forward toward creating a permanent, more level ground.


Some of this shift was the result of the vast reach of social media to distribute instantaneously, to a global audience, recorded incidents of police violence against Black people. Whether recorded on citizens’ phones or on police body cams, this footage was now instantly consumed by a mass public. As a result, these incidents became more easily seen as part of something bigger, something structural or systemic. Between 2000 and 2019, usage of the terms “systemic racism” and “structural racism” each saw an eightfold increase in book publication references alone, with the most significant rise beginning between 2012, the year Trayvon Martin was murdered by George Zimmerman, and 2014, when Ferguson police officer Darren Wilson gunned down Michael Brown in the middle of the street.6 For the year and a half or so following the May 2020 police murder of George Floyd, these two terms were everywhere. Public statements from college presidents, presidential candidates, celebrities, and a number of major corporate CEOs noted that structural and systemic racism are serious problems in our society, and many called for meaningful change. The nation’s fifty largest companies and their foundations, including the likes of Apple and Pfizer, pledged to fight racism with a commitment to the tune of billions of dollars to address racial inequality.7 Celebrities and activists implored their fans and followers to better understand the systemic forces at work in their lives.


We were told that this was a racial reckoning. But what do people really mean when they say “systemic racism”? For as ubiquitous as the terms “structural racism” and “systemic racism” have become, our public conversation around them remains muddled, often confused, and imprecise. We may think we know what we are talking about when we say “structural” or “systemic,” but I’ve come to realize that most of us have only the most general and vague idea.


This confusion is not entirely our fault. Clear definitions or explanations of these terms have not been at the forefront of our public talk about them. It is also the case that some of us prefer to be vague. Despite the momentum generated by activists and millions of outraged citizens post–George Floyd, and the heightened attention brought to bear on racism, most books and public conversations referred to systemic racism but rarely exposed with clarity how it works. Most of the mainstream conversations were content to retreat to a well-worn habit of turning inward to expose and eradicate racism in ourselves and others around us. Dealing with the magnitude of systemic racism is harder than a self-improvement-focused approach to ending racism, one person at a time. We were implored to examine the racism embedded in individual attitude, by a cadre of “how-to” guides: how to become good antiracism allies, or how to acknowledge white privilege. It is rare for this conversation to cut through the haze of individual anecdotes to reveal the larger system at work.


I do not think we yet share a meaningful understanding of what systemic racism is and how it works. The more casually used and confused with personal attitudes, the more familiar it seems. But this familiarity is established at the expense of clarity and coherence. In fact, a lack of clarity about what systemic racism is and why it matters, coupled with the tendency to approach racism as a matter of personal reflection on individual belief, has left the term vulnerable to treacherous manipulation.


As I write this, we are approaching the three-year anniversary of the horrific murder of George Floyd. The first eighteen months were heady days buzzing with conversation, reading, reflection, institutional promises, and activism. As time moved on, support for tackling systemic racism receded from public view, fatigue set in, and attacks on the idea itself gained more public attention. As has been the case during many stages in the Black freedom struggle, key phrases around which activists mobilize get twisted and vilified by those who resist such change. Influential terms are intentionally manipulated in ways designed to frighten people from being associated with them. Critical Race Theory, “intersectionality,” and “woke” have most recently been the center of such campaigns. The aggressive vilification of these and other terms led the College Board to sharply curtail and remove content for the first-ever Advanced Placement course in African American Studies. The term “systemic” was removed entirely from the course.8 A central aim of these smear campaigns is to make the study of racism a threat. In this case, it is the mere idea of systemic racism that threatens us—not its existence and its terrible impact on our society. Mere reference to systemic racism is to be stopped, not systemic racism itself! Efforts such as these not only further muddy the definitional waters, but they also generate fraught conditions that paralyze regular folks, conditions that leave many of us unwilling and unable to figure out how to challenge systemic racism deniers.


This is a book about systemic racism in American society today. Any serious racial reckoning demands that we take a clear-eyed look at what systemic racism is and how it works. The practice of paying close attention to systemic racism as a current-day convention has been deliberately and falsely equated with charges of individual racism. This has led some to conclude that systemic racism amounts to a permanent indictment of society, and of white people. This is not the case. When we focus on how racism works as a system, we can better see how the policies and forces organizing our society can and do operate with or without our explicit investment in racism. What a systemic approach to racism allows is an honest, collective reckoning with the forces that shape our outcomes no matter how progressive or antiracist we think we are.


Our best chance of dismantling systemic racism begins with a close examination of how systems work and using systems thinking to identify the discriminatory outcomes. Of course, it is impossible to step completely outside the systems we live in, but some new frameworks and stories can help us begin to see the workings of systems all around us, making connections that were previously invisible to many of us. This involves an urgent focus on interconnection. In a system, the overall outcomes are generated by the multidirectional and reinforcing interactions between parts of the system. The interactions or interconnections generated by systems dynamics are sometimes called “metaeffects.” A metaeffect is an impact based on these multidirectional and reinforcing interactions, an impact more comprehensive, more transcending than any one element or policy could create on its own. In society today, the metaeffect of systemic racism is metaracism.


Understanding how racism works systemically changes everything we think we know about racial inequality in America today. Myriad explanations offered for the staggering range of ways that disadvantages and discrimination shape Black life in this country rarely if ever begin with the admission that society is organized actively, and in the present, to generate these outcomes. Part of this absence has to do with the way we define racism—as an individual belief in action. But it also has to do with the way we tell stories about racism—stories that focus on individual events generally disconnected from the broader context in which they take place. But systemic racism is also made less visible by the way we silo and compartmentalize our thinking about race-related social problems. Racial inequality in education is deeply intertwined with housing discrimination, and it will be very difficult, if not impossible, to grasp the full scope of either one if they are approached as separated from one another. Put another way, systemic racism and its metaeffects are much harder to grasp when interlocking issues are not examined relationally. There are many facets to these interconnections and the arrangement of current policies that should be identified and examined, including, for example, the patterns that allow the disproportionate targeting of Black people for punishment and the unpunished discrimination of Black people at the same time. Compartmentalization robs us of the ability to see the system as a whole, preventing us from addressing the forces that maintain the profoundly effective, devastating system of racial discrimination.


The vantage point of the collective lived experiences of Black people opens up space for insight about the operations of systemic racism. This vantage point is a hallmark of the rich legacy of Black/African American Studies, a legacy built by many generations of activists, artists, and thinkers who have been tracing, theorizing, defining, documenting, and organizing against various iterations of systemic racism.


At the heart of this project is my desire to document in accessible and clear language what it means and what it feels like to experience life as a Black person in this country today. Refusal to confront the truth about systemic racism has put many Black people in the position of trying to explain it, or prove it, usually in the wake of yet another publicly circulated act of brutal violence against a Black person. Living with this leviathan is hard enough; managing the broader society disbelief and constant repudiation of its existence makes bad matters worse.


I admit that I didn’t have a full grasp of the profound interconnections in and between so many key policies and practices until I set about examining them closely and relationally—specifically looking at how an array of policies and practices in key areas worked in concert to compose an interconnected whole. A few years ago, I began in earnest trying to answer the question: How does systemic racism actually work? Doing so involved diving into systems theory and learning what makes a system a system. It also involved digging deeper into a broad range of housing, education, criminal justice, and wealth policies and practices. In the end, I explored close to one hundred policies and practices. In every case, I wanted to know not only the general purpose or function of the policy, but also how it impacted Black lives by design and by strategic implementation. The more I examined these policies and studied how they specifically hurt Black people, the more I realized that the compartmentalized, myth-laden story we tell about racism hides and denies a trio of interlocking, and devastating, systemic metaeffects of systemic racism on millions of Black lives: containment, extraction, and punishment. This was when the magnitude of systemic racism, the existence of metaracism, began to come into view. It shocked me, it angered me, but it also motivated me to share what I had found.


OVERVIEW OF THE BOOK


We must begin with the building blocks of what constitutes a system. To analyze and see “racism as a system,” in chapter 1, I ask readers to think in a way that identifies and examines key connections between the parts of the system, with a focused attention on how interconnections generate outcomes that are different, and often more impactful and long-lasting, than one individual component could produce on its own. The way interconnections compound to create magnified outcomes is an important insight into the impact of systems. Most people learn what racism is (and what it is not) through the public stories we tell. This chapter shows how different kinds of storytelling to a greater or lesser extent either reveal or hide the workings of systemic racism by offering the “same” story told first in a way that hides systemic racism and then in another way that brings it into view.


I then shift to an examination of the wide range of policies and practices whose interconnections create consistent metaeffects. Chapter 2 presents my research into nearly one hundred key policies and practices that drive systemic racism, particularly in housing, schools, wealth, and criminal justice, and illuminates how they work as part of a system that generates devastating outcomes for Black people. These systemic effects are produced by the ways that policies are written, enforced, and maintained through the interconnections between them and the larger social contexts within which they all take place. Systems are not fixed. They adapt to shocks and changes, often finding ways to generate arrestingly consistent outcomes over time.


My research illuminated an immense network of policies that despite their vast differences in purported aims share an ominous and strikingly consistent pattern of outcomes and effects. I closely researched a range of policies developed and/or escalated in the post–civil rights era: from Stop and Frisk to the War on Drugs to Stand Your Ground; from zero-tolerance school punishment policies to perverse new forms of lending practices, land seizures, and voter disenfranchisement; from how we fund public schools to how municipal fines and fees are used in ways that exclude or disproportionately target Black people. Of course, the longer-term impact of earlier and highly influential policies like the G.I. Bill, government-regulated redlining, racial covenants, and Jim Crow weigh heavily on the present and should be accounted for as a crucial foundation for today’s racial landscape. But, here in this book, I pay special attention to the more recent policies and practices that enforce, maintain, expand, and deepen systemic racism in America today.


It is through the regularized process of disproportionate impact that the metaeffects of systemic racism gather force. While racist policies and policies practiced in discriminatory ways can have many different kinds of effects, my research shows that a range of important, influential policies and practices that fundamentally shape our society generate systemic racism through three central, consistent, and interlocking metaeffects: the containment, extraction, and punishment of Black people. Chapter 2 shows that policies we think may be mainly about containment can also have important extracting dimensions. The way they interact as a group of influential policies can reveal effects greater than can be measured simply by adding them together. We will see a key feature of a system at work: that the interconnections between system components produce “effects that are greater than the sum of their parts.” In systemic racism this generates metaracism.


Stories about racism very often frame collective experiences that result from systemic racism into stories that are disconnected in various ways from the racial system in which they take place. These stories reinforce a perception that racism is a singular event rather than a system that generates a collective set of outcomes. Chapters 3, 4, and 5 expose the mechanisms of systemic racism and the role of public stories about racism by retelling three stories with which many readers are likely familiar: the terrible murders of Trayvon Martin and Michael Brown, and the criminalization and punishment of Kelley Williams-Bolar, the Akron, Ohio, mom convicted of “stealing education” for her two daughters. The primary public mainstream versions of the stories about Martin, Williams-Bolar, and Brown reflected the complicated dynamics of the struggle over illuminating systemic racism and how it is erased from view: how we define racism, the way we tell stories about it, and our compartmentalized approach to racism. In the case of Trayvon Martin, we see a vivid example of a story that completely erases systemic forces by framing Zimmerman’s pursuit and murder of Martin as a “chance encounter.” This interpretation motivates a lengthy examination of the character and intentions of the key players, their individual behaviors, and the actions of others—to find proof of individual guilt or innocence and very little in the way of systemic context. The public debates about whether Kelley Williams-Bolar was justified in her decision to enroll her daughters in excellent schools in a district in which she did not live revolved around a compartmentalized approach in which educational inequality was the sole issue at hand for her defenders, even though her own explanations suggested a more multifaceted set of motivations that revealed interconnected effects of systemic racism.


In both cases, Martin’s family and Kelley Williams-Bolar were strongly advised not to mention the impact of racism at all in court, effectively defining racism as outside the scope of influence and relevance in determining a just outcome. In the case of Michael Brown, initial national news reports were content to present the official police explanation of events, which justified the killing by lying about key elements of what transpired at the scene. The subsequent community uprisings and the militarized, occupation-like police response to Black protest led to the Ferguson Department of Justice report that revealed a staggeringly corrupt police department. Continued activism led to additional exposure of educational segregation and neglect. And yet, even as the evidence of the existence of systemic racism in Ferguson mounted, the depths of the interconnections remained difficult to see and Ferguson itself became a scapegoat; it began to be perceived as an outlier. The many discriminatory patterns that connect Ferguson to regional and national practices were rarely connected. The stories that attempt to expose systemic racism are pushed to the margins or out of the frame entirely.


A systems lens allows us to examine how their lives, extreme punishment, and deaths are deeply connected to, and flow from, the larger social circumstances in which they take place. These retellings will reveal much more about the regularized, hidden, and deeply interconnected forms of discrimination that shaped Trayvon, Michael, and Kelley’s lives, families, and communities.


These retellings are designed to do four things: (1) critically contextualize their stories as embedded in systemic racism to challenge the individualistic or single-silo versions; (2) dive deeply into the policies and practices to expose how they impacted the lives of Trayvon Martin, Michael Brown, and Kelley Williams-Bolar; (3) show how these policies are part of a much larger national pattern that extracts, contains, and punishes Black people; and (4) try to offer a tangible sense of what it feels like to be subjected to these conditions. Finally, these chapters shine light on the pivotal role of two racial myths, the myths of Black criminality and Black cultural inferiority, that work to justify the status quo and suggest that Black people are themselves the problem.


All of us are deeply impacted by the social terrain in which we operate. For Black people, this terrain is treacherous and steep. In the face of a massive network of disadvantages, it is, frankly, an act of cruelty to argue that Black people are personally and individually responsible for the conditions they face. Until we adequately examine, confront, and work to dismantle what we have forced Black people to survive, we have little business preaching about Black people’s supposed lack of individual responsibility.


How, then, can we break free? It is hard to hear the truth about how society is organized to create and reinforce racial advantages for whites and disadvantages for Black people. A truthful accounting of systemic racism is painful and daunting, and can be overwhelming. The discomfort can distort the issues at hand (aka, isn’t systemic racism just a class problem?). Some people get angry, feel guilty, retreat to fantasy; some use the power of silence as a way to impede change-oriented dialogue and action. For others it is depressing and derailing, it gives them little hope for getting ahead, and it diminishes the amazing stories of success of those who “started from the bottom.” For still others it generates shame for being associated with those of us who bear the more visible wounds caused by the system. And yet, refusing to deal with systemic racism gives it more power, not less. Even as we ignore it, we won’t be free of it.


Chapter 6 explains that understanding what systemic racism is and how it works to perpetuate racism is essential to ending it, but there is more to be done too. The creation of a society dedicated to equity, justice, and belonging depends on our willingness to dig deep, to fully understand the profound effects of the discrimination systems we have built. The terms we use to describe our shared reality and the care with which we use them carry high stakes. Vague generalities only serve to further obscure how the system works and lay the groundwork for those who wish to deny or de-emphasize its powerful effects. Confused and misdirected uses of the terms supply ammunition for pernicious attacks by those who deny the existence and influence of systems to perpetuate racism. Resisting these attacks requires that we fully understand the terms and the realities hidden beneath them, so that we can push back with force when it comes to all the places systemic racism does its dirty work.


Making the workings of systemic racism visible and comprehensible is a crucial part of dismantling it. Right now, it is rendered invisible by the elongated distorting shadows of American individualism, racial mythology, and the separation that segregated living has forged. This book is a call for a paradigm shift. We must expose and deflate the power of systemic racism by asking different questions, building support for the changes that will exert the most leverage, and taking issue with those who perpetuate the myths that Black people created their own conditions and that everyone has an equal chance. We must challenge those who deny society’s obligation to correct and repair what it has done and continues to do to Black people—not only for the sake of Black people, though this would be reason enough, but for the sake of us all. It’s the only way to break free of the mess we’ve created.
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CAUGHT UP IN THE SYSTEM


METARACISM AND THE STORIES THAT HIDE IT


LISTENING IN ON CONVERSATIONS GOING ON AROUND ME growing up, there was a phrase I often heard peppered throughout adult conversations. At a friend’s house, someone might ask: “Where is he now? Did he get caught up in the system?” Or an elder in the barbershop might caution: “They keep carrying on like that and they gonna get caught up in the system.” That phrase, “caught up in the system,” and the worried, hushed tones that accompanied its use got my attention. What was this system, where was it, and how was it so powerful and dangerous that you couldn’t get out?


As usual, the practical wisdom and creative speech of Black people was on point: there is a “system.” It produces consistent, consistently harsh, comprehensive, and relentless conditions for Black people. Across the country a network of systemic forces exerts profound targeted pressure on millions of Black Americans, causing real and substantial harm to their lives and blocking their opportunities to reach their human potential. This system continues to contain where Black people live; it reduces the quality of their communities, and it limits their access to critical resources. It profoundly shapes Black people’s relationships with the police and the criminal justice system, funneling them into conditions of highly punitive, life-threatening police violence and longer jail sentences than others would face for similar charges or crimes. The system suppresses Black people’s wages and reduces their access to quality lending and housing. These, along with other forms of significant economic discrimination, have for decades reduced the growth of intergenerational black wealth to a small fraction (roughly 10 percent) of the wealth white Americans pass down to their children, creating economic precarity and increasing the likelihood of financial catastrophe.


This same system shapes our neighborhoods, whether majority white or Black—including who has greater or lesser access to green space, to sources of healthy food and safe outdoor recreation, and to quality doctors, hospitals, and other health care professionals. The environmental conditions created by this system cause extreme physical distress and illnesses that drive many chronic diseases to which Black people are disproportionately vulnerable. It profoundly influences the quality of our schools, including staggering gaps based on race in levels of funding and teacher experience and quality.
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